
        
            
                
            
        

    
The one thing a tough demon-hunter needs is three sexy demons to ravish her body and protect her heart...
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Author’s Note
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Mates of the Realms is a unique world where every book is a reverse harem, meaning there’s one woman and multiple men who fall in love with her. The focus is on the woman, and the end of each series has a much deserved happily-ever-after. These books also all contain steamy sex scenes that will leave you wishing for your own reverse harems.

Timeline of the Mates of the Realms World:

Sharen’s Series- Mates of the Realms: Mortals

Surcy’s Series- Mates of the Realms: Immortals

But these series can be enjoyed in any order!

I hope you enjoy these little breaks from reality,

~ Lacey Carter Andersen
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Chapter One
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Concealing a murder is far more difficult than most people could possibly imagine.

Greg Manthen tapped his pen against his desk, silently seething as he thought about the one thing that might reveal what he had done. The one piece of evidence he hadn’t considered. 

It simply needed to be dealt with. And his patience was wearing thin.

Where is it? And what in God’s name is taking so long?

When his assistant, Carson, lightly knocked at his door and entered, he glared at the older man without a word. Most men in Greg’s position would scream their displeasure, but not Greg, he liked to watch his victims squirm.

The short man ran a nervous hand through his white, balding hair and straightened his skewed tie, as if doing so would suddenly make him presentable for someone as important as Greg.

It did not.

“Well?”

“They finished with it,” Carson whispered, then scurried to stand in front of his desk.

Greg raised a brow. “So are you going to show it to me? Or stand there all day?”

His assistant glanced nervously at the door behind him. “There wasn’t much they could decipher... she’d burned the journal almost past recognition.”

Greg slammed his palm angrily on the desk, making the man jump.

Carson set the paper in front of him and took two steps back. “Anything else, sir?”

“No. You’re dismissed.”

He barely heard the door as it closed, grasping the paper and pulling it close with an eagerness that bordered on desperation. His team had deciphered all that remained of Elaina Davens’ journal and typed it neatly on a paper.

Looking at the sheet, he read what little had been found:

They’ve lied to me. About everything. Level 10 demons are no worse than we are. The line between them and the angels is paper thin.

They’re———than I ever imagined. 

They’ll kill me if they ever discover what I know. 

This changes everything.

Greg stared at the paper for far too long before finally setting it down. He’d been right to betray Elaina. She’d discovered the truth. A truth that would have turned their world upside down and destroyed everything.

She had needed to die.

And once I burn this, and the charred remains of her journal, there will be nothing to suggest her death was anything but an accident. 

The secret of what he and his team had done would remain a secret forever. There was no body. No weapon. And no evidence. There was no crime, as far as humankind knew.

He smiled. I actually got away with murder.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Two
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Sharen’s phone buzzed. Immediately, her pulse picked up, and her focus snapped away from the student’s presentation to her phone. There were only two people who called her. One of them was the man who ripped her heart out, and the other was dead.

So... there was really only person who could be calling her now. 

Willing herself not to assume the worst, she slid her phone off her desk. Swiping the screen, she read the text from her ex-husband.

I went back and got more of my things.

She stared in disbelief. Somewhere deep inside, her heart squeezed painfully. 

But she pushed the feeling aside. In both her professional and personal life, letting her feelings distract her was dangerous. If she wasn’t strong, all the time, people got hurt. 

People died.

Even Elaina. 

So, she reached for her anger. Anger kept her safe. Alive. It was the only thing that made her keep going after her best friend’s death.

I broke my own rules. I opened up to this man, and look where it got me. Now she knew the truth, as much as she wished she could be soft and vulnerable, at least in her personal life, she couldn’t. So, she accepted that she’d be “The Ice Queen” in all areas of her life.

No matter how exhausting such a role could be.

I can handle this, as long as my ex didn’t touch my secret stash of books.

Sharen had started seeking out ancient books after stumbling upon one half-buried in a demon-realm. The lettering of the first book had been hard to read, but she’d discovered spells that she’d never been taught in class, or even heard whispered about. Since that day, she’d bought any book she could find about magic, spells, demons, or different realms. Most seemed more fantasy than reality. But a few fascinated her by describing things that felt... possible.

Shaking herself, she stared back at her phone. If he touched my books, it might just push me over the edge. Slowly, she typed back. What things? You took all your stuff when you left.

Two months ago, she’d walked-in on her husband and her sister in bed together. Since that day, her personal life had been a mess. It wasn’t that she was shocked that the cold man she’d married was cheating on her. The truth was her marriage had been in shambles before their honeymoon was over. Because that was when he stopped pretending to be who I wanted and showed who he was deep down. But having her sister betray her? It was like a knife that didn’t stop twisting in her belly, no matter how much time passed.

And yet, all that pain, all that misery, was nothing compared to her best friend’s death. 

Her phone buzzed again as she stared numbly at the hand that held it. Unconsciously, her gaze went to the simple gold band she still wore, before swiping the screen once more.

I took the TV, stereo, and some kitchen appliances. We need them for our new place.

At least he left what really mattered. But her relief was quickly replaced by anger. She clenched her teeth and dropped her phone back on her desk. Those were mine! Bought with my hard-earned money.

Closing her eyes, she willed herself not to completely lose her shit. He had taken everything from her. And he had the nerve to take more? If her job didn’t require that she keep a low-profile, she’d have called the cops and thrown his ass in jail a long time ago.

But as it was, all she could do was seethe. Silently.

And plan to finally have my locks changed.

God did she hate him.

Looking up, she stared out at the sea of faces. It was weird to think her “students” were only a few years younger than her. How did they look so youthful, while she felt so old?

And then, she realized something else. Most of the class wasn’t paying attention to the presentation.

Her jaw clenched so hard it ached. This wasn’t some bullshit English class. If they didn’t learn what she was teaching, they died. And the new group of students this year was one of the worst she’d seen in a long time. She was having a student review basic information with them, because they desperately needed the extra help.

And they don’t even care enough to pay attention!

Sharen tapped her fingers on the desk and glared, her focus turning to one student in particular who oozed arrogance. “Smith, there something boring about Katie’s presentation?”

The freshmen jumped, guiltily hiding his phone at the same time. “No, Mrs. Bran.”

Moving in one swift motion, she stood, and the room grew eerily still. Even her seniors and juniors in the back, looked up from their textbooks.

“Lily,” she said, drawing out the senior student’s name.

Lily stood, her stance that of a well-trained military officer, which she practically was. “Yes, Mrs. Bran?”

The twenty year old’s golden hair was secured in a practical, low bun at the back of her head. She wore no makeup, but with her brilliant hazel eyes and high cheekbones, she didn’t need anything to look more model than warrior. But people who missed the muscles tightening her young body, were fools, because she could kill a man, or more accurately, a demon, faster than any student in the room. 

Sharen circled the almost-bare teacher’s desk, linking her hands behind her back. “Explain to Smith, and the rest of these worthless monkeys, what happens if you get your symbols wrong.”

Lily took a second to phrase her words exactly as she thought best, something Sharen had grown to appreciate about the girl. “For one thing, you could go into the wrong demon’s territory. Which would be bad on many, many levels. If you got stuck, for instance, other teams might not be able to find you, because we’d be logged into The Program as having gone to a different territory.” She looked to Sharen with an unspoken question: should I keep going?

Sharen gave a short nod.

Lily’s pale complexion grew pink as a fiery determination filled her eyes. “You freshmen haven’t battled yet, but those symbols that seem to mean very little in your textbooks will be the difference between life and death. You draw yourself into a safety circle, using the right symbols. You get them wrong, and a demon could be feasting on your flesh in the blink of an eye.”

All the students had turned around in their seats, to stare up at the beautiful girl as she spoke so vehemently. But still, it sickened Sharen to think that in six short months, she’d be losing a good portion of her Demon Hunters at graduation, and would be left with the new students who showed very little promise, even after a half year of studying.

“Tell them about Brian.”

For one second, shock registered on the blonde’s face, before she expertly covered it up. “On his first trip into a demon’s territory, he mixed up his first and second symbol. We found him at his location... a demon had eaten half his stomach.”

A murmur rose from the freshmen and sophomores. Some looked panicked. Some had obviously heard the story before.

“And what did the news report about Brian?”

Lily took a deep breath, likely trying to forget the image of Brian’s mangled body. “They said he’d gotten drunk and stumbled into a river. They said he drowned.”

“Very good. Sit down.” 

The girl complied.

“But sometimes you can do everything right and still die.” 

Her gaze snapped to Rorde, who leaned arrogantly back in his chair.

The twenty-year-old sorcerer made her skin crawl. No one in the classroom was aware of the extensive record he’d had as a minor. Of the violent crimes that he’d committed at an age when most kids were still scared of the dark. But Sharen knew, and she firmly disagreed with the Director allowing him to join their program and her team. 

“You could always die crossing the street tomorrow,” she answered him curtly. “But at least you won’t die with demons feeding on your insides.”

He rolled his eyes.

She strode to his desk and placed her hands on it.

After a second, he looked up. His aristocratic good-looks still not enough to hide the dangerous quality of his gaze, nor the cruelness of his expression.

“I’ve lost a student every single year. At least one, if not more.” She cocked her head. “I haven’t lost one yet this year though. I wonder who it’ll be? The team members who know their shit, or the ones sitting in the back of the class acting like arrogant pieces of shit?”

A couple choked laughs came from behind her.

Rorde glared. “I’ll hope we all return safely. Especially you.”

Is that a threat? “You do that.”

Now, back to my point.

Sharen started slowly pacing in front of the freshmen and sophomores, some who would be entering demon territory before the end of the year. “There it is kids. Some jobs you mess up at, you get fired. You mess this up, you die. And along with that, no one ever knows the sacrifice you made so they could sleep safely in their beds.”

The room descended into silence.

“Now, Smith,” she said, eying the boy who likely only got accepted into The Program because he was the size of a small mountain. “How do you create a Circle of Protection?”

Defiance lit his eyes. “You draw a circle around you, and write three symbols inside.”

“What symbols?” She asked.

He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his broad chest. “Protection, Luck, and Life.”

“Correct,” She said. But just as a cocky expression twisted his lips, she added. “In what order?”

He frowned and cleared his throat. “Just as I said it. Protection first, then Luck, then Life.”

Sharen leaned over and placed her hands on the tiny desk connected to his chair. “Congratulations, you’re dead.”

Blake gave a short laugh from the back of the class and put his arm behind Lily’s chair. “If you don’t know that by now, you’ll be the first to die.”

Smith paled.

Normally she’d correct a student for speaking out, but Blake was the other team captain. He and Lily were the best, and one of those rare college engagement stories that Sharen thought would actually work out. And when he spoke, the other students were more likely to listen.

“Now then,” Sharen said, turning around to face the brunette patiently waiting to continue her presentation. “Katie, why don’t you finish up. I think these monkeys could use a little more help.”

The demon-meat paid adamant attention the rest of class, scribbling notes like it just might save their lives, which it might. Good. Her gaze shifted away from them to her team in the back of the room. The seniors had that nervous silence they always got the night before they crossed over. Only, it was more than that this time. Tonight, an orange moon streaked the sky, and for some reason, it made them all a bit jumpy.

Sharen moved through the room, answering questions, and offering subtle reassurance. Even though she feared for the new recruits, she still respected the hell out of them. Not everyone could risk their lives to keep others safe.

A shrill bell rang overhead. Everyone jumped a bit, including Sharen.

The students remained sitting, staring at her.

“Alright, class. Study and train. You know what to do. Now, get out.”

When they were gone, Sharen’s team stood and filed down the stairs. They waited in front of their teacher, in a quiet line.

I’m going to miss these kids. And she would. Even though she had to keep a secure line between herself and them, they were the closest things she had to friends. And they were amazing at what they did. Amazing people too.

“Let’s head down and get this over with.” Sharen headed for the door. “Lily and Blake, with me.”

The team captains flanked her as they made their way down the hall. The other eight students walked a short distance behind, except for Rorde who was so close Sharen could feel his breath on her neck. 

Sharen rolled her neck, trying to shake the feeling of his breath on her skin. “What do you think of them?”

Blake cast a glance at Lily. “They’re slow learners, but maybe they’ll pick it up after they cross over for the first time.”

Sharen looked at the boy. He’d come into The Program knowing the basics of creating a Protective Circle. He’d toned his body and practiced with a trainer, entering her classroom with the grace and skill of a warrior twice his age. Those kids had no chance of ever being as good as he was.

“Perhaps,” Sharen said with a shrug.

Lily gave her a small smile. “Also, I wanted to tell you something. The Director approached me about taking on a role as a Leader after I graduate.”

“Really?” Sharen couldn’t say she was surprised, if anyone could do it, Lily could.

“I told him I wasn’t interested.”

Sharen froze, shaking her head. “Why? You’d be excellent at it.”

“Because as much as I admire you, I could never do your job.”

Sharen frowned.

“The thing is, and I mean this respectfully, I’ve watched you give up everything for this job. Your friends. Your family. All for a bunch of students you have to scare into learning enough so they don’t die. And, to risk your eternal life in a way none of us have to... I just couldn’t do it.”

Sharen felt flustered as she started to walk again. Lily fell silent, but kept pace beside her. 

Would I have become a Leader if I had the love of a good man? If I knew how to steal a little happiness from this world? Maybe not. Maybe I would’ve done my time and had a normal life. Lily deserves that after all she’s done for this world.

“I think... perhaps you made a good choice.”

Sharen glanced at the young woman out of the corner of her eye and was glad to see she looked relieved. She didn’t want Lily to feel like she had disappointed her by not following in her footsteps, but she also didn’t want her to realize that sometimes Sharen regretted her choice too.

They’d almost reached the steel elevator when her cell phone buzzed. Turning it away from her team, she read the expected message.

And my alimony check better be in the mail tonight.

An ache grew in her chest. She couldn’t believe she actually had to pay her ex every month. It seemed like a bad joke. If anyone knew what her personal life was like, they’d probably lose a lot of respect for her. Because as much as she should feel nothing but hate for her ex and her sister, she missed both of them.

I’m pathetic.

She realized, too late, that she’d stopped walking. Her students stood silently, waiting for her next move. Tucking her phone in her pocket, she walked to the stairs and typed the code into the panel. A few second later, the doors slid open and they filed inside. She hit “Z” on the elevator, then they all held still as the green lights scanned each individual, ensuring they had the proper badge. The elevator jerked into movement a second later, traveling down at a fast speed.

“Don’t worry.” Lily gave a shy smile, unaware of what really troubled her teacher. “At least we don’t turn twenty-one until after graduation, so you have a little more time with us.”

Sharen tried to push away thoughts of her failed marriage. Lily was right, she could thank God for their ages. Once these kids turned twenty-one, crossing over became too dangerous. Twenty-one was somehow a “magic” age, where demons could possess their bodies. Or find ways to use them to enter their realm.

Each university around the world had one team, and only one adult, the teacher, was allowed to enter the other realms. The rules stated that he, or she, needed to stand next to the exit from the realm. They weren’t allowed to directly engage a demon, and their students knew if things got dicey, their teacher would be the first to leave. It wasn’t the best system, sending the kids in to do the dirty work, but it was better than sitting back until the demons got strong enough to enter their realm, and then fighting them here.

The elevator doors opened to another white hallway hidden beneath a soundproof layer below the surface of the more “normal” classrooms. They came to the familiar door, where Rorde, without being told, typed in the code. The doors slid open, and he cast her that familiar superior smile. One that said, only you should know the code, but I do too. 

“I have a photographic memory,” he said, staring directly at Lily.

“So you’ve told us. A lot,” Sharen responded curtly.

Rorde had a thing for Lily. It seemed like everyone knew it except her. And Sharen had done everything humanly possible to keep him far from Lily. The sorcerer wasn’t good for her. Even ignoring the fact that she was already engaged to one of the smartest, nicest men most people would likely meet in their lives.

The sorcerer glared at his teacher, and opened his mouth.

But before he could speak, her phone rang. Pulling it back out of the pocket, she stiffened at the unfamiliar number. “Everyone, file in. I’ll join you in a minute.”

Staying in the hall, she clicked the button to accept the call. 

“Sharen?”

Her breath left in a rush. “You called.”

The woman on the other line went silent, her breathing heavy. “Is this a secure line?”

“Yes.”

“Checked recently?”

Sharen clenched the phone harder. What could she have to say that’s this important? “Yes.”

Another long pause. “I looked into Elaina’s death.”

Her heart raced, filling her ears. “And.”

“It seems she went into a demon realm without her team.”

Sharen felt a cold numbness wash over her. “That’s impossible.”

“That’s what her official report says.”

Sharen spun in the empty hall, clenching her free hand and pressing it against her forehead. “You can’t possibly believe that! We all trained together! You know how good she was! Not even a complete moron would go into a demon realm alone, and sure as hell not a Leader.”

“Sharen, listen to me. I know her death was hard for you. It was hard for me too. But if that’s what her official file says, you have to let this go. Pursuing it could only mean trouble. And you don’t need any more trouble in your life.”

She took several deep breaths. There was no way she was going to let this go, but she also wasn’t going to drag her friend into it. “That’s... good advice. Sorry. And thank you for looking into it for me.”

“You’ll let it go?”

“Of course,” she lied.

“Good, now I got to go. Be safe.”

“Be safe,” Sharen repeated back, then ended the call.

Rubbing her face with hands that trembled, she ordered herself to get a grip. She had a room full of people depending on her. She didn’t have time for a meltdown.

Later, she promised herself. But for now, let’s go kill some demons.
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Chapter Three
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Sharen strode into the room. About a dozen chairs faced a large screen. To the side of the screen, a large black chair faced a simple looking computer.

“Take your seats,” she ordered.

Everyone hurried in. 

As she made her way to the front of the room, Rorde spoke up. “We going to try P-90-5478 tonight?”

The suspicious demon realm we came across last time.

Her eyes narrowed as she sank into her chair. “Did you Search it?”

Sharen hated relying on him for information, but he was the only one on her team who could use magic in their realm. It was a powerful tool. A tool she’d be a fool not to use.

But it didn’t make her like it.

“Yes,” he answered her slowly, avoiding her gaze. “I believe the reason we detected a demon, then not, is because it may be a demon so weak it can’t keep itself in that realm. I think now would be the time to strike.”

His answer didn’t sit well with her. “You sure it isn’t a powerful demon trying to lure us to it?”

To her complete annoyance, he smirked. “Powerful demons completely hide their presence. It wouldn’t allow its shield to keep slipping.”

That was how it usually went, but most weak demons simply kept a constant, feeble presence.

“I don’t like it,” she said, after a time. “I think we should try—”

“But this is our chance to stop it before it gets too powerful, not going would be a mistake,” Rorde argued, then looked to Lily.

Her skin tinged pink. “I agree with Rorde, but it’s your call.”

Rorde beamed at the younger woman.

Blake turned Lily’s face towards him. “I don’t usually agree with The Bug, but who could argue with this pretty lady.” He brushed a kiss against her lips.

Sharen glanced away in time to catch the look of pure torture on Rorde’s lips. Good, the sooner you accept that she isn’t for you, the better for everyone.

Now, visit the realm we’ve already found something suspicious in? Or a different one?

Sharen fiddled with her wedding ring, then shrugged. “Okay, we go to P-90-5478.” Then, she turned to the screen. “Computer, show me P-90-5478.”

The screen flicked on. For a moment, everything was dark, then the tiny floating green shapes that represented different realms on the odd map popped up. In a nauseating motion, it slowly zeroed in on the realm in question, passing red squares that they, or other teams, had entered and found too dangerous, and yellow squares the teams had simply found empty.

At last, they came to the square in question. They couldn’t see anything of the actual realm, but the system gave a universal way for all the teams to communicate what they found as they crossed over.

“Computer, record the following: Team Scorpion will enter P-90-5478 at approximately,” she glanced at the clock in the corner of her screen, “10:30 pm. A Level One demon is suspected, although it has not been confirmed.”

The computer beeped, and the information appeared on the green square.

“Alright team,” she turned back to them. “Let’s suit up.”

Her team left the room in an orderly fashion, standing next to their partners. There was one fighter and one symbolist in each team. Each duo consisted of a boy and a girl, because the girls typically did better with creating fast, powerful symbols, and the boys were better with brute force. Rorde’s team was the exception. He was both a sorcerer and a symbolist, so he was partnered with Valentine, a boy with the build of a linebacker.

