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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.

Books in the Mates of the Realms’ World:

Mates of the Realms: Mortals

Renegade Hunter- Sharen’s Book One

Cursed Hunter- Sharen’s Book Two

Betrayed Hunter- Sharen’s Book Three

Mates of the Realms: Immortals

Rebel Lover- Surcy’s Book One

Rebel Lies- Surcy’s Book Two

Rebel Loss- Surcy’s Book Three

Mates of the Realms: Half-Breeds

Rogue Demon- Lily’s Story

Bonus: How Surcy Met Her Demons

An Angel and Her Demons

I hope you enjoy these little breaks from reality,

~ Lacey Carter Andersen
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I’d tell you the truth, but you wouldn’t believe me anyway...

The realms are not what they seem. Humans aren’t safe from the magical. Demons aren’t bound to their world. And angels? They’re f*cking thugs.

Everything you ever thought you knew was a lie.

Yeah, demons are hot as hell. Hot and muscular and oh so good at so many things. But the women who fall for them? They aren’t to be messed with. 

Because when you piss off a demon hunter, an angel, and a rogue half-breed, you better be ready for some trouble...

MATES OF THE REALMS is a box set of seven reverse harem stories set in the Mates of the Realms’ series. Every story has a kickbutt heroine, devoted guys, and a twist on angels and demons. There’s no crossing of swords, no cheating, and definitely some happily-ever-afters.
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Mates of the Realms: Mortals
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Chapter One

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.




Chapter Two

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.




Chapter Three

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.




Chapter Four

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.




Chapter Five

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.”




Chapter Six

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.




Chapter Seven

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.




Chapter Eight

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?




Chapter Nine

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.




Chapter Ten

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.”




Chapter Eleven

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.




Chapter Twelve

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.”




Chapter Thirteen

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.”




Chapter Fourteen

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.




Chapter Fifteen

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.




Chapter Sixteen

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.




Chapter Seventeen

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...




Chapter Eighteen

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.”




Chapter Nineteen

“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.”




Chapter Twenty

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.




Chapter Twenty-One

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.




Chapter Twenty-Two

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.

End of Book One
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Chapter One

Sharen placed her booted foot on the ledge of the building and looked down at her city, Shady Falls. The sun was just starting to rise, painting everything in reds and oranges. But below her, it wasn’t the sun’s light that painted the alley in red. 

There was blood. Everywhere.

Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply, tasting the coopery scent with her superior sense of smell. The killing had been recent enough that the blood still glistened in the dawn's light. My demons will want me to wait for them to investigate.

But if she waited, a human was bound to stumble across the crime scene. And once the police were involved, there would be little any of them could do.  It was now or never. 

Time to put my new abilities to use.

She let her gaze run over the alley, looking for the perfect spot. Then, taking a deep breath, she leapt off the edge.

The ground always came faster than she expected. But she struck the pavement, falling into a crouch, trying to be as soundless as possible. Looking over her shoulder to the entrance to the alley, where early cars were already starting to drive past, she waited. When she was certain no one would see her, she headed toward the massacre.

Everywhere she looked, she saw blood, but there was no body, and she didn't see any signs that a body had been dragged away.  The victim wasn’t human. Since demons and angels didn’t leave behind bodies, it had to be one of them.

She hoped it’d been an angel.

The cocky bastards.

As Sharen surveyed the mess, her gaze skittered and then froze. Inching around the gore, she reached out and plucked the silver item from a pool of blood. It was a tiny silver car.

“Shit!” she shouted, clenching it in her hand. “Shit! Shit!”

Storming away from the mess, she kicked the dumpster, over and over again, denting the entire side of it in, as if a car had smashed into it rather than the tip of her foot. Several minutes passed of her kicking and swearing before her anger was finally spent. Collapsing with her back against the mangled dumpster, she shoved away a tear and stared at the blood-drenched car again.

She knew exactly who it belonged to.

This can’t be real... but it is.

More blood. More death.

It haunts me.

She hated that she thought of her parents, even after all these years. Hated that her mind immediately went back to the day she’d gotten home from the first grade. She’d raced down the street to her house, with her A+ paper in hand. 