Again, Rorde typed in the code and let the group into the Portal Room.

Sharen gritted her teeth.

The students walked to the back wall where there were at least ten uniforms in each size. Rule Number One, never bring anything personal into another realm. Sharen picked up a random uniform in her size and went behind a screen to change. She dressed quickly, then stepped out to find her students dressed and ready to go. Their white uniforms, with silver scorpions sewn onto the backs, looked brand new, as always. They’d all donned white sneakers, again from a huge collection lined under the uniforms.

Next, Sharen walked to the cubbies. Twisting her ring off, she went to drop it in her usual compartment, but found a gold band already there. She almost moved it, no doubt Lily or Blake had dropped it in by mistake, but instead she just put it in the cubby next to it, along with tucking her phone and wallet in the back corner. Turning, she almost slammed into Rorde.

“Careful, we wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

Creepy. “Thanks.”

She went to stand in front of the students. “Everyone, check yourselves for personal items.”

A second later, Rorde’s partner, Valentine, stood up. Pieces of his long blonde hair fell over his face as he pulled the silver cord off from around his neck. The boy, who no doubt had Viking in his blood, slunk past her, as she glared, to drop his necklace off.

Someone mumbled. “Rookie mistake.”

And it was. If a demon had got his necklace... well, he’d be the bitch of a demon for the rest of his lifetime. Idiot.

Sharen waited until everyone took their seats before speaking. “Alright, we all know how this goes. Get in and get in position, without being seen. Put up your protective circles, and then Rorde will draw the demon out. Symbolists strike first, warrior only if it gets close. And as always, never follow a demon into its den. We all understand?”

“Yes, Captain!” they all shouted at once.

“If things start to go south, look to me or your captains for guidance. Questions?”

The room was silent.

“File up!”

They all went to the opposite wall from the wardrobes and pulled their weapons off the racks on the walls. The Splicers shone beneath the fluorescent light, the combination of smooth steel and sharp edges creating a weapon that was both beautiful and dangerous. Sharen picked up a weapon at random, automatically sliding her hand into place. The weapon was the size of her forearm and fit like a glove. A creation of pure brilliance, it was a sword and a magic discharger, all rolled into one.

Sharen stopped ogling her weapon, the one she rarely got to use, and passed her students, who waited in two rows. She went to the wall at the back of the room, with its massive block of black stone. Demon Stone. With a practiced hand, she curled her fingers around the thick, white chalk and drew a large door onto the black stone. Above the stone, she drew the sweeping symbols, and at last the name of the realm.

The door began to glow, slowly transforming from black, to white, and then to red. A soft gurgling sound was followed by a slowly swirling circle of red and white, like the caps on ocean waves in the shape of a doorway. 

She dropped the chalk in its bin and stood back. “Let’s go.”

Blake and Lily led, matching expressions of fierceness on their faces.

The other students followed in quick pairs behind them. And at last, she herself stepped through.

No one ever got used to the sensation. Of being too hot and too cold. Of being stretched and squeezed. Of being weightless and so heavy the weight of your own body might crush you. But the uncomfortable sensation only lasted a moment before she stumbled out into the demon realm.

It was like every other. Hot as hell, even though it probably wasn’t. White sand and rocks covered the landscape, where white plants like long, twisted mushrooms grew between boulder-like rocks. The sky, as always, burned brightly, with three suns so large they appeared close enough to touch.

Next to her, Rorde’s Splicer glowed, and deep red symbols appeared on the side of the blade. Valentine’s weapon glowed as well, less elegant blue symbols appearing. All the students stood still, equipping their own weapons with whatever shot they preferred the most.

Closing her eyes, she created symbols in green. Her weapon would fire simple strikes that would explode ever-so-slightly on impact. She could create something even more powerful, but it’d be like killing a fly with a grenade, pointless.

Lily and Blake broke off from the group, and each pair followed the next after a minute, spreading themselves out evenly. Rorde and Valentine were the last to go, since it was their job to keep an eye on their teacher. Everyone worked like one organism, creeping up the closest stack of boulders on their right.

Her captains reached the top of the boulders first, sinking low onto their bellies, then glancing back to signal they’d spotted the demon.

Sharen released some of the anxiety building in her chest. She hadn’t liked this mission. But if the demon had already been spotted, it was likely she’d be home in time to get a decent night’s sleep.

She, flanked by Rorde and Valentine, moved further from the exit, mostly to get a good view of the battle, but still staying close enough to escape in case of trouble. They scaled the boulders closest to them and lay on their bellies. A demon, definitely a Level One, sat in the center of a clearing in the middle of the boulders.  Near it, the large hole signifying its den had been dug out of some of the rocks surrounding it.

The demon itself was young, judging by its small horns, and probably no more than Rorde’s size. It used its sharp teeth and nails to dig between its toes, eating whatever it found of interest.

Sharen sensed the others creating their Protective Circles, just as Rorde created one around them. In this realm, it wasn’t necessary to draw them, only to imagine them just as they should be. It was a difficult skill to master, but her symbolists were the best. 

A tingle spread through them. Lily’s signal, and suddenly, the symbolists opened fire. 

The demon barely had time to look up, before the multi-colored lights slammed into its flesh, slicing it into bits.

Silence held after the attack.

Rorde closed his eyes. His slimy magic tugging at her flesh, and then, he opened his eyes. “All clear.”

Her team stood up and cheered.

Not the most exciting battle, but exciting battles were rarely a good thing.

They made their way slowly back down the rocks when a terrible stench struck them. One of rotting bodies and death. 

“Back, back!” Sharen screamed, shoving Rorde and Valentine backwards.

The students scrambled onto their rocks and threw up their Protective Circles in a terrified rush.

Sharen flattened herself back onto the rock, safely in Rorde’s shield and watched, her stomach twisting.

The air shimmered, and suddenly the clearing near their portal was no longer a clearing. What seemed like one hundred demons, or more, of every size, shape, color, and level crowded the space. Directly across from their portal, on the other side of the area filled with demons, a huge mountain rose, blocking out all three suns. The clearing disappeared into shadows.

A den with an opening as large as the side of house stood quiet and dark, with three thrones in front of it. 

On the thrones, three Level 10 demons sat smiling.

Sharen trembled. She’d never seen a Level 10 demon before, but her mentor had said she’d know it when she did. And she knew it. They looked almost... human, but with red skin and foot long horns standing out on top of their head. All three of their features were symmetrical, handsome. 

Okay, ridiculously handsome. Seeing them took her breath away, which was crazy. No man had ever made her feel this way; it made no sense for a demon to. Or three demons.

The one in the center was the largest of the demons. With an eight-pack tightening his sculpted stomach, and massive, thickly-corded arms. He had dark hair around his pale white horns and a face that was dangerously attractive.

“Welcome,” the demon’s smile widened. “I’m Alec, and I’ve been waiting a very long time for you.”

His minions cheered, grunted, and roared.

“These are my brothers, Kade and Ryder. We together rule this realm and many others. And we are only too pleased to welcome you to your new, permanent home.”

Sharen swallowed, and curled her hands into fists. “Conceal my words from the demons.”

Rorde nodded, and his oily magic raced over her flesh. 

“When I give the signal, fire at the roof of the den. It should crumble on their leaders, giving us a chance at escape. Strike anything down that gets in your way, but race for the portal. We can’t win this battle.”

Her students raised their fingers ever so slightly, crossing one over the other, to show their understanding.

She nodded, then went back to staring at the demon.

“Some of you,” Alec continued, “will enjoy their time here more than others.”

His black eyes slid over the students, then landed on Sharen.

Shock registered on his face. “What’s this? A woman?” His gaze burned over her flesh. He turned to his minions, pointing at her. “None of you are to touch her. Understand? She’s for my brothers and I alone.”

Sharen’s stomach turned. He would possess her, and use her body to exit through the portal and into their realm. The chaos such a demon would havoc... dark days would follow. 

She had to get free. No matter the cost.

Pointing her weapon at the roof of his den, she turned to her soldiers. Locking eyes with Lily, she nodded.

Their weapons discharged silently but boomed as they hit the roof of the den. The ground shook as the den caved in on top of the Demon Kings. Their minions raced to their aid, and Sharen stood, half-climbing, half-running down the hill. 

Valentine kept pace with her, the others just shortly behind them, but she had no idea why Rorde had hung back. They were nearly to the portal, when the demons seemed to realize what was happening. They leapt toward the students, who blasted and slashed out with their weapons. Valentine severed the head of a demon who stepped just in front of them.

Sharen skidded around the flailing creature and darted the last few steps to the portal, but paused. Pushing her strength into her weapon, she created the symbols for a powerful spell. The blade on her Splicer glowed a blinding red. Even as her students escaped through the portal, even while she knew she was being foolish, she turned back to the horde of demons. 

Rorde was surrounded. One of his spells created a small shield around himself, but terror filled his eyes. How long could he keep them at bay?

Why the hell didn’t he follow us when we ran?

Gritting her teeth, she fired, praying his shield was strong enough. The blast was like a volcano exploding. Demons went flying and smoke filled the air, blocking her vision.

She needed to escape. Everyone else had made it through. But had Rorde made it?

Squinting her eyes, she tried to see through the black smoke, but there was nothing but shapes. Damn it. Damn it.

When a demon’s claws curled around her arm, she slashed out, cutting his hand off. She ignored his screaming, knowing that she already stayed too long. Risked her life in a way that could cost her job at the least, and her eternal soul at the worst. It was time to go. Inching backwards, she prayed for Rorde’s soul, and leapt through the portal.

The horrible feeling of traveling back to her realm only lasted a moment, and then she was smashing into chairs as she rolled on the ground. Rising shakily to her feet, she stood by the side of the portal. 

I’m sorry, kid. She might not have liked him, but no one deserved the torment he would soon endure. But leaving the portal open any longer was too dangerous.

Rising on her tiptoes, she went to erase the first symbol.

“No,” Lily shouted. “Rorde!”

She hesitated, then raised her hand again. We can’t risk it any longer.

But it was in that moment that Rorde came rolling into the room.

With quick movements, she erased the symbols, and the portal closed with a disgusting sucking sound.

The room was filled with the sounds of their heavy breathing.

“What the hell was that?” Blake shouted.

Sharen stumbled to a chair and sat down. “My thoughts exactly.”

Blake turned to Rorde. “You said it was safe!”

Lily put a hand on his chest, but Blake towered over Rorde, who lay sprawled on the floor.

“Your job is to make sure this shit doesn’t happen!”

“It wasn’t his fault,” Lily said, shooting Rorde an apologetic look. “He can’t always be right.”

“But—“

“Blake!” Sharen silenced him with a single word.

Rorde looked to her, his face pale. “Thank you for—“

“We don’t need to discuss it.” She cut him off. 

And it was true. If her superiors found out what she’d done... 

Sharen opened her mouth, planning to stop the useless blame-game, when she spotted the blood spreading down Lily’s neck.

“You’re hurt,” Sharen said, pointing at Lily. “We better get you looked at.”

Blake’s anger fled as he glanced at his fiancé. “Sweetheart, why didn’t you say so?”

She shrugged. “I think we’re all a bit hurt.”

“How bad is it?” Sharen asked bluntly.

Lily gave a pained smile. “It looks worse than it is. I’ll hit the med-area soon and be patched up without issue, I’m sure.”

Sharen nodded. She knows a flesh-wound from a serious one.

“Maybe I can help,” Rorde said, struggling to his feet.

Blake sent him a glare. “I think you’ve done enough.”

Ignoring the argument, Sharen turned to the consol. “Computer, label P-90-5478 as red. Put the following notes: Team Scorpion discovered three Level 10 demons and no less than one hundred minions. It appears the demons laid a trap for us, and they seem to be trying to acquire an adult human.”

The new information filled the screen.

“Contact, Director Manthen.”

The students shifted behind her, no doubt trying to look more orderly and less frightened. When the Director didn’t answer right away, they began putting their weapons back against the wall, and their chairs into place.

“This better be good,” Director Manthen said, his overly large head coming into focus, along with his messy hair and bare, hairy chest.

The room grew quiet.

She took a deep breath, then explained what happened.

The Director swore. “I’ll make sure the other teams know, including our Realm Enforcers. No doubt, the Level 10 demons are hoping to get a human body before they come over. But if no one else enters it, they’ll get desperate and come over on their own... even if doing such a thing will greatly weaken them. It’ll make them easier to kill, but hopefully, the Enforcers can figure out the most likely place they’ll cross over.”

Without another word, the Director signed off.

Sharen spent the next few hours checking over wounds and waking Doctor Marshall to stitch up anyone who needed it. Luckily, they’d gotten out without any broken bones. 

When the last student left, she felt weary beyond words. Shuffling to her cubby, she reached in and found her phone and wallet... but no ring. Her finger suddenly felt bare without it. 

Carefully searching the other cubbies, she eventually had to accept that it wasn’t there.

She sighed. Blake or Lily had probably taken hers by mistake. She’d have to get it back on Monday. 

Great. Something else to look forward to.

She walked home, to her tiny house just off campus. Without undressing, she kicked off her shoes and lay down in her empty bed, completely exhausted. Sleep closed in like a rushing wave, and she gave in happily to its pull.
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Chapter Four
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Alec’s frustration rode him like a wild animal. He should’ve been angry that their first opportunity to leave the demon realm had gone horribly wrong. After all, they’d spent more years than he could count crawling from the darkest depths of the lowest levels of the demon realms solely focused on returning to earth.

On getting back the lives we lost.

And yet, he wasn’t upset that the opportunity had slipped through his fingers. He was upset that they’d lost the beautiful woman. 

Which is absolutely insane.

He froze in his pacing, imagining her. She was tall for a woman, with dark hair and stunning green eyes. And with curves in all the right places. She had stared down a horde of demons, and three demon-kings, and... defied them. Instead of freezing in terror, she’d attacked them. And escaped.

Why does the thought make me want to smile and roar in anger at the same time?

And that wasn’t all, it was also the way she made him feel.

Human.

Like a cure to a vicious virus, just seeing her had awakened within him and his brothers a reminder of what it was to be human. Every moment since her appearance brought out new and strange changes.

We’re even starting to sound different.

And think differently.

What does this mean?

He’d only looked at her for less than a minute. It seemed ridiculous the effect she’d had on him... and yet, the feeling wouldn’t go away.

“My tattoos are coming back.” His brother, Ryder, had taken off his shirt. And sure enough, there beneath his red flesh were the dull lines of the tattoos he’d had in life.

Alec tugged at his own shirt, revealing his stomach. His tattoos were returning too. Strange.

“What about you?” Alec asked Kade.

His twin glared at both of his brothers, but after a tense moment, pulled his shirt up. Tattoos. “We should’ve ignored the awareness of humans.”

Why does he always have to be such a ray of freakin’ sunshine? Sensing humans in this realm was unexpected, and didn’t go as planned, but it’s the best thing that’s happened to us in a long time.

Alec continued his pacing. “Why would we have possibly ignored the chance at getting out of this damned place sooner and with our powers intact?”

Kade crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the cave wall, closing his eyes. “Don’t pretend you didn’t feel the same thing I did when you saw that woman.”

Like she’s part of us.

Like she belongs to us.

Ryder’s expression grew thoughtful. “I feel about her... well, the same way I do about the two of you.”

Alec laughed, glad for a distraction from his turbulent emotions. “God, I hope not!”

Ryder picked a rock off the floor and chucked it lightly at him. “You know what I mean!”

The rock struck his shoulder with no real force and clattered to the ground at the foot of their crude bed. “I know what you meant to say.” I wonder if Kade’s pissed because he felt it too. “There was something about her.”

“Something we need to forget,” Kade said, his words harsh. “We leave her alone. To live her simple life where demons are the enemy and what she’s doing is for the greater good of the world. We keep going through the realms, and we get free. Seeing her today changes nothing.”

An uncomfortable silence stretched between them.

Which, of course, was broken by Ryder. “Or we get out, find her, and teach her what it feels like to share a bed with the three of us.”

The idea made a shudder run through Alec’s body. Even with this connection, even if we could hide what we are from her, is there any world where we can be with such a woman?

A cruel logical thought answered almost immediately. No.

He sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. “Unfortunately, I’m with Kade here. The woman ran from us. She didn’t want us. So seeing her changes nothing.”

Opening his mouth to say more, he felt a wave ripple over him. Whoa.

“What the hell was that?” Kade asked, frowning.

Alec moved without thinking, striding out of their cave, and climbing up the tunnel to exit out into the open demon realm. The vicious suns beat down on him, but he didn’t care. He moved as if pulled by a powerful magnet.

He heard his brothers following closely behind.

Weaving through the horde of lower level demons, one hissed at him and he growled, sending the other creatures scrambling out of his way. Because he and his brothers were so powerful the darn things treated them like kings. But they were only staying there just long enough to recharge their powers before going to the crossing point. Otherwise, the Enforcers would sense them and send them right back to the lowest level.

Dealing with the creatures was annoying. Being treated as kings... not so much.

Another ripple ran through him, and he adjusted his direction. 

The sense of being pulled intensified. It hummed of desperation and need, but also, something he hadn’t felt in so long. A raw kind of loneliness that called to him.

At last, he froze. It took him a second to see the shimmering object in the white sands. Kneeling down, he plucked the gold ring up. 

Instantly, he knew that it belonged to the woman. And she was calling to them. 

Fuck. Arousal uncurled within him. So overwhelmingly powerful that he knew if he didn’t take the woman soon, he would lose his mind.

He stood, and reluctantly allowed each of his brothers to hold the ring.

“What does this mean?” Ryder asked, his voice filled with awe.

It took Alec a moment to find his voice. “Normally, we could use the ring to bring her back to this world. To obey us. To allow us back to the human realm.”

“But...” Ryder handed the ring back to him.

“Because she’s calling for us, all we have to do is respond.”

“So respond!” Ryder’s expression filled with hope. “I’ve never been this turned on in my life. I’m not sure if she’s sending me images of what she wants me to do to her, or if they’re my own fantasies, but,” he shuddered, “I need her. Now.”

Kade closed his hand over the ring. “Are we sure about this? Responding to her could put her in danger.” His breathing was hard. And even though Alec could tell he was trying to hide his need, it was clearly written in the hard lines of his face.

Alec jerked his hand away. “What danger? We have a plan—“

“I can’t believe both of you could be this stupid!” Kade shouted, suddenly furious. “Don’t you recognize her? Don’t you realize who she is?”

Alec’s entire body tensed. “Who?”

“Sharen!” Kade exclaimed.

An image came to him, of a human woman trapped within a realm, begging for their help in getting home to her husband. And of the three demons who must be missing her, their friends.

Damn it. Their simple plan just got a hell of a lot more complicated.
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Chapter Five
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Sharen opened her eyes sleepily and moaned softly as she ran her hand along the hard, muscular chest beneath her hand. Muscular chest?

Shooting into a sitting position, she stared around herself in confusion. She was no longer in her room, but a massive, bright cave of some kind. Looking down she realized that she was lying in a bed.

With the three Level 10 demons from the realm.

Her words caught in her throat. They were naked. Erect. And smiling at her.

“What is this?” she asked.

Alec’s smile was full of mischief. “It’s just a dream, my love.”

Her breathing came faster and faster as her gaze moved down his muscular chest to his long, thick cock. She had partied a bit in her younger days, but she’d never seen a cock as big as his. She swallowed, unable to explain the heat awakening within her body.

Beside him, another demon spoke. “I’m Kade.”

He was slightly thinner than Alec, but it was immediately clear that they were twins. The same dark hair and dark eyes. The same face that looked chiseled by some horny woman.

“I felt your stare in our realm. I knew you wanted us. Have you ever had sex with a demon, demon-hunter?”

She shook her head, unable to speak.

The third demon, his hair slightly paler around his horns, and his face kinder... softer in a strange way, but obviously their brother, ran a hand along her arm. “I’m Ryder, what’s your name?”

It took her a long minute to force the word past her lips. “Sharen.”

He titled his head. “Sharen, have you ever had a man worship you? Do anything for you?”

Her answer came easily. “No.”

“Have you ever wanted one to?”

She nibbled her bottom lip. “I imagine that’s why I’m having this dream. Because I’m lonely. And the reason you’re all saying exactly what I want to hear is because... well, that’s what happens in dreams.”

Alec leaned up and cupped her bare breasts.

She gasped, realizing for the first time that she was naked.

“Then, take what you want from us, sweet human. That’s what we’re here for.”

Her insides clenched. It felt wrong. Even in a dream. Mingling with demons was trouble. 

When he leaned forward and sucked on her nipple, all logic died. It felt so damn good to be touched like this. She ran her fingers through his hair and clenched his horn, pulling him closer.

He murmured in satisfaction and sucked harder.

Kade leaned forward next and took her other nipple in his mouth. She grasped him as well, and held them close to her, overwhelmed by emotion. It’s been so long since someone made me feel... desired.

Ryder moved behind her. He shifted her kneeling legs further apart and reached under her, his large hand cupping her womanhood.

She held her breath.

Very slowly, he parted her. His stroking shockingly gentle. Patient. As if he had all the time in the world.

She felt herself growing wetter. Her muscles tensing. When she began to grind against the hand that stroked her, a finger entered her core.

She moaned. Wanting more. Needing more.

Alec moved his mouth from her breast, and their eyes met.

He stroked her hair gently back from her face. “Let us make love to you.”

She couldn’t look away. He was so beautiful. There was a power beneath his skin that drew her to him like a moth to a flame. And yet, she couldn’t think of a better way to go, no matter the danger.

Nodding, she tried not to think about what it would be like to have three massive demons inside of her. This was a dream. She could explore her inner-desires without consequence. She refused to be afraid here.

Alec lay down and pulled her on top of him. He was so hard beneath her hands. Every inch of his flesh delicious muscle. She touched him, her fingertips grazing his nipples.

He tensed, watching her hungrily.

“You like that?” she whispered.

Leaning down, she took one of his nipples into her mouth and sucked. He groaned and thrashed beneath her.

His hands clutched her ass cheeks, pulling her harder against his erection. He spread her further apart, and his shaft began to rub in the outer folds of her wetness. 

She shuddered and her lips broke from his nipple. “Alec... it’s been too long. I... I can’t handle that.”

In response, he kissed her. His mouth hard, demanding, desperate.

Hands gripped her breasts, stroking her nipples.

She bounced eagerly against the shaft that sent ripples of need through her body. It was so big. But she needed it inside of her. Needed to know what it felt like.

When she sensed one of the demons behind her, she was shocked when his finger began to stroke her ass. Breaking the kiss, she turned to see Ryder kneeling behind her on the bed. His grin wicked.

“Have you ever had a man in here?”

She shivered with anticipation. “Yes.”

His eyes darkened. “I may have to kill that man.”

One of his fingers moved inside of her, and she gasped. “Oh, God...”

As he plunged in further and further, sending the muscles in her ass tightening in protest, he spoke softly. “For now on, this is for me and only me. Understand?”

She nodded, overwhelmed by the possessiveness in his voice.

“You will never be lonely again, Sharen. You will never want for anything again.”

A second finger joined the first, and she found herself shifting to take him deeper. The promises in this demon’s eyes... they were things she wanted to feel. To explore.

Someone touched her cheek. She turned, meeting Kade’s gaze.

“How many men have you fucked in your life?”

She shivered, bouncing against the fingers buried in her ass and the shaft rubbing in her wetness. “Enough.”

He chuckled. “And did all these men satisfy you?”

She was breathing hard. “Not even close.”

“Would you like to be ours? To share our bed and us each night? We would always ensure you were satisfied.”

She groaned as Ryder shoved another finger inside her, and her answer came easily, “Yes.”

His gaze darkened. “Then open your mouth, sweet Sharen. Take me deep. Deeper than you’ve ever taken a man before. I’ll fuck that sweet mouth of yours until I fill you with my cum. Would you like that?”

A shudder ran through her. She was a demon-hunter. Used to being in charge. Used to running the show. But deep inside she knew, as much as she loved to kick ass at her job, she wanted nothing more than to feel safe, loved, and possessed in her personal life. She’d always wanted an alpha man. A man who threw her on the bed and fucked her until she couldn’t walk.

And these demons? These demons could give her exactly that.

“Yes.” She parted her lips and watched in fascination as he rose to his knees and positioned his long, thick shaft close to her mouth. It was hairless and absolutely delicious looking.

He wrapped his hand into the back of her hair and pulled her close. Gripping his shaft in the other hand, he ran his tip along her lips, painting them with his precum. She trembled with a need to take him deep in her mouth. But he moved slowly, only putting his tip inside. Not caring, she sucked his head, drawing a groan from him.

His hands wove harder into her hair, and then he eased himself further and further inside. His masculine salty flavor filled her mouth and she sucked eagerly. When she started to gag, he pushed himself deeper. She almost protested, but when she looked up and saw his eyes half-closed, his jaw locked, and an earth-shattering expression of barely controlled need... she allowed him to slide deeper and deeper.

As she truly began to gag, the fingers in her ass pulled out. She whimpered around the cock in her mouth, and then felt the slick tip of Ryder’s cock rub against her ass. Tensing, she waited. Slowly, oh so slowly, he pushed inside her.

She almost panicked, almost pulled away.

And then Kade began to ease his cock into her womanhood. 

Instead of being afraid. Instead of pulling away. She moaned and leaned back into them, taking their shafts inch by inch deeper.

Her eyes rolled back as they came to their hilts. She could barely breathe. Couldn’t think. She was so incredibly filled with them. By them.

It felt... amazing.

When they slid back out and plunged back in, she cried out around the cock in her mouth. Her entire body shuddered and began to tremble. Her orgasm building with an intensity she felt like the waves of an explosion.

Kade began to plunge faster and faster into her mouth. She took him, watching as his expression grew more intense.

The cocks inside her followed suit, moving faster and faster. Their breathing filled the room. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears.

She gripped Alec’s shoulders and forced herself harder against them, drawing groans from the demons. Her body clenched them tighter. A ripple ran under skin, and she knew she was about to come.

She almost warned them, but suddenly, Alec roared beneath her, and his hot cum filled her womanhood. She gasped as his movements became frantic, and his warm seed coated her insides.

Her body spasmed, and then, she came. As she screamed, Kade came into her mouth, silencing her with his cum. She swallowed, lost in waves of ecstasy and felt the deliciousness of Ryder as he cried out and spurted into her ass.

She continued to ride them, her muscles spasming as her inner-muscles clenched them, milking them of every last drop of their seed. Her head spun. She felt herself shatter into a million pieces of pure pleasure. Of light.

Time seemed to have no meaning. She was so filled with happiness. Every part of her body and mind relaxed.

When they rolled her between them, and pulled the blankets over her, she finally looked up. Her body continued to shake, to twitch uncontrollably. And as she stared at them, their gazes worshipping, she burst into tears.

Panic twisted their expressions.

Alec reached forward and brushed her cheek. “God, did we hurt you? We’re so sorry. It has been longer than you can imagine for us... we tried to be gentle, and we curse ourselves for failing.”

“Sharen?” Kade asked, panicked. “Where does it hurt?”

Ryder swore. “I knew we should have taken her one at a time at first.”

At last, her crying grew manageable. Around sobs, she spoke, “no, it didn’t hurt. It was nice. It’s just... just...”

“What?” Alec asked, his voice soft.

“It’s been so long since someone touched me... kindly. I forgot what it felt like. And it’s been years since I... since I... orgasmed. I thought there was something wrong with me. I thought that’s why he left...”

“Who left?” Kade asked, an edge to his voice.

“My husband,” she blinked through tears, sharing her secret shame. “He and my sister—“ she couldn’t finish.

“I’m going to kill him too,” Ryder quietly promised.

“No,” she shook her head, wiping away tears. “This is silly. Ridiculous. I’m a demon-hunter. Dreaming about sex with my enemies. And now I’m crying? This is insane.”

The demons exchanged a look.

A long minute passed before Alec spoke, “but what if we aren’t enemies? What if everything you thought you knew was wrong?”

She frowned, wiping her still-wet cheek. “But you are.”

He took a deep breath that moved his whole chest. “Sharen, everything you know of demons. Of our realm and the angel realm, is wrong.”

She stared. “This is just a dream.”

He sighed. “Do you know what the difference between Level 10 demons and angels are?”

She folded her arms over her naked chest, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. “Demons are bad. Angels are good. It’s pretty simple.”

Ryder laughed, a sound that was harsh. “No, Level 10 Demons simply made a mistake they weren’t forgiven for.”

She shouldn’t ask. Her dream was already strange enough, but she couldn’t help herself. “What did you do?”

None of them spoke for a long, painful second.

Kade rubbed his forehead as if trying to chase away a headache. “We killed some men.”

Her gaze narrowed. “And you didn’t think that deserved being kicked into the demon realm?”

Ryder studied her. “Do you think it’s always wrong to kill?”

“Well...” Do I? “No.”

Ryder grinned. “I knew I liked you.”

“Just know,” Kade said. “The men we killed deserved to die.”

Alec stiffened suddenly. “We’re running out of time.”

“Time?” Sharen asked, frowning.

Alec reached beneath his pillow and pulled out something. Taking her hand, he slid a ring, a simple band made of a metal so dark it was almost black. “This is for you.”

“A ring?” she asked, frowning and staring at it.

He nodded and reached under the pillow again. “You gave us a ring, so we gave you one.”

When she saw her wedding band between his fingers, her heart stopped. Every hair on her body stood on end. “I... lost that.”

“No, your sorcerer left it for us.”

She began to tremble. How had her mind come up with that? All of this was starting to feel too real.

Alec squeezed his fist around her ring and closed his eyes. As she watched, he whispered unintelligible words beneath his breath. When he opened his hand once more, three rings lay in his palm. His brothers reached for them, and each demon slid a ring on their fingers.

“Now, it’s official.”

She shook her head, goose bumps erupting along her skin. “Why does this feel so real?”

Alec rubbed his thumb along her cheek. “That, our beautiful bride, is because it is.”
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Chapter Six
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Shooting straight up in bed, Sharen clutched her blanket to her racing heart. But as real as the dream had felt, her room was just as she left it. Instead of the acidic scent of the demon realm, she inhaled her favorite scent: vanilla. Her gaze scanned her simple window where early morning light was just streaming passed the white curtains, and over the end tables and dresser. Nowhere did she see a large bed with three sexy, naked demons.

It was all just a dream. A crazy, hot dream.

“I’m losing my mind,” she whispered to herself, pushing her damp hair back from her forehead.

And I feel disgusting. Ugh.

Sighing, she climbed out of bed. She was still wearing her clothes from the day before, and was sorely in need of a good shower. Stripping off the wrinkled outfit, she strode through her minimally decorated bedroom and into her bathroom. 

Turning the shower on as hot as she could handle, she stood beneath the powerful stream and groaned. Her muscles were so sore. Her entire body seemed to melt as the glass doors of her shower grew heavy with moisture and steam filled the air.

She scrubbed her hair with shampoo and condition, then shaved. By the time she started rubbing her favorite vanilla moisturizing body wash into her skin, she was finally feeling more like herself. Visiting the demon realm always brought weird dreams, but never had a dream aroused her.

Freezing, she felt her nipples harden beneath the spray of the water. Everything about the dream was wrong. Demons weren’t hot studs bent on pleasuring human women. And they weren’t just a bit different than angels. They were the enemy.

Lifting her hand into the spray, she let the water wash off the soap. Her gaze moved to the dark band on her finger, and she froze.

A chill seemed to seep through her, straight to her core. She pulled her hand closer to her and touched the ring.

Breathing harder and faster, she felt her vision blur. It hadn’t been a dream? Then, she’d really been in the demon realm. She’d really had sex with the three hot demons.

And she’d really left her ring there, tying them to her forever.

What will they do with that kind of power?

She sensed movement on the other side of the shower glass.

“Sharen,” Alec’s deep voice seemed to stroke her flesh. “We made breakfast. I’ve got coffee for you, but we weren’t sure what you like in it.”

Painfully slowly, she opened the glass door and stared at a man. He looked like the demon king, only his flesh was tan, and he no longer had horns. Intricate tattoos curled along his bare chest and arms. She followed the designs down to where they stopped just above his sweat pants.

“See something you like?” he asked, in a teasing voice.

Her gaze jerked back up to his face. “How—how is this possible? You can’t be here. You’re a demon. You’re—“

“Sweetheart,” he moved closer to her. “I know this is a lot to take. We were going to give you more time, but when you reached out to us through your dream last night, we couldn’t refuse you. Our beautiful bride needed us, and God knows we needed you.”

She shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself. “No, I didn’t call for you.”

He frowned. “You were lonely. You wanted a life surrounded by people who loved you. Your soul called to us, and luckily for your forgotten ring, we were able to answer your call.”

“I’m a demon-hunter,” she said, her voice taking on an angry edge. “Don’t you think I’ll tell someone? Aren’t you afraid I’ll kill you?”

His frown pulled into a slight smile. “Not even a little bit. Now, if you don’t want to experience round two of last night, better get dressed before my brothers see you. We have a lot to talk about.”

“Like what the hell this is?”

“I wish, but no. We need to talk about your friend, Elaina.”

She stiffened. What did he know about her best friend’s death?

“Why do you want to talk to me about her?”

He stared. “Because, she said you were the one person we could trust to help. And the one person who could save her.”

Her stomach twisted. “Save her? How can I save her? She’s dead.”

“Is that what they told you?” There was an edge to his voice that was almost frightening. “No, she’s not dead. But they did trap her in a demon realm, and you’re our only chance at saving her.”

Could Elaina really be alive?

“Who trapped her in a demon realm? And how do you know she’s not dead?”

He stared. “Because her husbands are still here on the human realm desperately trying to save her. And, because we’ve seen her and spoken to her. Apparently, your superiors suspected she was involved with demons. They didn’t realize that her husbands were demons, but their suspicious were enough to exile her.  But she’s running out of time. We need to get her out of there, before it’s too late.”

This could all be a trap.

Demons can never be trusted.

So why do I believe him?

“I’m going to get dressed, and then you’re going to tell me everything. And I mean everything.”

I just hope I’m not making the worst mistake of my life.

And yet, staring at the beautiful demon, she was pretty sure if she was making a mistake, it would be worth any price she paid.
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Chapter Seven
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Hold it together, damn it!

Sharen stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, getting angrier the paler she became. Do not fall apart, or I swear...

Or what? She took her hands off the sink and tugged her white towel closer before it could fall. Was she really threatening herself? 

Great. I’ve completely lost my mind.

But with every second that passed, her heartbeat seemed to fill her ears more, and her head felt lighter. 

I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life... I brought demons into this realm. And I have no idea how to fix this.

The demon named Alec knocked at the bathroom door, his deep voice running down her spine like fingertips. “You sure you’re okay, sweetheart?”

She forced a response past her lips. “Yes.”

“As soon as you’re dressed, breakfast is ready.”

A demon is making me breakfast. Strike that, three demons are making me breakfast.

Don’t freak out. “Okay.”

After a few seconds, she sensed that he’d left. Dropping her towel, she dressed without thinking. Her hands shaking so hard it took her three tries just to get her shorts on.

These demons have my ring. They used me to enter this realm. They own me now, and everything they do here is my fault. 

Panic rode so close beneath her skin that she was panting, frightening thoughts flashing through her mind against her will. Is this a panic attack? She’d never had one before, but if there was ever a time for one, this was it.

The dream I had last night wasn’t a dream. I actually had sex with three demons.

And it was so freaking good.

Doesn’t matter! I still brought demons here. And the second I find out if they actually know something about Elaina, or if this is all a trap, I’m sending them right back where they came from.

Elaina. Her best friend’s name calmed her in an instant. Elaina was what mattered, not all of this. She could handle three demons if it meant helping her friend.

It’s the least I can do.

Picking up her hairbrush, she could suddenly think of nothing but Elaina. They’d gone through training together. While most of the rest of the demon-hunters were bad-ass “cool kids,” they’d been awkward as hell in social situations. But while they never seemed to quite fit-in on Earth, when they were fighting demons, they were incredible. Confident.

While they might not have been blessed with true magic, that they could use on Earth, they were incredible in the demon-realm. There, magic-welders became powerful through the knowledge of spells and the ability to focus, even in chaotic situations. And she and Elaina, they knew more spells than any of their peers.

Just two nerds killing like we were born to do it.

Beyond that, their combat abilities amazed others. No one expect two awkward women to be able to kick ass the way they did. But, they’d both had their own private reasons for always being able to fight as if their lives depended upon it.

Everyone knew we’d both become Leaders.

They’d connected so seamlessly that Sharen had felt like she’d known Elaina her whole life. They’d become more than friends, they’d become each other’s family. And for someone like Sharen, a person who felt like an outsider in her own family, she’d desperately needed someone like Elaina.

And then I met my ex and ruined everything.

She suddenly realized that she’d been brushing her dark hair for God only knows how long. Enough freaking out, Sharen! Time to put on your big girl panties! Pulling her hair into a ponytail, she glared at herself in the mirror.

You’re a damn demon-hunter, act like one!

Without her weapons, or the magic she could harness in the demon-realms, she felt completely out of her element. But it didn’t matter. She’d deal with this the way she dealt with everything: head-on. In uniform or out of it, they wouldn’t find her to be some frightened human who’d let them destroy the world.

I have to keep it together, for Elaina.

There was a soft tapping at her bathroom door. Alec’s sensual voice came, “you planning on coming out? Or are you going to hide in there all day?”

Squaring her shoulders, she put on the emotionless mask she hid behind in difficult situations. I can do this. Opening the door, she looked up, up, up into the face of the tall demon. He gave her a reassuring smile that transformed his face from dangerous into one that was sexy as hell. Without his red skin and horns, he was without a doubt the most stunning man she’d seen in her life.

Swallowing, she tore her gaze from his eyes. Which was a mistake as it immediately went to the large bulge in his pants. Breathing hard, she forced her gaze slightly higher. His sweat pants were pushed so low she could see far past his eight-pack and down to a level that was so tempting it made her thighs squeeze together. And the sight of his bare chest, which was strangely enough now covered in tattoos, made her remember every second of touching him the night before. Every inch of him screamed sex. Even his tousled hair and dark eyes looked like a man who did nothing but tempt lonely women into bed.

No one should look that good.

Biting her lip, she remembered what it was like to kiss him. To touch him. To have him inside her. Against her will, her body seemed to heat up

“You thinkin’ about skipping breakfast, sweetheart, and getting right to dessert?”

Her inner-muscles clenched. Damn it. It’s not like I’ve never been hit on before!

She scowled up at him. “That’s the worst line I’ve ever heard.”

He chuckled, a sound that slid along her skin like velvet. “Can you blame me for trying? You were looking at me like I’m your favorite new treat. Which I don’t mind, in case you were wondering.”

Sharen felt her cheeks heat. How did this demon know that flirting was her kryptonite? 

You don’t know anything about what these Level 10 demons are capable of. Don’t forget that. They could have all kinds of abilities you never imagined. So be smart. Stay calm and ask the right questions.

“Why do you look different here?” Demon magic maybe? She frowned. “Actually, you even sound different here...”

“Because the human parts of us are coming back to life here.”

Against her will, her gaze slid back down.

“Want to see what other ways we’re different?”

Her heart raced. “Let’s just get this over with.” Squaring her shoulders, she did her best to push past him.

He chuckled again. “Whatever you say, boss.”

Instead of turning around to glare at him, she continued through her bedroom out into the rest of her tiny home. Ryder stood over her little stove, using a spatula to push the bacon around. On her kitchen island, pancakes, eggs, and even more bacon was piled high.

As Ryder began to hum, her gaze snapped back to him. He looked too damn good. Unlike Alec, who screamed sex, he looked like every woman’s fantasy of a sexy down-to-earth man next door in his jeans and plaid shirt. Like Alec, there were changes about him since she last saw him in the demon realm. Not having red skin or horns was the first thing, but the second was that his slightly long sandy brown hair had been styled, and he sported a dusting of facial hair.

When he turned his baby blue eyes onto her and gave a shy smile, her heart sputtered, and her thoughts scattered. “Hungry?”

His question seemed to hang between them, and she knew he was asking about more than breakfast. Don’t let him get to you. He isn’t just some melt-in-my-mouth, hot man, he’s a demon.