So full of happiness. So unaware that in seconds my life would change forever.

Hurrying up the steps to her porch, she’d turned the handle on her door. Even now, she could hear the groan it made as she pushed it open. She could remember the scent of her mother’s lavender candle that always seemed to fill the air.

And then... then she’d seen the room. Painted in blood. Her parents’ bodies lying in the center of her living room. In crystal clarity, she saw her paper float to the floor, the big A+ staring up at her. A smile drawn next to it.

A simple, innocent thing. Just like this car.

But just like back then, there’s no time for sadness. No time to slow down. Because the world doesn’t wait for grief. It just keeps on turning.

Rising, she stuffed the toy into her pocket. With hands that shook, she pulled her black hoodie up and headed for the street. 

Little Brian had been killed, which meant his mother and sister had too.

Her heart ached painfully. She smacked into someone’s shoulder on the street. They muttered something she didn’t hear, but she just kept walking. 

The world seemed painfully bright and her head spun. A family of demons had been slaughtered in the streets, but the day kept on going as if their lives meant nothing at all.

Brian with his bright smile. His silly laugh. And his excitement about everything. Gone.

She wiped at a stray tear that tracked down her cheek. I’d told Brian he was safe.

I fucking hate myself sometimes.

But as much as her sappy heart wanted her to curl up and bawl, she pressed forward. The only thing that would help now was to keep going. 

Because once a demon was killed, it’d take them years to journey from the lowest levels of the demon-realms back up to the realms close enough to cross over to Earth.

Brian and his family were beyond her help now.

As she was walking past another alley, she caught a flash of white. Freezing, she turned. Two angels with white wings were laughing together.

Keep walking, Sharen.

But her feet propelled her toward the angels, and a blade slipped into her palm.

You can’t possibly take on two angels. This is suicide. Stop! It won’t bring back Brian and his family.

More old memories came to her. Of the angry kid in foster care who fought and fought. A child more afraid of her own sadness than the beating she’d take as a result of her sharp tongue and quick fists.

Turn around Sharen, show yourself that you’ve changed. But she kept moving toward the angels, her rage growing with each step.

“What’s so funny?” she challenged.

The two massive angels stopped talking. 

One of them, a man with a military-cut, and dark eyes, turned to look at her. “Our joke isn’t of any interest to you.”

Her lips curled. “Try me.”

His gaze moved down to the dagger in her hand, and he raised a brow. “I know who you are.”

“Do you?” Her pulse was racing, filling her ears.

“Yeah, you’re that damned Hunter. The one who switched sides.”

Then, you know I spent years learning to fight. Years being taught how to kill.

You’re an idiot for still looking so damn smug.

She smiled. “It looks like you know everything, so here’s a question. Any idea what killed a couple of kids and their mother a few alleys from here?”

“Oh, you mean that demon-spawn. Me and Jason here took care of them.”

Her steps froze.

Take deep breaths. Don’t do anything stupid.

His satisfied expression widened. “And we did it slowly. You know, to discourage them from leaving the demon-realm again.”

A scream tore from her lips, and in a blur of motion she drove the dagger through his forehead. 

The other angel jumped back, forming his soul-blade in his hand.

As her first enemy hit the ground, she reached behind her, tossed back her hood, and pulled out her sword. “Did you help kill them?”

He looked uncertain. “It’s our job to rid the human-realm of demons.”

Swinging her sword out, it struck his. They leapt back from each other, both of them circling and looking for an opportunity to strike.

“You know you can’t defeat me,” he said.

That’s because you think I’m just a Hunter.

“Try me.”

He drove his blade toward her chest with a strength and quickness that would have ended the life of a human. But Sharen? She darted out of the way, rolled, and buried her blade into his stomach.

His mouth opened and blood poured out.

Yanking her blade back, she let the angel fall. Then, ignoring her racing heart, she sliced off his head.

One of the few ways to kill an immortal being.

A sword’s blade was suddenly at her throat. “Drop your weapon,” the first angel hissed into her ear.

Damn it.

She let her weapon fall to the concrete. The sword echoed through the alleyway, far too loudly in her ears.