Who might be playing with the memory of your best friend to keep you from sending him right back where he belonged.

“It looks like you guys made yourselves at home.”

Ryder had the decency to look apologetic. “We thought you might have worked up an appetite after last night.”

A flash of a memory came to her. Of him stroking her folds gently as he eased into her from behind.

This demon was pure trouble. One minute he seems all sweet, and the next he’s just as much of a dominating alpha as the other two. I better watch out for him.

He dropped the spatula loudly against the pan. “If you don’t stop looking at me like that right now, I’m going to have to fuck you against the counter.” 

“I’m not looking at you like anything!”

He scowled and flipped more pancakes in a pan. “Alright, but I never want anyone saying my wife has needs I’m not meeting. Because, honey, I’ll meet your needs any time you want.”

Wife? Geez. I can’t even think about that right now.

She hurried to the stool in front of her kitchen island and climbed onto it, watching the demons as Ryder cooked and Alec washed dishes. Both chatted cheerfully, as if this was their favorite morning ritual. 

She felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. Before yesterday, demons were vile little creatures she’d made her mission to stomp out. To kill. And keep the world safe. Now, apparently, demons had become the best sex of her life. And her husbands? None of it made sense.

The truth was that she had no idea what she was thinking or feeling. For now, she had to put aside what the discovery of intelligent, and seemingly non-violent, demons meant to her and to their world, because she needed to focus on her goal.

And because finding these demons means my superiors have been lying to me. Either because these demons aren’t as dangerous as they led us to believe, or because they are even more dangerous. But either way, it was a problem for another day. It was her best friend that took priority. 

There were so many things about Elaina’s death that hadn’t made sense. That had every instinct screaming inside her. But she wasn’t sure if she believed the demons about Elaina being alive, or if she just wanted to believe them. She just knew that she would never forgive Alec and his brothers if they were lying to her about her friend. 

Never. 

Yet, even if she was angry with them, could she actually send them back to their realm? They defied everything she’d ever been told about demons, and she felt a connection to them that made no sense. It wasn’t just that they were hot and made her feel things she thought had been long dead. It was... something... more.

Whoa. I can’t deal with this right now. I just need to stay calm and find out about Elaina. The rest can wait.

Instead of pelting them with difficult questions, she decided her best bet was to play it cool. Start slow. So, she reached for the pancakes, and piled scrambled eggs onto her plate, then grabbed the crispy bacon and started eating. 

“So, where’s your brother?” she asked, hoping she sounded nonchalant. 

Ryder spoke over his shoulder. “Taking care of some business.”

Okay, that wasn’t elusive at all.

Alec sat down beside her and put a mountain of food on his plate, then used the syrup to coat everything on his plate.

For some reason it intrigued her. “Do demons like sugar?”

He frowned. “No, I like sugar. I always liked sugar. And the crap they grow in the demon realm isn’t exactly tasty.”

She looked back down at her food. For some reason she felt guilty. Even though it made no sense.

Of course demons eat crappy food. They were thrown into a horrible realm for being bad people in our world.

Ryder smiled at her, his soft voice breaking the tension. “This is a nice little place you have here. Do you want to keep living here? Or would you like something bigger?”

She bit into a piece of bacon and studied him over the coffee cup that he’d placed in front of her. “Why would I need something bigger?”

He poured himself a mug of coffee. “Well, we all don’t mind living in a cozy house. But it might get a little crowded.”

She choked on a piece of bacon and started coughing.

Alec pounded her on the back until she was able to take a sip of her warm coffee.

“You okay?” Alec asked, frowning.

The second she caught her breath, the words came pouring out. “What in the hell makes you three think you’re gonna live here with me?”

Ryder laughed, a deep sound that made her nipples harden. “We’re married now. What makes you think we’d live separately?” He reached across the counter and brushed the back of her hand with his thumb. “We could never be away from you.”

She ignored the tingle that ran through her body at his touch and pulled her hand out of his reach. “We met yesterday. How do you even know you would enjoy being around me? Or do you guys not even care about that? Is this all just some sick game to stay in the human realm?”

Both men stiffened, but Alec was the first to speak. “Sharen, if we were using you to get into the human realm, well guess what, we’re here. We don’t need you anymore. But we want you. We didn’t have to pledge ourselves to you. But we all felt the same thing. The connection between us was so powerful, you were able to reach for us through your mind and bring us into your dream. A connection like that’s rare. Do you really want to waste it?”

She took a deep breath. But couldn’t think for the life of her what she wanted to say. 

What’s wrong with me? These are demons. So why don’t I just tell them to get lost? 

Suddenly unsure of herself, she changed tactics. “I want to find out what happened to my friend. You guys said she was still alive?”

But before anyone could answer, her front door opened. And Alec’s twin, Kade, came walking in, carrying a TV. Kicking the door closed behind him, he moved across the room as if the massive set weighed nothing at all. He set it down on her wooden floor, and then looked up, his dark gaze meeting hers. A small smile curled his lips. “Looks like sleeping beauty is finally awake.”

She swallowed. Hard. And tore her gaze away from his.

“How did it go?” Alec asked, his casual words holding a slight edge. 

A hardness came over Kade’s features. “We had a little chat, and the situation is handled. Oh, and the back of her car is loaded with the rest of her stuff.”

Sharen stared at him, feeling confused. “Who did you have a chat with?”

Looking at the TV more carefully, her eyes widened. “That’s mine!”

Kade nodded and walked over to her. Before she could even comprehend what was happening, he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “Don’t worry, babe. Your ex won’t be bothering you again.”

My ex? Oh shit. “You visited him? Is he okay?”

Kade folded his big arms over his chest and widened his stance. “Why do you care about him? He was an asshole who treated you like garbage. After last night, I could tell he fucked with you a lot, but I wanted to find out how bad. So, I paid him a visit. He spilled his guts about your entire marriage, and I got to tell you, he deserved exactly what he got.”

Her heart raced, and it was hard to breathe. She hated her ex, but no one deserved to have their stomachs split open from a demon. Or their heart eaten out. “Did you kill him?” she whispered.

There was a tense moment when not a single one of them moved.

And then they burst out laughing.

Alec stood from his chair beside her and wrapped her in a half hug. “He just scared him a little, sweetheart. And made sure he wouldn’t be bothering you again. Guys like that need to be put in their place. And Kade was only too glad to do it. Actually, we all wanted to go, but figured you’d need us here this morning.”

She nodded, sucking in deep breaths. “You guys are acting like demons never kill anyone. “

Kade snorted. ”Yeah, demons kill, but not half as much as humans do.”

Shaking her head, she reached for her coffee with hands that shook. “I don’t get you guys. Don’t demons usually come to this realm to wreak havoc? Not that I’m complaining! But why threaten my ex? Why waste time with breakfast and all of this?”

Kade looked at the two other men, his expression irritated. “Haven’t you guys explained it to her yet?” Before they could answer, he put his finger under her chin and titled her head up. “We are back on earth to enjoy the lives we deserved before they were taken from us. And we’re here, making you breakfast and scaring the shit out of your ex, because you are our everything now. Our soul mate. Our wife. We will do anything for you.”

Whoa. Why is it suddenly so hard to breathe? His dark eyes seemed to stare straight into her. It was strange that after all her time dating, no man had ever made her feel the way these three demons did.

Before she could respond, he leaned down and kissed her. 

Someone set her coffee down as he pulled her out of her chair and into his arms. Her thoughts floated away as his hot tongue slid into her mouth, and the kiss deepened. 

She whimpered, her hands moving to his hair, pulling him closer. 

When he picked her up, their kiss broke for less than a second, and then he was kissing her once more, carrying her through her house. A minute later, he was laying her on the bed.

“Again?” she whispered, barely registering anything but that they were inevitably going to have sex again.

He leaned over her, his eyes even darker with arousal. “You’re telling me you don’t want us?” Reaching down, he brushed his thumbs lightly in a circle around her hard nipples. “You wore this just to drive us crazy.”

Looking down, she realized for the first time that the white tanktop she’d worn had gone almost entirely see-through when she’d put it on still-damp from the shower. And her boy shorts without underwear suddenly seemed like the most ridiculous idea in the world. It’s been so long since I thought of myself as an attractive woman. Does this... does this really turn them on?

The thought made something inside her come to life. She’d let her ex make her feel like an ugly, old woman, but she wasn’t. And if she needed proof, all she needed to do was to look at the three handsome demons who seemed like they couldn’t get enough of her.

She sensed the other demons as they came into the room. 

Kade moved back from her.

She could’ve gotten up, but she didn’t. Nor did they come towards her. They’re waiting for me.

“If we do this...” she began, feeling her cheeks heat. “It doesn’t mean I’m accepting all of this ‘wife’ nonsense.”

One corner of Kade’s mouth twitched up. “Agreed.”

But still, they didn’t come toward her.

It gave her time to remember what it was like to touched by them. To be with them. She longed for that feeling of closeness, for a release from the tension that seemed to eat at her day after day.

Feeling her arousal grow, she shifted on the bed. “Uh, what are you waiting for?”

“Just making sure you’re sure.” Alec’s gaze ran over her like a caress.

“I’m sure,” she whispered, so softly she wasn’t certain they’d hear.

But, they obviously did, because Ryder immediately pulled off his shirt and slid off his pants, revealing his massive erection. “We’re going to make love to you now, Sharen. And you’re going to enjoy every second of it.”

His hurried movements were almost comical, but there was nothing funny about the need he awoke within her. Suddenly, she was imagining licking every inch of his hard, perfect body. 

When Alec knelt between her legs and pushed her thighs apart, she let him, watching with anticipation. One of his hands slid slowly up and pushed aside her boy shorts. A second later, she cried out as his thumb began to rub her wet folds.

He moved slowly. Unrushed. And as embarrassing and strange as it should have been, she instead found that she was rubbing herself against him.

When Kade pulled down her tanktop and began to pluck at her nipples, she felt her orgasm building deep within her. His hot mouth lowered and captured one of her sensitive nubs, causing a moan to slip past her lips.

Her eyes opened when she sensed Ryder over her. Trembling, she reached for his naked cock and brought him into her mouth.

He made a sound, almost a growl in the back of his throat.

The noise thrilled her. Taking him deeper and deeper, she hummed around him.

He swore, thrusting into her as he gripped the back of her head.

She moved her hips in rhythm with the cock that moved in and out of her mouth. Alec sucked on her clit, and she cried out around the shaft that continued to pump into her.

At last, Ryder shouted, “enough! I need her sweet ass!”

There was yet another moment she could have protested. But instead, she watched as Alec and Kade stripped off their clothes. Alec lifted her and then sat at the edge of the bed, with her straddling him. His erection pressed against her wet folds. And without waiting, she wiggled, positioning him just right, and then took him inch by inch inside of her.

Gripping his shoulders, she paused, waiting to gain control over her senses. When she felt Ryder behind her, pressing the tip of his cock into her from behind, she felt a secret thrill. The night before flashed through her mind. As frightening as the idea of two men at a time once was, now she knew exactly how it would feel. She knew exactly how many amazing pleasure points would be pressed at once.

And she wasn’t disappointed as his massive shaft slid into her. 

All along she was aware of Alec already in her channel. But with them in each of her openings, she was filled in a way that was truly incredible.

When they began to slide in and out of her, she went wild. Kade barely had to tug her head down before she opened her mouth and sucked on him with abandon. She rode the men and sucked Kade like she’d waited for that moment all her life.

The incredible sense of them, filling every inch of her. Of their groans of pleasure. Of their loose handle on their control. It was all too much.

As her orgasm exploded, she rode them like crazy, taking Kade so deep in her mouth she choked around his girth. When Kade exploded into her mouth, she didn’t slow. She sucked him as he dug his hands into the back of her hair, crying out around his shaft.

When she felt hot cum fill her womanhood and her ass, she finally tore her mouth from Kade and screamed, gripping Alec’s shoulders as she rode the waves of her orgasm.

It was as if the world had faded into a fluffy cloud of pleasure. For too long, she lay sandwiched between the men. They fondled her breasts, stroking her nipples. They touched her face, and kissed her swollen lips. And when a minute later, she felt the fires within her reawaken, she was shocked to realize that the men inside her were growing harder.

Her eyes flew open, and Alec’s intense expression filled her sight.

He was fondling her breasts as he slowly leaned back on the bed. “Damn,” he murmured. “I could fuck you all day.”

As if to prove his point, his hands went to her hips, and he began to thrust in and out of her once more. Ryder did the same. His cock hitting her differently in this angle. The feeling was... more than a little pleasant.

When Kade turned her head toward his erection, she smiled wickedly and licked his tip. He cursed and plunged himself further into her. As their thrusting found a rhythm once more, she gave herself up to the sensations. Within moments, her orgasm was upon her once more. She came like a flash of lighting, glorying in the feeling of her inner-muscles squeezing the cocks within her until they were coming too, filling her with their hot seed.

When she swallowed the cum in her mouth, she collapsed onto Alec.

Ryder pulled out of her from behind, and somehow, the three big men were all lying on the bed. She leaned up, and was amazed by the way they looked at her, as if she was something precious. Something special.

I’m in trouble.
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Chapter Eight
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They showered together, squeezing into her tiny bathroom. It could’ve been comical, but there was nothing funny about the three tattooed hotties rubbing Sharen down in warm water. By the end of it, she was deliberately rubbing herself against their erection, until Ryder growled into her ear that they were about to go for round three.

That got her thinking.

As much as she might want to spend her time lying in bed, making up for years and years of bad sex, she had a job to do. So, she slipped on a bra, underwear, dark jeans, and a black tanktop and went to eat the rest of her cold breakfast.

When the men were reasonably dressed, they all sat, or stood, around the kitchen eating like there was no tomorrow. 

The food went surprisingly fast, and then they arranged themselves on her sectional, drinking hot coffee and regarding each other with open interest. Alec had pulled her legs into his lap, and was rubbing her feet in a way that made her toes curl.

Ugh! Focus!

Pulling her legs away, and tucking them under her, she set her coffee on the table. “Guys, uh, as fun as that was, we need to talk.”

Ryder smirked. “About how you’d like it next time?”

Damn it, she was blushing again. “No, about... well, everything!”

Alec chuckled. “Sweetheart, you know what we’re doing here. We know you being a demon-hunter and all means you’ll need some time to get used to the idea that we aren’t evil and that we aren’t going anywhere, but we can give you time. Alright?”

There were a thousand things she wanted to say. Like that the demon-hunters in this world might find them and that they could all be in danger. But what she should have been saying was that she would be turning them in. That she would be telling the authorities about them.

But somehow, she couldn’t force the words past her lips. Nor could she tell them that she refused to be the instant wife to three demons.

I must be lonelier and more pathetic than I thought, because I’m actually thinking about keeping these three.

That was a whole other issue, and one she had no intention of diving into in that moment. But there was something they needed to talk about: what had happened to her best friend.

“Tell me about Elaina.”

The demons exchanged a glance.

After a tense moment, Kade spoke, his tone serious, almost annoyed. “You already know that Elaina is trapped in a demon realm because your superiors suspected her involvement with demons. What else do you need to know?”

Does this guy always have such an attitude?

She glared at him. “Look, just because I’m not calling the authorities right now doesn’t mean I suddenly think demons are the good guys and my fellow Hunters, the ones keeping the people of earth safe, are suddenly the bad guys.”

Ryder, or Mr. Hottie Next Door, as her brain had started to think of him as, phrased his explanation as if desperately trying to be gentle. “Sharen, the people you work for do some good. They keep out the really dangerous demons, but they aren’t perfect.”

She hated that she didn’t immediately jump to the defense of The Universal Protection Department.

Ryder continued, running a hand through his hair in frustration. “The people you work for know more about the realms than they’re letting on. They know what you’ve figured out, that not all demons are bad.”

“Is that what I think?”

All three men studied her.

“I mean,” she continued, choosing her words carefully. “You said you killed some people. Just because you don’t seem like murders doesn’t mean you aren’t.”

Kade raised a hand to stop the other two before they could keep talking, and his tone left no room for argument. “The men we killed deserved to die, and we sure as hell didn’t deserve where we ended up, but there’s no point in arguing. You’ll figure this all out when you talk to Elaina.”

Sharen sat up straighter. “Where is she?”

“Trapped in a realm,” Alec said.

She glared at him. “You told me that. Which one?”

He frowned. “We don’t know how you guys identify realms. We just know how the realm she’s trapped in feels.”

Are you freaking kidding me?

She stood, feeling frustrated. “So, I’m just supposed to believe that my superiors trapped my best friend is a strange realm and that you need to feel for it? How do I know this isn’t a trap?”

“A trap?” Alec asked, studying her like she’d lost her mind.

“Yeah, a trap!” She put her hands on her hips. “The only way you can tell me which realm she’s in is if I lead you into a top secret area where we identify different realms? I’d be insane to let a demon in there!”

Alec stood, staring her down. “Then, don’t! You think I want to get involved in this crap? I don’t. I came here to live a normal life. Getting mixed up in this could get us all captured and thrown right back where we fought so hard to escape! We told you because Elaina’s husbands are friends of ours, and because frankly, we hate the idea of her dying like that.”

Sharen stiffened. “Dying?”

The more they spoke, the more real it all felt... the more she believed them.

Reality was starting to come crashing down around her, making her muscles tense as if preparing for a fight. Instead of Elaina feeling like a ghost who haunted her, she was starting to feel real again. Alive. 

And she needs my help.

Something within her changed, and she turned determined eyes onto the demons, waiting. 

Alec’s anger melted away. “Sweetheart, sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Tell me.” Her words held an unspoken threat. “I already lost her once, I can’t do it again. I won’t, not if I can do something about it.” She took a deep breath, trying to take the edge from her words. “Please.”

Alec swore and sat back down, crossing his arms over his chest.

After a long moment, Ryder spoke, “humans aren’t meant to survive in our realm. She’s been eating our bad food, trapped in the heat, and hiding from the lesser demons. She’s got another couple of days, max.”

Sharen felt as if a bucket of ice water had been thrown on her. Of course Elaina can’t survive much longer in the demon realm. It’s a miracle she’s survived this long.

I need to save her. Fast.

Alec leaned back against the couch, his irritation clearly visible. “So, who can you contact to rescue your friend? I know you feel an obligation to save her, and we feel an obligation to our friends, but I don’t like any of this. Our presence should mean that your life is happier and safer. Not more dangerous. And getting mixed up in this, it’s the last thing we wanted for you.”

“I was the one who said we shouldn’t tell her,” Kade said, crossing his arms over his broad chest and glaring. 

She looked at them as if they’d lost their mind. “You’re asking me who has access to a portal room and would break every single protocol to rescue a woman who is supposed to be dead? I hate to tell you, but I’m the only one.”

Alec’s expression froze. “There’s got to be someone else who can help her.”

Even if I could convince someone that all of this is true, no one else would be reckless enough to enter a demon realm without an entire team to defend them. Especially not a Leader. And only a Leader has access to the portal realm.

“There’s no one.”

Alec gave an angry bark of laughter. “Well, there’s no way in hell we’re going to let you go into a demon realm.”

Her brows rose and her words came out, cold and controlled. “Who said you let me do anything? If I want to save my friend, you three aren’t going to stop me.”

Alec stood again, his expression thunderous. His hands curling into fists.

And yet, Sharen wasn’t afraid of him. Deep down in some unexplored place inside her, she knew this man, this demon, would never hurt her. And the knowledge made her feel strangely confident.

“Do you have something to say?” she asked, trying to look as arrogant as hell.

He made a sound, almost like a growl.

Ryder leapt to his feet, placing his hand on the other man’s chest as if to hold him back. “Let’s just take a minute and calm down.”

Very slowly, she rose and leaned closer. “If you don’t help me do this, any chance of something real happening between us is gone. I’ll kick you out of this house and never think of you again. So what are you going to do?”

But before Alec could answer, Kade spoke from his spot on the couch, his tone dangerous. “We can’t return to a demon realm. It took years to manifest the energy to even reach the realm you found us in. We can show you what realm it is and that’s it. So, if you do this, you do it alone.”

“Which is not going to happen!” Alec shouted.

Her gaze met and held each of theirs. They’re not going to help me. “I’ll keep the secret of what you are.” Their expressions remained the same. “I’ll... I’ll agree to be your wife.” She saw her words hit them and knew she’d found their weakness. “If you do this for me, I’ll give myself fully to you. But I meant what I said, if you don’t, you’ll lose me forever.”