“See, Hunter, that’s the difference between you and us. Jason there will be back on Earth within a few hours. I bet it’ll take you years to crawl out of that hole of a demon-realm.”

Except that I’m not a demon.

She swallowed, her fingertips reaching for the other dagger she kept hidden in her sleeve. Just a little further and—

The angel moved the sword back, just a couple inches, preparing to severe her head from her body. But instead, his weapon tumbled from his fingertips.

Turning, her enemy hit the ground, his head severed.

Behind her, Kade stood, with a thunderous expression, his blade in hand. And to her shock, his dark irises were almost entirely red. “What the hell were you thinking, Sharen?”

I haven’t seen him this close to losing control in a long time.

Probably not a time to piss him off, if I can help it.

She knelt down and collected her dagger and sword. With careful movements, she used the angel’s shirt to wipe her weapons free of blood before she hid them again.

“Are you going to answer me?” He was practically shouting, but his eyes were growing dark once more.

Standing again, she looked at him her gaze moving up, up, up into his handsome face. His human-looking eyes reminded her of storm clouds, heavy with rain. The harsh lines of his face hinted at the well-disciplined warrior who trained beside her each day.

A lover. A partner. And one pissed off alpha demon... which I have no intention of dealing with right now.

“What do you want me to say?”

He glared. “I want to hear something that explains the idiocy of attacking two angels alone!”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you or anyone else!”

Shoving his shoulder, she stormed back out onto the sidewalk of the street. She barely looked where she was going. She just plunged forward.

Kade caught her arm and pulled her back around. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? Or are you just trying to prove to us that you don’t need us?”

“Neither.” She yanked her arm, trying to break free of him, but his grip was relentless.

“This shit has got to stop!”

“Or what?” She stopped fighting him and took a step closer. “You’re going to leave me? Huh? Go ahead! You won’t be the first person.”

His expression gentled. “I’m not your ex. I’ve told you that a thousand times. I’m not going anywhere.”

It was hard to speak around the lump in her throat. “You might not be my ex, but I’m still me.”

His grip tightened. “Good, because I fucking love you just the way you are. Crazy angel fighting badass and all.”

Damn it, why does he have to say crap like that? She jerked her arm free of his grip.

Something hit the pavement.

Their gazes moved down at the same moment, but Kade was faster. He plucked the little silver car off the sidewalk. In the morning light, the staining of blood stood out. “Where did you find this?”

She shook her head, unable to form the words.

His arms were around her in an instant, his big hand stroking her hair. She buried her face into his jacket, breathing in the spicy scent that was all Kade.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered into her hair.

She couldn’t form the words to tell him it didn’t matter. That demons were dying every day. That she was a Hunter, a killer, and a warrior. And that death didn’t bother her.

Because as much as she hated it sometimes, he would see right through her. He knew how she reacted to death. How it brought up old memories. How maybe it made her change from a strong woman to a complete disaster.

It reminds me that I’m still damaged, no matter how much I think I’ve moved on from the shadows of my past.

“Let’s get you home.” 

His voice was damn gentle that she felt her eyes sting. God, I love you for how much you care about me. How much you take my bullshit and still love me. But as much as I want to spend the day curled in bed with you, I need to continue fighting.

Releasing his jacket, she cleared her throat. “I can’t. Today I’ve got plans.”

“Sharen...”

She shrugged and forced the words past her lips. “It doesn’t matter that Brian and his family are dead. I still have to go through the demon-stone.”

“You don’t have to do anything.”

Her gaze held his. “Yes. Yes I do.”

Sharen was the only one capable of going through the demon-stone without being trapped there forever. At least the only one with the ability to harness magic on the other side, insane enough to go through alone, and working for The Rebellion of the Forgotten. Sure, there was her old student, Lily, who was secretly working for their side, but she had her own responsibilities as a double-agent with The Organization. 

So that just leaves me.

Her plan was to save demons. But some days I feel like I’m the one who needs saving.






Chapter Two

Sharen typed in the passcode outside the Rebellion’s headquarters, a warehouse that looked abandoned from the outside. She shoved the door open, and Kade held it while she stormed inside. 