Tension seemed to crackle through the air like lightning. They’re demons. They have my ring. They can force me to do whatever they want, so I just have to hope what my gut is telling me is right. That these three want me to love them willingly, not by force.

Ryder spoke after a long minute. “It’d be too dangerous for all of us to go to one of the facilities. But... I’ll go with you.”

“Ryder—“ Alec’s tone was a warning.

The other man spoke softly. “Her soul called to us. Because she’s a fighter. Because she has the heart to love all three of us. A woman like her could never find peace leaving her friend to die. We can’t feel this illogical love for her because of who she is deep inside, and also stop her from being that woman. You both know I’m right.”

Alec’s tough expression crumpled, and he turned to look at her, his dark eyes holding her gaze. “If you stayed with us, you’d be safe and loved. You’d want for nothing. Do you really want to risk your life now, when we’ve finally found each other?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I don’t want to. I have to.”

Alec sat back down, digging his hand into his dark hair and hanging his head.

“I guess we can’t just tie her up. Can we?” Kade said, the hurt in his eyes so powerful it took her breath away.

Ryder brushed her cheek. “If only.”

For some reason, everything they said made her heart ache. These men seemed to profess their love for her so easily. All because of some connection they were so sure of. She wanted to scoff at it. To call them liars. Or hopeless romantics. But the truth was, she felt a connection to them too.

And if I let myself for one second think about what I’m about to do, I might lose my nerve.

So I just can’t think about it then.

“At least I’ll be there with you. Most of the way.” Ryder gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Her stomach twisted. Oh yeah, this isn’t just about me breaking rules to save Elaina. I have to take one of the demons with me.

If she took them to the control room, she’d be breaking every rule she’d ever been taught. She’d be risking her life, but more than that, if these demons were lying to her, she was taking the chance that they could cause complete chaos. They could use her and the portal equipment to allow a limitless number of powerful demons onto earth.

No sane person would take this risk.

But if they were telling the truth, and she did nothing, she was condemning her best friend to death.

So, the question was, did she trust them enough to endanger all of humanity?
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Chapter Nine
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Sharen walked down the halls of her school, her breathing ragged. Beside her, Ryder seemed to fill the entire hall with his massive frame. He’d hidden his tattoos under a grey sweater. Between his dark jeans and black boots, he looked every bit the incredibly handsome human.

But even so, she worried about someone realizing what he was.

The only way to detect a demon in this realm is if they use their magic. Otherwise, they need to cause trouble for us to find them. That was the thing that bothered her about her demons’ plan. If they actually just intended to live normal lives, chances were they would never be caught. The idea fascinated her. 

And terrified her.

How many Level 10 demons were walking around her without her ever realizing it?

She typed in the code for her classroom and led him in without saying a word. He needed one of her student’s badges to be allowed below the normal classrooms, and she was sure at least one student had to have left their badge by mistake.

Moving around the room, she checked in the desks and the floor. Nothing.

“Damn it!”

“Is there another way?” Ryder asked.

He was leaning against the back wall, arms crossed over his chest in a strangely casual way given that he was sneaking into an enemy building and trying to infiltrate their most secure areas.

“No,” she said. “We need a badge.”

He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the classroom door opened. Rorde came in, his hair a mess. He was wearing the same clothes as the day before, and there was a franticness to his movements that worried her.

“Mrs. Bran!” He froze, wide eyes going between her and Ryder.

“Rorde, what are you doing here? You don’t have class today.” She moved closer to him, her gaze going to the badge on his shirt.

“I—I,” he took a deep breath, closing his eyes. “I did something bad.”

Oh, right. He was the asshat who left my ring behind.

She stiffened, realizing for the first time that it probably wasn’t a mistake.

“Listen, Rorde—“

“I left your ring in the demon realm yesterday... uh, by mistake.”

Schooling her expression into a calm one, she reached out and gripped his shoulder. “I think you might be a bit too stressed out, because I’m wearing my ring right here.”

She moved the finger that still wore the dark one the demons had put on her hand.

He frowned. “No, that’s impossible. You had a gold ring. It looked the same as Blake’s, and I...”

You’ve got to be kidding me. He risked my eternal soul to try to get rid of Blake, so he could move in on his fiancé? This sorcerer just keeps getting worse.

“Blake and Lily have their rings. I have mine. You must have gotten mixed up.”

“I didn’t,” he said, shaking his head.

She leaned in and gave him a hug. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest?” Pulling back from him, she put her hand behind her back and gave a reassuring smile. “The stress gets to us all sometimes.”

His gaze went to Ryder.

Does he recognize him? Shit. I didn’t think about that.

“But—“

“Get some sleep, and that’s an order.”

He hesitated a moment longer, then muttered, “yes, ma’am.” Turning, he walked out the door of the classroom.

She let out the breath she was holding.

Ryder, to her surprise, was glaring.

“What?” she asked, feeling uncertain.

“Is there something going on between you two?”

Her mouth dropped open. “Rorde? He’s a student!”

“You hugged him.”

“To get his badge!” she exclaimed, holding it up.

His scowl deepened. “I don’t like seeing other men touching you.”

“But you don’t mind your brothers touching me?”

He walked slowly toward her like a predator. 

A chill ran up her spine. Here’s the sexy man beneath his casual boy-next-door surface. She licked her lips, unable to look away from him. 

Stopping just inches from her, he seemed to radiate a maleness that had her transfixed. “I like watching my brothers with you. It turns me on. But I don’t want to see another man touching you.”

She nodded, mesmerized as he leaned forward and kissed her so intensely that when he pulled back, she had to hold onto him or fall.

He chuckled. “Come on. Let’s get this over and done with, so I can fill your sweet ass with cum again.”

Wow, that’s... hot.

Nodding, she clipped the badge onto his broad chest, facing it the wrong way so that no one would realize it didn’t belong to him. Heading back into the hall, they passed a few students who cast Ryder curious glances, but seemed unconcerned as they saw a teacher leading him down the hall.

At the elevator, she typed in the private floor below the regular school building and the sensors scanned over them before it started down. Ryder said nothing, his expression guarded.

Something strange fluttered in her stomach. They’re tricking you! Her brain yelled, but she pushed the thought aside. Elaina would take the risk for her.

“What are Alec and Kade doing right now?” she asked, as the elevator dinged open.

“Arranging our new lives,” Ryder said, a slight smile touching his lips.

They walked side-by-side down the empty hall. “How are they planning on doing that?”

“We’ve decided to run a business. To invest in some stocks. To make use of our... talents.”

Why does that make me nervous?

“What talents? And where did you get all this money?”

He raised a brow as they stopped at the door to the map of the realms, and beyond that to the room with the portal door. “Level 10 demons can be very, very convincing.”

She froze, her fingers hovering over the control panel. “Is that why I’ve taken you here even though every logical thought is telling me not to?”

His brow rose. “Sharen, if we were secretly trying to trick you, would I tell you about our ability right at this moment?”

The truth tumbled past her lips. “I don’t know.”

He sighed. “There’s nothing more we want from the demon realm. If you want to walk away right now and forget about Elaina and just enjoy our lives together, we can do it. I’ll go in a heartbeat.”

Her hand trembled as she typed in the code. God, I hope I’m not wrong.

When they moved past the rows of chairs to the computer screen, she pulled up the strange spinning map of red, yellow, and green shapes. At first she moved through them slowly, watching his face as his gaze slid over them. But then, he pushed her hand aside and started spinning through the shapes faster and faster.

“There!” he said, abruptly stopping the screen.

A large red shape stared back at them.

“It’s labeled red.” She took a deep breath. “That means someone went in and decided it was too dangerous to go back in.”

“Or your superiors labeled it that way so no one would ever find Elaina.”

It made logical sense, but still, her stomach turned.

Everything about this is wrong. And yet, when she pictured her best friend, snorting when she laughed too hard, or screaming at a scary point in a cheesy horror movie, she knew she could never live with herself if she walked away now.

She memorized the realm’s number, went to the portal room, and typed in her code. When she entered the next area, she immediately grabbed her white suit and went behind the screen to change. Stripping down, the last thing she expected was to see Ryder appearing beside her.

She stifled a small shriek, but his gaze was locked on her naked body. Instantly, she felt herself heating up.

“Turn around,” he commanded.

There wasn’t time. “No, someone could come in. What we’re doing is—”

“I need to fuck you. To touch you. It’s the only way I can possibly let you go.” He paused. “Please.”

She shivered at the raw need in his voice.

“Turn around,” he commanded again.

Her nipples pebbled as she slowly turned around.

“Put your hands on the wall.”

She obeyed.

The sound of his zipper going down had her wet, needy. She spread her legs further apart and waited.

But she didn’t have to wait long.

He moved behind her, positioning the tip of his cock at her womanhood. At first he simply slid in her wetness, coating himself. She tried to hold herself still, but her entire body trembled.

And then, she heard the door to the portal room open.

Stiffening, she tried to turn around, but Ryder pressed her back into place.

Two voices, the familiar ones of the guards, came. They were arguing about some football game they’d bet on as they slowly circled the room.

She had to bite back a shocked scream as Ryder slowly slid into her womanhood from behind. One of his hands moved around to cover her mouth, while the other one teased her clit. He thrust in and out of her, faster and faster. Absolutely silent.

The fear of getting caught should have stopped her enjoyment, but for some reason, she only felt her body responding faster. The guards were feet from them, just on the other side of her screen, when she felt her orgasm coming to its peak.

Clenching her teeth together, she willed herself not to make a sound as her inner-muscles squeezed his cock so hard she felt him swell and cum. He continued to ride her, his hot seed driving her over the edge.

She came, silently, her orgasm shattering inside her body. Leaving her tingling and completely satisfied. 

Collapsing against the wall with him still buried inside her, she listened as the room to the portal opened once more and then closed.

“Ryder, that was—“

“Incredible?” he nibbled her earlobe. “I know. Now, get dressed. We can’t get caught.”

“ME get us caught?” She swatted at him as he laughed and moved back into the room.

Scowling even though the sex had been incredible, she dressed quickly. Putting on the plain white shoes, dropping her ring in the bin, and grabbing her weapon.

She turned and stared at the large black demon-stone. All she had to do was draw the doorway and write the realm name at the top, and she’d be on her way. To a demon realm. Alone. That was labeled dangerous.

I need to shut my damn thoughts down before they drive me crazy! “I guess it’s now or never.”

“None of us would blame you if you decided not to do this,” Ryder said, his voice no louder than a whisper.

She straightened her shoulders. “Don’t worry. I got this.”

“I know you do, but you can’t blame me for trying.”

Picking up a piece of chalk, she wrote the sweeping numbers and letters of the portal name, then drew the massive doorway. A second later, the portal opened, revealing dark crashing waves in the center.

Taking a deep breath, she moved forward.

Ryder caught her arm. 

She looked back at his tortured expression. He wishes he was powerful enough to go with me, and still be able to return to the Earth. 

So do I.

“You’re really sure about this?”

The concern in his eyes, no, the pure love in his eyes, erased all her doubts in one perfect moment. “I’m sure. I’ll be back. Promise.”

His hand dropped, curling into a fist. “I’ll wait right here.”

Turning, she gripped her weapon tighter, and stepped into a dangerous realm. 

Alone.
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Chapter Ten
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Sharen stumbled out into the heat of the demon-realm. The awful feeling of going between realms left her feeling shaken, but she couldn’t let it slow her down. Instead, she armed her weapon with a powerful magical spell that burned black ancient symbols into her blade. 

A spell few Hunters knew existed. 

Reading does have its benefits. She thought with a humorless smile.

The arm’s length weapon almost hummed with magic, as if awakening from a deep slumber. In the light of the three suns, the edge of her blade looked extra sharp, and the dark glow that radiated from it gave it a nightmarish quality. She gripped the long hilt and moved it, rotating her arm as she gave herself a moment to grow accustom to it. 

Feeling slightly more confident, she inched away from the portal opening. Breaking such an important rule feels wrong. I’m leaving the safety of the exit. Cutting myself off from escape. Opening myself up for possession. 

Her stomach twisted. But I won’t let that happen.

Taking a deep breath, she wrinkled her nose. Sulfur scented the air, so strong she could taste it. Something I never get used to. Her gaze swept over her surroundings, looking for any signs of danger, but all was quiet.

She inched further, staring at the endless land that stretched before her. Between the oppressive heat and the three suns, bright mirages appeared to shimmer in the distance. The landscape was white, like every demon realm, but with more caves than usual carved into the hills. The white-bulbous plants that grew in bulbous tangles gave everything an alien quality.

The caves could mean a number of demons live here. Normal protocol would be to proceed slowly and cautiously. To not attract attention until all possible dangers have been identified.

But this isn’t a normal situation. If I follow protocol, I’ll never find Elaina in time.

And I could become lost.

She shuddered at just the thought. Without a team to slowly spread out from the portal site, getting lost was a real and very frightening possibility. The only thing she could do to have any hope of finding her friend in a place that stretched out in all directions was absolutely reckless.

Please don’t let this get me killed.

“Elaina!” she shouted into the silence. “Elaina!”

Moving slowly further and further from the portal, yet always keeping it in sight, she shouted her friends name over and over. Nothing moved. Nothing reacted to her voice.

And so, she shouted louder and louder.

Soon, she would either discover her demons had told the truth and find Elaina, or she’d bring whatever demons had been deemed too dangerous to fight right at her. She was taking a leap of faith, and for some reason, she wasn’t half as terrified as she should have been.

When she’d married her ex, she’d felt like marrying him was a leap of faith. She’d told herself that love wasn’t logical, and so she’d pushed every instinct to the side and married him anyway.

This time, however, fear told her that the demons had lied. Logic told her this was a trap. But her instincts? They told her that there was something real between them and her. And so, she was taking another leap of faith with love.

She hoped she wasn’t going to come crashing down yet again.

Nearly thirty minutes had passed, at least that’s how much she estimated, when she saw something stir from a cave forty feet or so in front of her. The entirely white creature moved slowly and strangely, half dragging itself toward her. She pointed her weapon at it and held her breath, watching as it moved closer and closer.

This was not a demon.

But she had no idea what it could be.

As it got closer, she caught sight of two bright blue eyes. Heart racing, she felt hope grow within her. When it was about ten feet away, she realized that it was indeed her friend, dusted in white powder. 

Sharen felt tears choke her throat as she raced to her friend, and pulled her into her arms.

Elaina sobbed. “I didn’t think you’d come. I didn’t think they could convince you to trust them.”

She pet her friend’s matted hair, not caring when she felt tears sliding down her cheeks. “I’m here now. But we have to hurry, I’ve already been here far longer than protocol allows.”

Elaina pulled back, her own tears had made paths down her pale cheeks. She was far thinner than Sharen had remembered, her cheeks hollow, and her white dusted clothes were tattered and hanging off her tiny frame.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Sharen pointed her weapon in front of them and wrapped an arm under her friend’s waist. Elaina leaned heavily onto her.

“The food here,” her friend explained between pants, “pretty sure it’s toxic to humans.”

As they moved closer and closer to the portal, Elaina seemed to move faster. A small smile even curled her lips. But then, when they were just feet from it, the portal vanished.

“What the—?” Sharen stared at the empty space in disbelief.

Why?

Her logical thoughts filled her head with a roar. You stupid, stupid woman! You were the only one who knew they were demons! Of course they tricked you into their realm and sealed you in here! Now, you’ll both die here, and they’re free.

“I can’t believe—“ The ground began to shake beneath her feet. Sharen looked at her friend’s horror-stricken face. “What’s that?”

Elaina spoke, her voice filled with terror. “The demons.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Ryder hid behind the changing screen in the portal room, trying to keep his breathing even. Sharen was trapped in the demon-realm. She could be in trouble. He needed to open the portal back up and make sure she could escape when she needed to. 

But he couldn’t do anything with the two guards chatting casually just feet from him.

If they make me wait too long, I might just have to break their skulls.

He swallowed the growl that built in his chest. But panic was clawing under his skin. In life, all he’d ever wanted was to find a woman who could be his match. Things hadn’t been so easy. His unique relationship with his brothers meant that they’d have to find a woman who not only wanted one of them, but wanted all of them.

And they weren’t exactly easy to love.

They were demanding, harsh at times, and probably a bit too cocky. But with Sharen, he’d just known she was meant for them. He’d always wanted to believe in soul mates and love at first sight. But love after death seemed to be a hell of a lot different.

Their connection felt... like magic. Like something so powerful that none of them could fight it, even if they wanted to.

The guards continued yammering on, fighting about some game and about who owed who money. Ryder’s stomach sank further.

He’d been in his mid-twenties when he died. The memory of bullets ripping through him had dominated his thoughts of what it meant to be human for so long. But with each level they climbed through the demon realms, more memories came back to him. Now, all he wanted was to taste the crispness of a breeze, to lie on his back in the ocean, to feel the rain on his face.

He didn’t want to be in Hunter-territory. He didn’t want to be near a portal leading to the horrible place he’d fought so hard to escape. But most of all, every part of his being screamed that he shouldn’t have let Sharen go.

What if she gets hurt? What if you lose her? The thoughts clawed viciously at his mind.

He could never forgive himself.

When the guards finally left, he leapt to his feet and hurried to the demon-stone. With his hand shaking, he picked up the Soul Chalk and wrote the name of the correct realm. In the doorway Sharen had drawn, the white and grey waves came swirling into life.

He dropped the chalk and drew back from the stone. Sweat beaded down his back. He hated this place. Hated to see the stone and feel the chalk. They made him think of pain. Of things he struggled to forget.

Come back, Sharen. Please, come back.

But then, a feeling came to him. A new and different kind of fear. It almost felt like... Sharen’s fear.

His heart pounded.

If he entered the portal, he would not be able to return through it. He wouldn’t have the power. It would shred him to pieces, killing him again. Making him return to the darkest, lowest pit of the demon-realms. And without his brothers, he might never get back to earth.

He’d never get to feel the rain. Never get to breathe in the scents of life, green and nourishing. He’d never get to surf, or swim in the ocean. And he’d lose his best friends. His family.

But if I don’t go through, and Sharen’s in trouble, could I really stand here and not save her?

He stood frozen, feeling his eyes sting.

Either way, he’d lose everything.
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Chapter Twelve
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Sharen turned and watched in horror as hundreds of demons came running over the hills toward them. She began to fire her weapon at random. Where she struck, a ball of fire blasted a deep black hole into the earth, taking out dozens of demons with every blast. 

But no matter how many she killed, there were always more.

As they got closer, she pushed Elaina behind her and clenched her weapon more closely. They would not survive this, but she’d be damned if she didn’t take as many of the fuckers out as she could before she died.

Time seemed to slow as they grew closer.

I gambled on love, and I lost.

I was wrong.

They always meant to betray me.

I was a fool.

The words seemed to circle around in her mind, and suddenly, a strong hand pulled her back. Ryder stood before her, his red skin glistening in the light.

His roar came like a thousand angry lions, and the demons stopped in their pursuit. 

“Go through the portal! Now!” he ordered them. “This isn’t my horde. They won’t listen for long.”

Sharen grabbed Elaina, but Ryder shoved Sharen through first. She went tumbling into the waves, the awful feeling of being stretched and pulled, of being too hot and too cold came and went in a flash, and then she was crashing into the chairs in the room. A few seconds later, Elaina barreled straight into her.

She helped her friend up, then turned to wait for Ryder to come flying through.

But everything happened faster than she could comprehend. One moment the portal was there, the next, Elaina was erasing the address above the door.

The portal closed.

“What the hell?” Sharen shoved her back, and Elaina hit the floor.

“He’s still in there! What are you doing?”

Elaina caught her hand, which she promptly pulled free. “He told me to.”

“Who told you to?” Sharen asked, grabbing the chalk with hands that shook and praying she remembered the right address.

“Your demon,” Elaina said quietly. “He said he didn’t have enough power to come back, so I should close the portal as soon as I got through, and then he shoved me in.”

Sharen froze, feeling tears prickle her eyes. He sacrificed his freedom for me? “That can’t be true.”

Elaina stared. “It takes demons years and years to gather enough power to cross over.”

“So... so how do we get him back?”

Her friend was quiet for too long. “We don’t.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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Like hell I’ll give up!

Sharen went to her cubby and pulled out her ring. “I’m going back in, and I’m going to leave him this. He can use it just like last time.”

As she ran back to the portal, her friend caught her arm. “Sharen, I have three demons I love too, but this is insane. That horde will have torn him apart by now. If you go back in, they’ll just kill you too. Don’t do this!”

There has to be a way to take on that many...

She froze. There had been a spell. In an ancient book. It was a dangerous, reckless spell, one she’d never been brave enough to try, but maybe it could stop the demons.

But there had been so many warnings in that book. And the pages had been stained with blood. As much as she’d liked experimenting with spells in her younger days, she’d avoided that one like a dead body.

And yet I’ve never forgotten it.

Perhaps somewhere in the back of her mind she always knew it was a contingency plan. A spell to try when death seemed certain.

“You’re not thinking of trying something from one of your damned books, are you?” Elaina knew her too well.

Sharen shook out of her friend’s grip. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“This is insane. You can’t—“

“I’m one of the best fucking Leader’s our school has ever seen. I’ll kill every one of those assholes before I let them lay a finger on me or him.” She headed for the portal.

Elaina followed closely behind her. “Just wait. Maybe he got away from them. Maybe if you go to his brothers they can find a way to help. But one thing I’m sure of, if you go in there, if he isn’t already dead, he will be. Seeing a human female will drive those bastards crazy, and he’ll have to protect you.”

She whirled around and glared at her friend, shouting. “Am I supposed to just leave him there? Huh? Is that what I’m supposed to do? Just let him die!”

Tears ran down Elaina’s cheeks, creating more lines in the white powder that covered her body. “I’m so sorry.”

A flash of bright light filled one end of the room for one horrifying second before the angel appeared. He was a beautiful man, with flowing locks of hair, and intense green eyes. But in his hand, he held a dangerous looking sword.

Sharen stared, unsure what else to do. Angels fought the demons alongside the Hunters, but she’d never been face-to-face with one before.

“What are you doing here?” Elaina asked, her voice shaking.

The angel’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “Why, killing the demon-whores, of course.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fourteen
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His blade caught the edge of Sharen’s weapon, sending sparks flying.

The angel looked surprised. “You’re faster than most humans,” he said, then a cruel smile twisted his lips. “But I’m faster.”

In a blink of an eye, he used the broad side of his sword to smack her behind her knees. Playing with her.

She crumpled to the floor, only just raising her Splicer in time to catch the blade he slashed out at her stomach.

Elaina was dragging herself toward the weapons on the back wall. Sharen shook her head. She’s going to get herself killed! But her friend couldn’t see her.

The angel slashed out again, but Sharen rolled and climbed back to her feet, glaring at her opponent. I need to get to Ryder. I need to save him in time.

But for the life of her, she’d never heard of someone killing an angel before. Is it even possible?

“Just let us go,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him. “We aren’t going to cause any problems.”

“And I bet your demon husbands won’t either, huh?”

He twisted his blade and struck, cutting a deep slash into her arm.

Sharen hissed, jumping back. Ignoring her injury, she kept her eyes trained on him, willing him not to look behind him to where Elaina was slowly sliding a weapon down from the wall.

“You angels think you’re so perfect. But look at you, attacking humans is beneath you.”

He scowled. “Sometimes angels save lives, and sometimes we take the lives not worth saving. You’ve killed enough demons to know what I mean.”

Asshole.

Elaina looked like she could barely hold her Splicer as she crept up behind him and raised the blade over her head.

“Oh, and you’re so innocent! I’ve heard all about how much you angels like to sleep with humans. To feel alive again.” she accused him.

Anger filled his expression, but just when she thought he was going to attack her with all his strength, he turned around and buried his blade into Elaina’s stomach.

Her mouth opened. Blood poured out.

No! No!

Sharen rushed toward her as the angel pulled his blade out of her stomach. She attacked him, striking, kicking, dodging... but nothing helped. He was just too fast. Too good.

Ryder was being killed by a pack of demons in the other realm.

Elaina was bleeding to death before her.

What could she possibly do to save them?

And then, it hit her. 

I can die.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Sharen let her sword tumble from her fingertips. She and Elaina had helped demons. They would go to the demon-realm when they died. And once there, Sharen would do everything in her power to bring her friend and Ryder back to the human world.

All she had to do was die first.

“What’s this?” the angel asked, raising a brow. “Have you decided to give up?”

She gritted her teeth and nodded.

His awful smile returned. “That was the smartest decision you ever made. Because, unlike your friend,” he looked back at where Elaina had collapsed onto the floor, blood still bubbling up from her lips, “your death will be quick.”

Fighting every instinct inside her, she curled her hands into fists and waited for the blade to come down onto her. But behind the angel, a bright light came and went in a flash.

He turned around, frowning. “Surcy, what are you doing here? I said that I would deal with the traitors.”

The angel before him was a young woman, with long golden brown hair and gentle eyes. Unlike the male angel, her wings were a stunning black. She curled them behind her. But even though she wore a simple tanktop and jeans, she radiated an ethereal quality that marked her as something other than human.

“Oh, Frink, I simply came to watch you.”

His spine stiffened. He turned back to Sharen.

Her heart began to race once more. This is it.

A flash of steel, and a second later, the male angel’s head toppled from his body.

Sharen looked at the female angel, eyes wide. The woman held her blood-soaked blade.

Their gazes met and held.

“You’re on our side?”

The angel smirked. “A demon-hunter and an angel. Who would have thought we’d suddenly be on the side of the demons, right?”

Sharen felt dizzy with relief. And then Elaina coughed. 

Racing to her side, she knelt down in the growing pool of blood around her. “Come on, stay with me!”

The angel knelt down too. “I can get her to safety and heal her.”

Even though trusting her is hard, I don’t exactly have another choice.

Sharen almost nodded, but stopped. “Take her. There’s something I still need to do.”

The angel shook her head of long, beautiful hair. “Our enemies know you’re here. They’re coming for you even now.”

“One of my demons is trapped in the other realm. I have to... have to save him.”

The angel’s eyes widened.

“He doesn’t have the power to come back through, but I—“

“I can help you with that too. At least a little. I make no promises.” She reached out and touched Sharen’s chest. A golden light spread, glowing just beneath Sharen’s skin.

“That might give you enough to bring him back here, but it’ll be dangerous.”

Along with my magic in the demon-realm, we might just have a chance.

Sharen nodded. “Thank you.”

The angel didn’t say another word. One minute she was there, and the next both she and Elaina were gone.

Hurrying to the door to the room, she used her Splicer to pound the control board until it sparked and the lights died. That should stall them from getting in here.

Turning back to the portal, she scribbled the name of the portal on the dark stone, and it opened.

Ryder may be dead.

The horde may be waiting for me.

I’m risking everything for a demon who I barely know. A demon my foolish heart thinks I might love.

But do I?

Taking a deep breath, she stepped through.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Sharen righted herself as she came through the portal and into the demon realm. Her head spun, but she gripped her weapon with certainty. Ready for a fight. 

Bring it!

But to her surprise, no demons attacked. 

Her gaze snapped to the battle a hundred feet in front of her. Ryder, his blood-red skin shimmering with sweat, fought the vicious Level 1 demons with absolute certainty. He’d called his demon blade to him, and his dark steel seemed to sparkle as he slashed out at the creatures. Many died at his feet, but more quickly replaced the dead ones.

He continued fighting, but his movements were clumsy. Like a tired warrior. When two demons leapt onto his back, he staggered onto his knees.

Shit.

Her instincts screamed to join him in battle. To use her Splicer to shred the beasts to ribbons. But even together, we aren’t enough to stop them. I need to try the spell.

Time to do something dangerous as hell.

Closing her eyes, she imagined the ancient spell, praying it was as powerful as the book had warned. She had no idea what it would do, but hopefully, it would be enough. 

It has to be.

This magic... felt different than any she’d tried before. She sensed power gurgling out of her, the sensation prickly. Wrong. But she didn’t stop repeating the spell, no matter how her heart raced, because there was no other magic she knew that had any chance at defeating the horde.

Of saving Ryder.

Her pulse pounded loudly in her ears. She had to focus on the spell. Not on the hungry demons just a short distance from her. Not on the possibility that Ryder could be dying.

In her training, she’d learned that distractions killed.

And I’m not dying today.

Her weapon warmed in her hand. Opening her eyes in surprise, she watched as her Splicer glowed, a deep blood red. After a second, flames erupted along the sharp edge, dancing dangerously. 

The blade seemed to pulse. As if it had a heartbeat of its own.

Whoa. She’d never seen anything like this before. 

Taking a deep breath, she turned her focus onto the hundreds of two feet tall demons. The dark red creatures were everywhere, encircling Ryder. He fought gallantly. Even with demons on his back and his chest. Gashes covered his red flesh, and there was a wildness to his expression that said he knew he wouldn’t survive the day’s battle. And yet, he kept fighting.

Hold on, I’m coming!

Pointing her weapon to the side of him, she decided she couldn’t risk attacking the demons directly, not with Ryder so close. First, she needed to see what the spell would do. 

Willing the magic to obey her command, she fired.

Flames raced along the ground from where she stood, leaving a bright trail. Beneath the fire, the white sands melted, caving in. Black smoke billowed above the hungry flames, darkening the bright sky. 

She took a step back, shocked by the heat, by how the heavy scent of smoke filled her nostrils. The demon world always felt so surreal. Like a nightmare. But in that moment, it felt more real than any other moment of her life.

As if the human realm was a dream.

It took the demons a minute to notice, and then the flames reached them. They screamed, high-pitch wailing sounds that made every hair on her body rise. The little creatures went tumbling into the abyss created by the flames, falling into darkness.

The demons attacking Ryder stopped. Their gazes went to the ever-widening gash in their world, and raw panic twisted their strange faces.

That’s right, time to run, shitheads!

The flames continued to spread, melting the earth, and widening the cavern. And for the first time, she realized that she had no idea how to stop it. Or how to control it.

But that’s a problem for another time. All that matters right now is that I save him.

Ryder.

As if he heard his name in her thoughts, he turned and looked toward her. Their eyes met across the flames. Shock filled his expression, followed by a terrifying desperation. He tore through the remaining demons and circled around the cavern. A few demons followed him, but he turned, picking them up and tossing them into the flaming abyss with a roar that seemed to shake the ground.

When he at last reached her, to her surprise, he picked her up and pulled her into his arms. “What the hell are you doing here? And what happened to your arm?” 

My arm? Adrenaline had almost made her forget the cut from the angel’s blade. “It’s just a scratch.” Best not to think about that now. What matters is saving Ryder.

His hold on her gentled. “I told Elaina not to let you return. I have no hope of getting back through.”

To her surprise, she felt tears prick the corners of her eyes. “That’s why you were an idiot to come here in the first place!”

“I had to save you,” he whispered against her hair. “But you returning for me changes nothing, if I step back through the portal, it’ll tear me to pieces... sending me back to the lowest level of our realms. You have to go back without me.”

Pulling away from him, she touched her chest, which still glowed softly with the angel’s powers. “An angel helped me. She gave me enough magic to hopefully take you back to our world.”

He touched the glowing space on her chest, his expression one of wonder. “Angel magic? I can hardly... why would one help us?”

She smiled. “I guess a couple demons stole her heart too.”

Behind them, a demon leapt on Ryder’s back.

Sharen cried out, and acted without thinking, driving her Splicer through its neck. The demon hit the ground without a sound.

She looked back at the horde. Most were still panicking over the growing flames spreading through their world, but a few were staring right back at her.

“We should go,” he said. “Now.”

She nodded and turned to the portal. “Our enemies may be waiting on the other side.”

He stood straighter. “And the angel’s magic might not be enough to take me through in one piece.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you sure—“

“There’s no other choice.”

He took her hand, squeezing it in his much larger one. Something wondrous coursed between them, something that made her feel an unfamiliar fluttering in her heart. Looking at him one last time, at his stunning face, she sent a prayer that what she was doing would save his life.

That he would arrive in one piece.

And then, they stepped through the portal.
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Chapter Seventeen


[image: image]


Sharen stumbled onto her knees, her head spinning. She’d gone through the portal too many times. More times than she ever imagined possible in such a short period of time. It left her feeling weak, strange.

Next to her, she heard someone hit the ground.

Ryder!

Turning, she froze. He lay on the ground. His eyes closed. His body limp. Even though the wounds on his flesh were already healing.

“Ryder?” Dropping her Splicer, she reached for him, touching the side of his neck.

There was no pulse.

“No!” Panic clawed at her lungs, but she laid him on his back and started CPR. Over and over again, she pressed on his chest, creating a rhythm she’d practiced countless times. Then, leaning over him, she breathed into his cold lips.

Outside the door to their room, someone began to pound.

Please, please, Ryder, come back to me!

Something unfamiliar warmed within her chest, and he suddenly took a deep breath. Sitting back on her heels, she watched the rise and fall of his chest, wiping at a stray tear that ran down her cheek. 

I owe that angel more than she could ever imagine.

“Ryder?”

He didn’t respond to his name. Shaking him, she prayed for yet another miracle, but he didn’t react.

Okay. I can do this. I can get him out of here.

But first, I need to make sure I don’t bleed out. Her arm was starting to ache, and she wondered if half of her light-headedness was coming from losing too much blood. Grabbing one of the white suits from a peg off a wall, she used her Splicer to cut it into strips and quickly wrapped her arm. Even so, the dark blood running down her arm made her stomach churn. That’s a lot of blood.

Outside the portal room, the pounding grew louder.

Instinctually, she shifted into a crouch, picking her Splicer back up. The pounding continued, but the metal doors held. But for how long?

“And there’s no other way out,” she whispered to herself.

Scanning the room, she prayed for a large vent. Anything. But there was no other way out than the door. So, I guess I’ll have to fight them. I can do that.

But she didn’t have to just fight her way out, she had to carry the massive demon beside her too.

There’s no way you can carry him.

“Logic, you’re a bitch,” she muttered to herself.

Reaching for Ryder, she forced him into a sitting position and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Moms lift fucking cars when they need to. I can lift one giant demon.”

Clenching her teeth, she tried to rise with him. Several times they fell back over, but she finally managed to drag him to the door. Panting, she went back to her weapon. As it touched her palm, she felt a spark.

Freezing, she opened her palm. The angel’s golden magic still glowed softly. What does that mean?

More pounding at the door drew her gaze. Hurrying back to Ryder’s side, she tensed, watching as the doors were slowly drawn apart. On the other side, she caught the sight of a room full of security guards.

Shit. If only...

She imagined one of the first spells she practiced with. One that knocked out an opponent and left them confused and disoriented. To her shock, her Splicer began to glow a light blue.

I can use magic in this realm!

I really owe that damn angel...

A smirk twisted her lips. The odds had just evened out, at least a little bit. Crouching over Ryder’s body, she waited until the doors were fully opened. The security guards had their guns drawn, but they parted.

The Director stood in the center of them. He wore a grey striped suit, his large belly straining the buttons in the center of his jacket. His thinning hair was combed back, as always, and his hazel eyes held a familiar hard edge.

“Sharen, tisk tisk tisk, I’m disappointed in you.”

You think I’m going to play your game old man? Sorry, but I’m not your puppet anymore.

She tightened her grip on her weapon. “Why? Because I discovered your little secret?”

His large lips curled into an unkind smile. “We all have secrets, Sharen. Only a naïve fool would believe otherwise.”

Her gaze slid to the security guards. “But you don’t think humanity deserves to know that not all demons are bad? That some of them are more like us than even the angels? That we have no right to keep them imprisoned in their realm?”

To her shock, he laughed. “Is that what they told you? Oh, you are a naïve, little girl aren’t you?”

“You said they were little more than wild animals,” she said, her voice rising with each word. “How do you explain intelligent human-like demons?”

He tilted his head. “Do you have any idea what the most dangerous animal is?” When she didn’t answer, he continued. “Humans are. And Level 10 demons are more dangerous than anything you can possibly imagine.”

Her weapon glowed more brightly. “I don’t believe you.”

His gaze slid to her weapon, and his eyes widened. “I know you’re probably feeling scared and confused. You have every right to be. Level 10 demons plant ideas in your mind and feed them like a fungus. You aren’t the first Hunter to succumb to their manipulations.” He took a small step toward her. “Put your weapon down. Give us the demons, and you’ll be forgiven.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Is that what you did to Elaina? You showed her forgiveness?”

His confident expression melted away, deepening the frown lines around his mouth. “I won’t talk about her.” His gaze moved to Ryder. “I remember him... and he had two brothers right? The story of what they did was all over the news, but then, you were probably too young to remember it.”

Her heartbeat sped up. Don’t let him get to you. “You’re changing the subject.”

“You don’t want to hear what they did.” He was smiling again. “They ran into a room full of men and killed them all. In cold blood. They’d never even met them before.”

She gripped her weapon more tightly. “You’re lying!”

“I’m not,” he said. “And that’s what bothers you the most. You don’t know.” He cocked his head. “So this, Sharen, is your last chance to end this. Your last—”

She fired, striking him, her magic exploding out onto the guards like fireworks. Curling over Ryder, she continued to fire, even as bullets whizzed around her. 

One struck her shoulder. She clamped her teeth down on a hiss and continued shooting. 

These fuckers have no idea how much pain I can take. 

A buzzing filled her ears. The scent of burnt flesh reached her nostrils. Still, she didn’t stop.

She couldn’t stop.

I have to save him. I have to.

Time seemed to slow. Bullets moved leisurely toward her, and she frowned, easily shifting her body to avoid them. Is this the angel’s magic? She didn’t know, but something seemed to change within her. To stir. 

After too long, she realized everything had grown quiet. She blinked, as if awakening, and stared at the room full of guards. All lay at various angles on the floor.

I... beat them? Shit.

She rose from her crouched position. None of the guards moved. 

No time to rest. They won’t be knocked out for long. An hour or two at most.

Even though her legs trembled, she clutched her weapon more tightly and reached for her demon. I can do this. Dragging Ryder to his feet, she staggered under his weight, moving around the bodies as she headed for the door. But just as she was feet in front of it, the door began to open.

You’ve got to be kidding me...
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Chapter Eighteen
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Lily and Rorde stood on the other side of the door. Sharen pulled back her magic, waiting. She didn’t want to hurt her students. The idea sickened her. But I’ll do it if I have to.

Please let them just get out of my way.

Their gazes widened over her, lingering on her blood-drenched arm, and then moved to the room full of bodies. Lily was the first to speak, “what happened?”

“I have to go,” Sharen said. “Before it’s too late.”

A painfully slow second ticked by.

Lily’s hazel eyes flashed with something. “Rorde, help her carry that man.”

“Man?” Rorde sputtered. “I told you, it’s the demon from the last realm. It must have got her ring. She’s under its control.”

One of her sculpted brows rose. “Mrs. Bran, are you under his control?”

Sharen shifted Ryder on her shoulders, not sure how much longer she could hold him. “No. I can explain everything. But I have to go now.”

Lily nodded. “Help her.”

Rorde swore. “Are you two out of your fucking minds?”

Moving as fast as lightening, Lily caught him by the throat and shoved him against the doorframe. “I’ve trusted Mrs. Bran with my life a hundred times, and I’m going to do it again now, so you either get out of the fucking way, or you help us.”

Rorde shook his head.

Lily made an annoyed sound and smacked his head back, knocking him out cold against the doorframe. Dragging his body in, she laid him down among the other bodies. With a cold efficiency, she moved and placed Ryder’s other arm over her shoulder.

“My car’s just outside.”

Sharen shook free of her shock. I knew I liked this girl.

They started down the hall, huffing as they shouldered Ryder’s weight. In the elevator, they hit the button, and Lily stared at her.

“Can I get a little info about what’s going on here? Because I’m thinking it’s a hell of a story.”

I’ve only got a few minutes with her. And after she helped me, she deserves the truth.

Sharen held her gaze. “They’ve been lying to us, Lily. Not all demons are bad. Not all angels are good.”

To her shock, Lily simply grinned. “Glad to hear you think so.”

She stared in surprise.

The girl laughed. “Half-breeds understand a hell of a lot more than humans do about the complicated problems with labels, and the struggles of the different realms.”

Wait... what?

“You’re a half-angel?” Sharen asked, shocked to her core.

Lily winked. “Who said I was an angel?”

The doors opened, and they shuffled out on instinct. Sharen’s head spun with confusion as they approached Lily’s car. There were actually half-breeds running around? How was such a thing possible?

I really didn’t have a clue about my own world. Not a clue.

They made it to a gray car, parked right outside. The lights were on, and rock music was blaring inside. As they made their way around the front, she spotted Lily’s fiancé, Blake, in the front seat. They shoved Ryder inside, and Lily climbed in the front, while Sharen sat with her demon’s head lying in her lap.

Blake turned down the music. “Uh, what’s up? I thought you were here helping Rorde with some emergency.”

How much does he know about all of this?

“Things have changed,” Lily said, her voice too calm. “Let’s head for Mrs. Bran’s house.” She looked back at her. “Right?”

She found her voice. “Right. Just turn left. It’s a few miles down Main Street.”

Blake did as he was told, but his eyes stared back at her in the rearview mirror. “So, what’s with the... hopefully drunk and not dead guy?”

Lily spoke before she could answer. “He’s a demon.”

Her fiancé hit the brake, causing the car behind them to honk and swerve. “You’re kidding me, right?”

The young woman shook her head. “Just keep driving. We need to get as far from here as possible, and we need to shut up while Mrs. Bran explains.” Lily gestured at her. “Start talking.”

Blake muttered something, but started driving once more.

So she talked, giving them the PG version of what happened as they bounced along the road to her house. When she finished, her very abbreviated tale, Blake spoke first.

“We’re all going to be thrown in jail for the rest of our lives. You know, if they don’t just kill us.”

Lily laughed. “I’m going to have a friend delete the security footage, so no one will know you and I were there, except Rorde, but I’ll handle him.” She picked up her phone and started typing, while continuing to talk. “Mrs. Bran needs to get the hell out of town, but we’ll be fine.” Then, she set down her phone and picked up a paper and pen.

Sharen heard the sound of ripping paper, and Lily started to scribble something down. The car grew uncomfortably silent, and her thoughts started to invade her mind. Lily’s right. When the Director and his men came to, they were going to start a massive search for them. Helicopters, Hunters, police cars, the works.

There’s no way we’ll be able to escape this city.

Goose bumps erupted on her flesh. What if we did all of this for nothing?

They stopped in front of her house, and Lily folded the paper and handed it to her. She stared at the girl in confusion.

“Read it when you get inside. It’s important.”

Blake turned fully around in his seat, glaring down at Ryder. “Okay, I can’t just sit here silently any longer. That thing is a demon. We just helped a demon escape its realm. This is against everything we’ve learned. We’ve become criminals. And neither of you see a problem with this?”

Lily placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll talk later. I’m sure I can help you—“

He shrugged her hand off.

A pained look came over her face, and then she glanced back at her teacher. “Read the note. And don’t waste any more time.”

“Thank you,” she said, shoving the paper into her front pocket. 

Getting out of the car, she went around to the other side and pulled Ryder out, staggering under his weight. The second the door closed, Blake sped off. She didn’t blame him for not wanting to be involved, but she hoped he came around to the idea that not all demons were bad. Otherwise, she doubted his marriage to a half-breed would work out.

Lumbering toward her door, she barely made it halfway before her demons came pouring out. They took the weight of their brother from her without a word, and they all rushed inside. She locked the door, and they laid Ryder on the couch, before turning to her.

“What happened to him?” Alec asked, his dark eyes filled with concern. “And what happened to your arm?”

She ignored his second question. “He went through the portal to help me.”

Alec’s face paled. “How is he still in one piece?”

Her throat felt raw as Kade knelt down beside his brother and bowed his head.

“I—“ There was so much to explain, but time was ticking away with each moment. “Don’t interrupt me. We need to pack and go.”

“Wh—?” Alec began.

“I said don’t interrupt.” She took a deep breath. “One angel helped me. She gave me magic to bring him back safely, but I haven’t been able to wake him. She also killed another angel who stabbed Elaina, and slashed my arm. The Director of our organization found out somehow, and he and his men tried to attack us. We escaped, but they should be after us soon.”

Alec’s expression was thunderous, but Kade spoke first. “We don’t have time to pack. We need to get in the car and go. Now.”

“Go where exactly?” Alec asked, his voice tense.

But neither of them had an answer.

Instead, she scrambled to her room and grabbed her duffel bag. Opening her safe, she threw her various weapons, a few daggers and a couple guns in, and her stash of money, about three grand in total. And then... she reached for the four aged books in the back. Her most precious treasures. Putting them gently in the bag, she felt a small measure of relief. As she stood up, Lily’s note fell out of her pocket.

Heart racing, she unfolded it, hearing the sounds of Kade and Alec arguing in the living room. Scribbled in the note was an address, and the following words:

A safe place for people who know the truth.

“Guys,” she shouted. “I know where we’re going.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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“You’re sure we can trust her?” Alec asked, running a nervous hand through his hair.

Sharen nodded. “She’s a half-breed. And she’s the reason we got out of there alive.”

Kade moved to pick up Ryder. “It isn’t like we have another plan.”

Alec made a frustrated noise and went to help his brother.

She looked one more time around her house. A home she would likely never see again. And then, she stared at her demons. In so many ways, they were still strangers. Their world was still a mystery to her, and why they had been condemned to the demon realm. But no matter how illogical everything she had done for them so far had been, her heart told her she was making the right decision.

They headed toward the door. Her hand reached for the light switch.

The smallest sound came from behind them. She turned, swinging her bag out in front of her. The angel’s sword sliced through it, her possessions spilling out and crashing to the floor, just as her demons spun around.

Frink, the angel that had died just a short time ago, pulled back his sword. His dark hair moved strangely slowly around his inhumanely beautiful face. And his expression... it was murderous.

“You died,” Sharen whispered.

Behind her, her demons set their brother down.

The angel sneered. “For the second time.”

Alec shifted her behind him, and Kade moved in front of her. But still, she could see the angel between their massive shoulders.

“Angels are like cockroaches, you can never kill them.” Alec’s voice held a coldness that made every hair on her body stand on end.

A warmth crawled along her skin, and suddenly, both her demons held swords with blue flames dancing along their edges. Demon magic. Sharen’s heart sped up. Every demon-hunter in the area would have felt their magic. They’ll be coming for us too now.

The angel’s green eyes flashed with rage. “We’re cockroaches? You die and are sent to a world without light. In a pit in the deepest part of the demon realms. But you crawl out, don’t you? Like an infestation. You work together, using your filthy magic, to conceal yourselves as you move higher and higher through the realms. And then, when you get high enough to pass through into the human world, you gather your strength. Or,” and his gaze snapped to her, “you trick some weak-minded human to let you through earlier. We are not the disgusting vermin of the world, you are.”

Alec roared, his skin suddenly shifted to a pale red. “And who decides if we go to that dark hole or to the heavens? What monstrous being?”

“You’ll never know that, you murderous demon.”

Kade’s voice came soft and deadly. “Five men raped and beat our little sister, and they got less than a year in jail, ‘because they had so much potential.’ They didn’t have potential. They were monsters who deserved to die. Our sister had potential. Our sister who faded away, terrified of the day they’d be released, needed to feel safe again.” He moved his sword, rotating it in a way that made the angel take two steps back. “Killing them was the best thing I did in my life. And when their friends jumped us, and killed us, the last thing we deserved was to be punished for extracting the justice our sister deserved.”

The anger in his voice, paired with his calm exterior, made her pulse pick up. Kade may have been Alec’s twin, but he was a different man altogether. While Alec roared, Kade whispered, and yet, both their voices carried.

And now I know why they were sent to the demon realm.

She finally understood why she felt so connected to them. So safe with them. Old horrifying memories clawed at her, but she pushed them back, filling her mind with good images instead. Using the tools a therapist had taught her long ago.

I don’t connect with them simply because of the night I was hurt by someone I trusted, I connect with them because we’re all fighters. These were deadly men, just like she was deadly in so many ways, but they fought for justice too. Her horrifying experience at a young age made her become the strong woman she was now. And the moment these men chose to protect their sister, regardless of the consequences, they became warriors in the fight against evil too.

We’re the same.

And now, I need to find some way to keep them safe.

Her gaze moved to the angel. “Did you know that’s why they were thrown into the demon realm? 

Perhaps their admission will mean something to this angel.

The angel smirked. “Doesn’t matter why they were condemned there.” He gripped his sword tightly. “Because I’ll be sending them back.”

She opened her mouth to speak again, but the angel launched himself forward. His blade striking Alec’s. Instantly the angel leapt back, but Alec and Kade followed him as one. They forced him to move back further and further, and then they were all circling around her tiny living room.

Kade spoke, over his shoulder to her. “Get him to the car! Be ready!”

Her hand curled into a fist. Her body demanding that she fight too. Her training whispered a thousand ways that she could attack the angel, that she could hurt him. But when she glanced down at Ryder’s pale face, she knew what she had to do.

Grabbing one of her daggers from the mess of her belongings, she clutched it tightly in her hand, and shoved her money in her front pocket. Glancing at her books, she promised herself that she’d find a way to take them with her. Then, she struggled yet again to heft Ryder onto her shoulders. Breathing hard, she grabbed her keys off the ring on the wall and opened the door.

As she stumbled down the sidewalk to her sleek blue car, she heard the sounds of a battle behind her. Metal clashing against metal. Heavy breathing. And cursing.

Can they defeat an angel? Is such a thing even possible?

Clicking a button, she started her car, and then hit the button next to it to unlock the doors. Shoving Ryder as carefully as she could into the back, she closed the door.

Which was exactly when her phone rang.

Pulling it out of her back pocket, it was her friend within the department. Vanessa. Fingers trembling, she accepted the call.

“Sharen, run!”

“Why?” she asked, ice trailing down her spine.

“They’ve sensed powerful demon magic near your home. The Hunters are closing in, but they’re still minutes away. You need to get out of there.”

Without responding, she ended the call.

Pulling her dagger from her sheath, she raced for her house, heart pounding. Inside, her demons were wounded. Deep red blood darkened Alec’s chest, and Kade’s leg was slashed in multiple places. The angel was in no better shape, but she didn’t give a shit about him.

Gripping her weapon, sweat trickling down her back, she crept forward. And then, she leapt onto her enemy’s back. The angel stiffened as she took her dagger and slid it across the creature’s throat. 

Jumping back, she rolled and held her dagger out in front of her, prepared to defend herself from his attack. Her pulse raced as Alec moved to the angel, and with a flick of his wrist, severed the angel’s head from his body.

A second later, Kade lifted her into his arms, crushing her to his chest.

“What were you thinking?” Alec asked, but his voice was filled with fear, and wonder, not anger.

Tears stung her eyes. “The demon-hunters are closing in. If we don’t go now, we won’t get out.”

Kade released her, and Alec’s gaze met hers, a thousand unspoken words in his eyes. She nodded, and they turned and ran. Only, she slowed just long enough to scoop up her books.

In the car, she placed her books on the seat next to her, shoved her key in, and her tires squealed as they pulled from the driveway, heading for the highway. Her gaze went to the rearview mirror. The shadows around her house shifted, moving. Hunters who worked in the human realm were different than the ones that hunted in the demon realms. Most of them had magic. And one of their skills was to blend into the shadows.

She recognized their magic. In her head, she counted twelve Hunters before she turned onto the next street.

“Are they there?” Kade asked from the backseat, staring down at his brother.

She nodded.

“How many?” Alec asked from beside her.

“I counted a dozen.”

“Fuck,” Alec muttered, then hissed, shifting beside her.

Her gaze went to him. His blade, no longer glowing with blue flames, rested against his knee. But his hands were pressed to his stomach, his expression one of pain.

“We need to get you three to the doctor.”

Alec met her gaze, and a strangely sexy smile curved his lips. “You happen to know any doctors who work on demons?”

“Not to mention,” Kade added, “the fact that we have Hunters, angels, and the government currently tracking us.”

She rolled her eyes, trying to match their light attitude, even while her stomach twisted. “I’m just saying... all three of you look like you could use some help, you know, before you bleed-out.”

Alec shrugged his broad shoulders. “We’ll live.”

Flying through a yellow light, she raced to the turn off to the freeway. “Did you get stabbed in the stomach?”

“A little. But as long as we take it easy, we should both heal. It takes a lot to kill the undead.”

She laughed, feeling the knot in her stomach loosen.

“What did I say?” Alec asked, a smile in the question.

“I just always thought of the ‘undead’ as, well, zombies, vampires, all that made-up crap.”

Alec laughed. “Nope, demons and angels are their own kind of undead.”

After a quiet moment, Kade spoke from the backseat. “And vampires aren’t made-up.”

She looked back at him, raising a brow. “I think we’d know about vampires, if they existed.”

Kade gave her a defiant look right back. “Like the general public knows about demons?”

She opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. He has a point. “Okay, let’s put a pin in that. What do you guys think are the chances we’re safe now?”

An uncomfortable silence stretched between them.

“Babe, I hate to tell you this, but I don’t think we’ll ever be safe.” A darkness came over Kade’s expression. “I knew we shouldn’t have come into your world.”

Her eyes widened in surprised. “You didn’t want to cross over?”

Kade looked out the window, his expression unreadable.

Alec reached over and took her hand. She watched him as the street lights of the freeway moved over him.

“We all wanted to return to the human realm,” Alec said, his words slow and guarded. “But Kade wanted to ignore the connection we felt to you.”

She watched the baffling demon through her rearview mirror as he sat silent in the backseat. “Why?”

Alec sighed, his handsome face twisting as he leaned back, and then winced. “It’s confusing. You see, to reach the human realm, the perfect number of demons is three. In order to get past the Guardians at each cross over point, and the Hunters patrolling, one demon must always use his powers to conceal the others. It’s too hard to conceal more than two other people. And takes a lot of strength. With three demons, you can take turns. While one of us hides the group, the other two must guide them. And at cross over points, one demon must use his magic to create a hole to slip through.”

He took a deep breath and winced again, shifting slightly. “The thing is, most of the time when a trio of demons reaches a place that connect to the human realm they’ve bonded in a way that... unites their souls. It’s why most of the time three demons share one mate. But with us, we shared women before we died. Becoming demons and working together to escape that dark,” he shivered, “pit of screaming demons, was natural. We became closer. Our souls worked together in an even deeper way, but we always knew we would share one woman.”

I’ve heard of sharing a woman in bed, but sharing a woman in life? That’s new. 

She looked at the dark ring on her finger, and curled her blood-splattered hands more tightly around the steering wheel. As strange as the notion was, somehow, it was her reality. She couldn’t imagine a life without one of her demons. They were... hers, in all ways.

After a few moments, Kade spoke, tension lacing each word. “Yes, we all knew we would share a woman, but I didn’t want to endanger anyone. Especially not the woman we would love. They disagreed. Obviously.”

Alec glanced over his shoulder. “Ryder and I thought we could keep you safe. Just live a normal life.”

The mention of Ryder silenced them all for a painful moment.

“But of course,” Alec said, his voice barely above a whisper. “We were wrong.”

“And it might cost our brother his life.” Kade stared down at Ryder, a raw vulnerability to his expression that twisted her heart.

What happens if he doesn’t wake up? She suddenly felt a cold rush sweep over her skin. Her mind ran over the short time they’d shared together. His touch still seemed to linger, not on her skin, but somewhere deep inside. Somewhere that used to ache with loneliness. 

She felt Alec brush her cheek.

“Why are you crying?”

Am I crying? She looked at his hand. Sure enough, liquid reflected back on his fingertip.

“I was just thinking about Ryder. What if... what if...?” She couldn’t even say the words aloud. This time, she felt the tears that trickled down her cheeks.

“Don’t even think of it,” Kade said. “He’s survived a hell of a lot more. He’ll survive this.” But he sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince her.

Ahead of them, she turned on her blinker and switched over several lanes to get onto the loop that would take them on the right freeway, and out of the city. They drove around the tight loop, having to slow on the sharp turn, and came out... right into a complete shock. The freeway in front of them was closed off. Speed traps had been laid out, to shred their tires if they drove over them.

Screeching to a halt, her heart in her throat, she stared at the dozen black Hunter cars that had blocked off the road just beyond the speed trap. Hunters stood on the other side of the cars, guns pointed directly at her. And on the roofs of the vehicles, angels with pale white wings crouched low.

“Fuck.”

Alec grabbed his sword from the floor. “Kade and I are going to take care of this. You hit it in reverse and get Ryder—“

Behind them, black cars came to a halt. More Hunters, in dark leather outfits, exited their cars. They drew guns, pointing them at their vehicle.

“What now?” she asked, desperate, her mind spinning as she tried to think of a way out.

“Now?” Kade said. “We turn ourselves in. We’ll be sent back to the lowest realm, but at least you’ll be safe.”

Something squeezed her heart. “No! This isn’t over!”

She tightened her hands on the steering wheel.

Alec shifted her car into park.

“What the hell?” she shouted, spinning on them. “We got this far! There has to be a way! There has to be.”

“There isn’t.” Kade’s voice held absolute certainty.

A desperate idea came to her. She looked down at her chest. Did she still have the angel’s magic? She no longer glowed. But anything was possible, right?

Right?

I’m with you, a soft, familiar voice whispered in her mind. I’ll give you everything I have.

But then a dozen unfamiliar voices chimed in, whispering and me as one.

Heart pounding, she felt warmth spread through her chest and into her limbs like nothing she could’ve imagined. The feeling was overpowering, and terrifying. It seemed to slow her pulse. 

And then, her thoughts quieted and the world grew oddly still.

Allies in this war have lent me their strength. Given me their magic. I won’t let them down.

She knew what she had to do.

An image formed in her mind. A way to channel their magic into something that was both powerful and destructive. 

Thank you, she thought, unsure which immortal being had given her the idea.

Taking her dagger from the seat between her and Alec, she gripped the hilt. I might not survive this. But my demons might.

“Sharen...” Alec said her name, his voice holding a warning.

I won’t let them send you back to the darkest realm in the demon world. I won’t let you spend another lifetime trying to crawl your way out.

“You said we were giving up, so let’s give up.”

“But your dagger...”

Throwing her door open, she jumped out of her car. A bright light flashed onto her.

“Hands in the air!” Someone shouted.

She obeyed, moving slowly toward the Hunters, all of whom pointed weapons at her. The dozen or more angels rose into the sky, the sight of them breathtaking. Their wide wings were so white they seemed to glow. As one, they dropped to the ground in front of the cars. All had long hair, all moved with an animal’s grace as they stayed crouched, staring through their curtains of hair with eyes that seemed to watch her every move.

Behind her, she heard the other doors to her car open. Instantly, the attention snapped to her demons. Good.

Reaching for the angels’ magic, she imagined what she wanted. A tingle ran along her skin. A warm ball of magic grew within her until she felt it pulsing through every inch of her being. Then, it changed, shifting within her as if it was a part of her.

I can do this. The knowledge made her heart slow and her focus sharpen.

With a strength she didn’t know she had, she drove her dagger down, slamming it into the road.

Like an explosion, a wave rolled out from where she stood. It sent the road and everything on it, including the vehicles, Hunters, and angels, into the air. They went flying, in all directions. 

Shocked, she looked behind her. Kade and Alec stared back at her, their mouths hanging open. Their vehicle untouched. But behind them, the road was broken, gone, as were the vehicles that had blocked them in. Nothing but dirt surrounded them. Dirt, and small patches of black road. It was truly as if a hurricane had picked up everything around her, in a swirling mass, and sent it flying in all directions.

Moving on legs that felt numb, she climbed back into her car, as did Kade and Alec. No one spoke. She shifted the car into drive, and she started forward, bumping off their small patch of road and onto the brown dirt. She made her way toward their destination, trying her best to find the smoothest path. All along wondering when the angels and Hunters would gather once more.

But with the destruction her spell had caused, she imagined it wouldn’t be any time soon. She felt a ping of sadness that she’d been forced to hurt her fellow Hunters. But then, Alec took her hand, and Kade touched her shoulder. In that moment, her heart seemed to swell.

“I think you might have some explaining to do,” Kade said, squeezing her shoulder gently.

She opened her mouth, but a softer voice cut her off. “What did I miss?”

Her breathing stopped as Ryder slowly sat up, looking around in confusion.

Alec answered him, his voice filled with happiness. “Just the fact that we married a bad-ass.”

Ryder rubbed his head. “Hate to say it, but I already knew that fellas. Now, where are we headed?”

She answered, feeling foolish as happy tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. “To a city called Shady Falls. To a new life.”

Ryder collapsed back against the seat. “Well, I’m exhausted. Wake me when we get there, okay?”

She laughed. He’s going to be fine. And maybe, just maybe, we all will be.

Her phone rang again, spoiling their happy moment.

Stiffening, she released his hand. Whatever this is, I need to know. Even though it’s probably trouble. She pulled her phone from her back pocket, careful as she drove around another random chunk of road.

“Don’t answer it,” Alec said, his hand closing over the one that held her phone.

Glancing down at the phone, she saw the number was unknown. I bet I know who this is. Maybe she can help us. She ignored Alec, shaking her hand free of his, and clicking the button to accept the call. 

It was, as she suspected, her friend within the department. “You’re working with them.” Vanessa spoke without hesitation, her voice a statement rather than an accusation.

The truth spilled from her lips. “Yes, I am. But I haven’t lost my mind. Actually, I’ve finally started to figure things out. And what I’m realizing is that I’ve been lied to, for a really long time. And they’re lying to you too.”

Her friend, Vanessa, was silent for a long moment. “Why do you think we spent your life shaping you into the perfect Leader?”

Why doesn’t she sound more worried? Or even shocked?

Sharen felt ice run through her blood. Because maybe she isn’t. “What are you talking about?”

Her friend’s voice came, cold and calculated. “Did you really think it was a coincident that the week after your trial ended, and they gave that piece-of-shit a slap on the wrist, you were recruited into the program?” She laughed, a harsh, awful sound.  “No one makes a better soldier than someone who has been wronged. Who has been turned into a victim, but wants to be strong.”

She can’t actually be saying...

She felt sick. So sick she feared she’d hurl. “They arranged all of that?”

“We arranged all of that. And the best part? You never even knew what you were. You filthy, little half-breed. But I want to tell you, so there is no mistake, we will never, ever, let you go. So run little half-breed. Our Hunters like a challenge.”

Then, the line went dead.

Alec snatched the phone from her, removed the battery, and tossed it out the window. His expression said everything. He’d heard their conversation, and even he had been shaken by it. Her gaze slid from him to the end of the apocalyptic disaster area she had created, and back to the road leading out of town. Her car bumped back onto it, even as her mind spun, turning over the psycho’s words over and over again.

I’m a half-breed? Me? If what she said was true... what am I, angel or demon?

And how much of my life was orchestrated? My rape, but what else? How many moments, how many friendships, were all part of their plan?

And why? What’s so special about me?

“Sharen, are you okay?” Alec asked.

Something dark moved through her, replacing her shock with a dangerous anger. “Yes, but I’ve come to a decision.”

“And what’s that?”

“I’m going to take down The Universal Protection Department. And every one of those bastards.”
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Chapter Twenty
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One year later...

Sharen moved through the shadows of the city, her pulse racing. Taking a deep breath, she crinkled her nose. The air was crisp, cool, and tinged with the scent of rain... and coppery death. 

Removing the cloth from her pocket, she wiped her hands and dagger free of blood, then put the cloth away. Instinctually, she touched her other pocket, relieved when she felt the outline of the tiny item that had been worth killing for.

Now, we have everything we need.

The strange warm spot within her grew hotter, as if to whisper, yes, we do.

She closed her eyes, stretching out her awareness.  After a second, she breathed a sigh of relief. She neither detected Hunters or angels nearby. Hopefully by the time they find the body, I’ll be long gone.

Continuing to walk through the shadows of the alleys, she moved through the city undetected. Nearly an hour later, she came to her destination. The alley looked just like any other, except it held a secret.

Between two abandoned warehouses, she ducked down a short passageway that ended in a brick wall. But just before she reached it, she stopped and faced the wall of the building. Pushing aside one of the red bricks, she revealed a tiny key pad. Typing in her code, she slid the hidden door open and moved into the darkness of the room beyond, sliding the wall closed behind her.

Weaving through the boxes of neatly lined supplies throughout the room, she came to the big black stone in the center of the room. For a second she stared at its flawlessly smooth surface. Dozens of people had died to secure the stone. And yet, she hoped it would save hundreds of thousands of lives.

At least now that we have the last piece of the puzzle.

Going to the small glass enclosure before the stone, she typed in a different code. It opened, empty. Waiting. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled it out, her hand shaking. Then, carefully, she set down the Soul Chalk.

When she was a Leader, she never thought of how precious Soul Chalk was. It had seemed that there was a limitless supply of them. But now she knew better. This chalk was more important than she ever imagined possible.

Closing the case, she sealed it safely inside. A strange weariness moved through her. It was a feeling she never grew accustom to. Going to the other side of the massive room, she pushed open a doorway into a bathroom lined with open showers. The white tiles practically shone beneath the fluorescent lights.

“I guess there’s one good thing about having a demon who loves to clean.”

She winced as she pulled off her clothes. Looking across the room, she caught her reflection in the wall of mirrors. She was absolutely filthy, and covered in dark bruises. And big red marks that would soon be new bruises.

My demons won’t be happy.

Shivering in the cold room, she went to one of the dozen or so handles on the walls and turned on the shower. Standing to the side of the water, she waited until it heated up and then moved beneath the jet.

“Oh yeah.”

“I thought you were only supposed to make sounds like that with us.”

She whirled around and stared at Ryder. He was wearing his typical clothing, a plaid shirt and jeans that hugged his incredible ass. At least his typical ‘out of the office’ clothes.

Ever since her demons took over a very successful company, they’d been spending their time bouncing between work and their secret project. She knew they were exhausted from it, but it was the only way they’d have the cash to fund their very expensive work.

They need more fun in their lives.

“Mind if I join you?” There was a twinkle in his eyes as he asked.

“Sure.” The word came out soft and tired.

His expression changed. “You okay?”

She wanted to feel nothing but happiness that her sexy demon wanted to join her in the shower. But after her day, she couldn’t seem to summon the proper emotion.

I can’t let him see how much this work is impacting me.

She turned back to the water, lowering her head so that it could wash over her. Pressing her hands to the shower wall, she willed herself to forget what it had been like to take a life. No matter how much she told herself that killing an enemy didn’t matter, it did. To her.

How can so many lives be lost in a battle the world doesn’t know exists?

Strong hands grasped her shoulders and spun her around. Ryder’s gentle fingertips tilted her head up so that she was forced to meet his gaze. For a minute, they looked at each other. Their mouths so close she could feel his warm breath rushing over her flesh. And then, he brushed the gentlest kiss against her lips.

“Let’s get you washed up.”

His touch was strong, yet soft, as he bathed her. He scrubbed her body with soap, and washed her hair. All while she closed her eyes and let his hands give her the strength to forget about the things she couldn’t change.

A war I’ll continue fighting, no matter the cost.

She’d communicated twice with Elaina since she’d joined The Rebellion of The Forgotten. Her friend was on the run from the Hunters and the angels. Always just a step ahead of them. And the angel who had helped them? It sounded like she’d been captured.

If only I could save them all.

“I think we should dress and head home,” Ryder said, folding her in his arm from behind. His warm body curling around her in a way that made her feel safe and loved.

Her body tingled pleasantly as she opened her eyes. “But we finally have the last piece. We can cross over.”

It just needs to be tested.

He smiled. “We can do it tomorrow. I think for tonight you should have a good meal, maybe a foot rub, and relax with your husbands.”

That sounds, her eyes stung with unshed tears, amazing.

Unable to help herself, she turned and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you,” she murmured into his skin.

Without another word, he shut off the water and carried her from the room. Drying her with a soft towel, he dressed her, and then himself. Even though she protested, he picked her up and carried her to his black Bentley parked just around the corner.

Sending a quick text, he threw the car in gear and drove a few blocks to the brand new high-rise.  Tossing his keys to the valet, he carried her through the luxurious lobby, to their private elevator, and up to their penthouse suite.

The first thing she smelled as the door opened was her favorite Italian restaurant.

“Did we get baked lasagna?” she asked, her exhaustion replaced by excitement.

Alec rounded the corner, striding out of their kitchen. He wore nothing but boxers, a sight that was as mouth-watering as the food. “Baked lasagna, chicken parmesan, and ziti. Your favorites!”

She grinned as Ryder put her into her chair at the table. “You guys are the best!”

Her gaze slid over the rest of their massive apartment. “Where’s Kade?”

Alec spooned food onto their plates, avoiding her gaze as he sat down beside her. “He’s trying to be patient.”

“Patient?” she asked, frowning.

Ryder sat down on her other side, digging into his food.

“Yup,” Alec said, popping a piece of lasagna into his mouth. “He’s hungry for something other than food.”

Tearing her gaze from the table, she looked to her bedroom door, swallowing hard. Suddenly, something sounded better than food.

“Is he just lying there?”

A gruff voice came from the bedroom. “Naked, erect, and ready. So eat quickly and get your sweet ass in here.”

She must have started to rise, because Ryder tugged her back down. “Eat first.”

When she failed to pick up her fork, Alec smirked. “Trust me, you’ll need your strength for what we have planned.”

He’s got a point, my boys like it rough.

Besides, it’s fun to make Kade wait.

Taking her time, she ate until she couldn’t eat another bite, then polished it off with a glass of expensive white wine. Moscato my favorite.

“How was work?” she asked, as Alec poured her another glass.

He grinned. “Running a company is about as much fun as you can imagine.”

She smiled back. “Had to deal with a lot of tools, I take it?”

He laughed. “I can’t believe they call demons evil! Some of these humans make my skin crawl.”

Ryder poured himself another glass of wine. “Sharen got a piece of Soul Chalk today.”

Alec turned to her, his expression shocked. “How did you manage that? I thought the Hunters guarded that stuff like gold?”

I don’t want to think about that. “Doesn’t matter, I got it.”

Both demons went silent for a long minute.

“Sharen,” Alec paused. “You don’t need to do anything that you don’t—“

“It was fine.”

Her husbands exchanged another look, then returned to their food. No longer in the mood for wine or conversation, she rose from the table and went to the bedroom. Stripping, she told herself that all she wanted was to be fucked hard. To forget about her day.

She crawled onto the bed, easily identifying Kade’s big shape.

Without hesitating, she straddled him.

He cursed. “You keep up with that, and I won’t last long.”

“I just want it hard and fast.”

Kade rolled so that she was under him, but to her shock, he simply pinned her beneath him, and then stood staring at her in the dim light. “Want to talk about it?”

It was her turn to curse. “No. I think I made it pretty clear what I wanted.”

Kissing the sensitive space between her shoulder and neck, he trailed his lips slowly up to her ear. “That might have been what you asked for, but it’s not what you need.”

Using his knees, he spread her further, pressing his length against her womanhood. But to her annoyance, he didn’t slam into her.

Wrapping her legs around his back, she tried to pull him inside her, but he refused, holding himself stiffly above her.

“Damn it!” she shouted. “If you won’t fuck me, get off of me!”

Instead, he kissed her, gently, slowly. For a minute her thoughts swirled away, and then he slowly moved down. “You want to save the world,” he whispered against her flesh. “You want to change the world.” He pressed a kiss to the space between her breasts, then cupped her breasts. “But changing the world takes time. And more than one person.”

She bucked beneath him. “Don’t tell me what to do!”

He kissed his way to her nipple, then sucked softly, before pulling free. “I’m not telling you what to do, little human. I’m telling you what not to do. Don’t make yourself miserable. Don’t let the bad things you do define who you are.”

When she tried to shove him away, he only moved to her other nipple.

Panting, she curled her hands into his hair. “And how many bad things before I become no better than them?”

He released her nipple, tearing a whimper from her lips. “We’ll never let that happen. So, hon, give yourself a break. Enjoy today, because you never know what tomorrow will bring.”

Damn it, he’s right. I can’t just distract myself with angry sex. I need to let this go, or I’ll go crazy.

So, she tried to let it go. Tried hard.

But when he made it to her womanhood, she stopped having to try. His beautiful, amazing tongue did that for her. He licked slowly, pressing hot kisses to her clit, and making her toes curl. Her hands wound into the sheets above her head as her muscles tightened, her orgasm building and building.

“Is there room for us?”

In the doorway, her other incredible husbands stood watching. Alec with his dark, dangerous beauty. And Ryder with his boy-next-door good looks. She never grew tired of their company, their touch, or the feeling of them inside her.

Moaning as Kade licked her clit, she whispered. “There’s always room.”

Alec and Ryder stripped for her, right there in the doorway. Her gaze moved up their long, thick legs, to their long, thick cocks. She lingered on them for a moment, biting her lip as Kade continued his cruel touch. When her gaze moved higher, to their six-packs, massive arms, and almost impossibly beautiful faces, she felt lost in a dream. A dream where three demons made love to her as if she was the most important person in the world.

Alec and Ryder moved to the bed. 

Immediately, Alec thrust himself into her waiting mouth. One of her hands moved up to cradle his balls as he slid in and out of her. On her other side, Ryder took her hand and curled it around his shaft. Eagerly, she stroked her husband, enjoying the feeling of him swelling in her hand.

When Kade sucked her clit, she cried out, gasping. She was so close to her release, but she wanted more than just his mouth, she wanted her husbands inside of her.

“How do you want it?” Alec asked, sensing what she couldn’t seem to ask for.

A naughty shiver ran down her spine. “Upside down?”

“Fuck yes,” Ryder groaned.

They launched into action. Kade moved from between her legs. Alec lifted her ass high into the air, and she put her hands out in front of her to steady herself. 

The first time they’d put her in a headstand on the bed, she’d thought they were nuts... but very quickly she’d realized the benefit to such a strange position.

Alec and Ryder stood above her. All four of their hands on her legs and thighs, holding her into place. And then, very slowly, Ryder lowered his cock into her womanhood, thrusting his long shaft down further and further.

Her inner-muscles clenched him tight as she bit down another moan of pleasure. He felt so good inside her. So right. 

Just what I need.

When Alec parted her from behind and squeezed into her, she stopped breathing. Inch by inch he slid into her. The feeling of his big cock and her tight ass was almost too much, but she’d learned to keep her orgasm at bay, knowing her patience would quickly be rewarded.

When Kade placed his cock close to her mouth, she opened her lips and took him in. He groaned, gripping the back of her hair and forcing himself deeper.

As the three men thrust into her together, she almost came undone. In her position, she could scarcely move. She was entirely at their mercy, and somehow, she loved every second of it.

Their groans filled her ears. Their tight grip on her legs kept her spread wide, allowing them to slam into her deeply, and thoroughly. As she felt her orgasm building higher and higher, she sucked harder on the dick in her mouth.

When she felt Ryder shudder above her and explode into her womanhood, she lost all control and tumbled off the edge. Bucking the best she could, she rode the cocks within her as her inner-muscles squeezed them tightly. Her vision wavered as Alec came into her from behind, his hot seed filling her. And then a second later, Kade came straight into her mouth.

They held her still for a couple long moments, sliding slowly in and out of her as they panted. But at last, they released her, laying her gently on the bed. Covering her up, they curled around her, encasing her in their warmth.

This was everything she needed and more.

Trying to change the world was exhausting, but the three demons in her bed made it all worthwhile. Because at the end of the day, she got to go home to them. They were her world, her everything, and she gave thanks every day that they were in her life.

So imagine her surprise when Kade’s phone began to vibrate on the nightstand, and an instant later he was springing out of bed.

“I thought we don’t work when we’re home,” she said, flashing him a smile.

How many times has he told me that same thing?

But instead of smiling back at her, he didn’t look up from his phone. He just stared and stared.

Uh oh.

“What is it?” Alec asked after a moment.

Kade passed the phone to him, frowning.

This can’t be good.

“What does that mean?” Alec said, his voice filled with frustration.

“I don’t have a clue.” Kade folded his big arms over his chest. “Maybe nothing?”

Feeling impatient, she snatched the phone from Alec and read the words. She’s back. They let her live. But something’s wrong.

Her hand trembled as she lowered the phone.

“What’s going on?” Ryder asked.

Without looking up, she answered. “Surcy, the angel who saved us... the one they took... she’s back.”

But what did they do to her?

“Back from where?” Kade took the phone, looking confused.

“From the angel realm.”

From being punished.

“What does this mean?”

I don’t know.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Kade stood by the window, staring down at the city. Tension made every muscle in his body acutely uncomfortable. He rolled his neck until it cracked, but still, the tension remained.

And I know exactly why.

Being back on earth was everything he’d imagined and more. His business-knowledge, teamed with his demon ability to encourage others to obey him, had given him everything he’d never had as a human. He had a beautiful penthouse suit, sports cars, and the respect of many, many people.

But the one thing he wanted was the one thing he couldn’t have.

Sharen safe.

She was hell-bent on changing everything. She wanted to help other demons. But that meant her returning back through the portal. Alone. And as strong as they others thought he was, he wasn’t sure he could let it happened.

If I lose her, this second-chance at life means nothing.

Turning back to the bed, he stared at her sandwiched between his brothers. His chest ached. The bruises on her body looked painful. And she’d lost weight.

I should destroy the demon-stone. And the Soul Chalk. I should make it impossible for her to continue down this reckless path.

And yet, if he did, he knew she wouldn’t give up. She’d just hate him.

So what am I to do? How could he hope to protect her?

Staring back out the window, he knew it would be another long night. Because as much as he wanted to curl back around the woman he loved and go to sleep, he knew he wouldn’t.

He wasn’t sure he’d ever sleep again. Not when he could feel death coming for her.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Greg Manthen knelt before the immortal being known only as Caine. He’s going to kill me. 

Letting his gaze subtly move up, Greg stared at the being who looked like nothing more than a man. He had dark hair, strong cheekbones, and a well-defined body. A woman would have called him handsome. But as he turned his eyes to roam over his subject, kneeling before him, the cruelness in his gaze sent every hair on Greg’s body standing on end.

What must it be like to have the power to destroy a person with a touch? And then, to decide how they spent eternity?

“So,” the being said, drawing out the word. “Not only were my plans for the half-breed ruined, but an angel was corrupted too?”

Tread carefully. Don’t anger him.

Sweat ran down Greg’s back, and he glanced slowly around the room at the dozen angels watching him from the shadows of the empty warehouse. “That’s correct, my lord.”

The tension was palpable. The angels, with their inhuman beauty, didn’t fool him. He knew what they were. Most were little more than brainwashed murderers, under control of the magical being who silently ruled the world. 

“This is... disappointing.” Caine circled him slowly, staring off as if lost in thought.

Greg tensed, waiting. If he were killed, this creature would no doubt send him straight to the demon-realm, where a number of enemies would be prepared to make his eternity a painful one. 

Convince him! Convince him not to kill you!

“Yes, but I think it worked out for the best,” he rushed out in desperation.

“Do you?” Caine’s deep voice held a dark amusement.

Please, please let him listen to me. “The angel could be useful to us.”

“She will be useful to me. Of that, have no doubt.”

Greg’s voice rose against his will in desperation. “We never would have discovered that Surcy was a traitor if Sharen hadn’t needed her help, so it was for the best.”

The being smiled, a joyless, frightening smile. “Mistakes have consequences.” He leaned toward him, and Greg instinctually cowered back. “From this day forward, Greg Manthen is dead. He no longer exists.”

“Please—“ he whimpered.

“The half-breed must be watched, carefully. Her role in the coming war is still yet unknown. You will not harm her, but you will watch her. And, you will become someone she will never expect.”

Hope blossomed within Greg’s heart. I won’t be dying today.

Closing his eyes, he shifted, wincing as his bones cracked and his skin shrunk. When he opened his eyes, he had a new face and a new body. Panting, he looked up at his lord, praying the creature would approve.

Caine’s brow rose. “That will do, shifter. That will do. Now, find the girl.”

Greg turned scrambling to run from the old building, even though his body ached from his Change. He had just lost the cushiest position he’d ever had. Being The Director had brought him wealth, power, and a life of endless pleasures.

Sharen had taken that from him.

And now, he would make certain she paid for it.

––––––––
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~ FIND OUT WHAT HAPPENS to Sharen and her demons in Cursed Hunter.~
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Thank you for reading this story from my heart,
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