She was used to the massive space being filled with boxes of supplies and weapons, but she was still getting used to the many demons and other beings that had joined The Rebellion and now occupied the space.

“Commander,” a demon said, rushing up to her saluting.

She sighed. Many of her newest recruits were ex-military. Even though she’d told them a dozen times that saluting her wasn’t necessary, they couldn’t seem to break the habit. As a result, all the demons treated her like a military leader, a position she had no interest in taking. 

“What is it?” she asked, frowning.

The short man named Henry stood up taller and dropped his hand. “Two demon families have failed to check in.”

Don’t start crying again. “Brian’s family was killed by angels. Have someone check on the other family.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Striding past him, someone called out her name. She turned to the side of the room now filled with a dozen different computer desks. Ryder circled the demons who worked relentlessly, searching for information. They hoped to learn more about the angels’ weaknesses, and about other ways to help the demons.

Sharen headed toward an outspoken demon named Isa. “What’s up?”

“A demon used their powers around three in the morning. I hacked into the Hunter’s system and discovered that he was apprehended rather than killed.”

She frowned. “Any details as to why?”

The older woman shook her head. 

“Keep searching.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She turned back to the screen, her gaze intense.

Before Sharen could turn to go, Ryder pulled her into his arms. She got a flash of his smile before he was kissing her. For a second, she forgot about everything, about her responsibilities, about the people she’d failed to help. She could do nothing but kiss the handsome demon until he pulled back.

Her eyes were closed, and her hands clung to the front of his shirt.

“Damn, you look beautiful,” he growled into her ear.

A shiver went down her spine, and she opened her eyes, unable to hold back her smile. His light brown hair was even messier than usual, and the red plaid shirt he wore had several buttons undone at the top.

She just stared at him for a long moment. Alec and Kade might have been her rocks in this stormy time in her life, but Ryder was like a tropical island, a vacation away from it all. He didn’t ask her what was wrong. He just tried to make her happy.

“You don’t look so bad yourself.”

His hands slipped down from her back to cup her ass. “How about you meet me in your office for a little meeting?”

She laughed. “Sorry, but I’ve already got other plans.”

She sensed Kade approach behind her and knew what he would say before he said it. “She intends to go through the stone again today.” His voice held disapproval, and she could picture his stormy expression behind her.

A look of concern came and went in a flash on Ryder’s face. “Well, don’t tire yourself out too badly. I plan on hitting this tonight, and hitting it hard.”

She stood up on her tippy-toes and pressed a kiss to his chin. “I think you’re the one who'd better save your energy.”

He laughed. “God, I love you.”

Her heart warmed. “Right back at you.”

Turning away from him, she moved past Kade, her back straight. She needed to be tough and not show weakness. Soon, she would be jumping into a demon-realm alone, and the last thing she needed was to carry Kade’s doubts with her.

“Sharen!”

Darla raced up to her, clenching a pile of papers. “I think I have my latest spell down.”

The youngest witch in the rebellion, Darla was barely eighteen, with reddish-blonde hair and a face full of freckles. She was also a witch with a whole lot of power and very little experience.

“Which spell?” Sharen tried to keep the concern out of her voice.

“To force angels out of any hosts they possess.” Darla grinned. “It’s not an easy spell, but I think, based on all my research, it’ll work.”

That would be useful, but it sounds dangerous as hell.

“Have you actually tried it?” 

Darla’s grin wavered. “Well, no, but in theory it should work.”

In theory.

“Well, keep up the good work. I’ll hope we never need to use it, but I’ll be glad to have you around if we do.”

The girl beamed and took off back to the far corner of the warehouse used as the research nook. She and two other witches spent all their time researching the ancient books The Rebellion had managed to gather. So far, they hadn’t learned much, but Sharen had no doubt with time the witches would prove useful.

Going to her office, she slipped into the darkness. Taking off her hoodie, she sank into her chair, resting her head on her desk.

A soft knock came at her door.

She took a deep breath, gathering strength to face yet another person who needed something. Before she could give the order to enter, Marval appeared before her.

Sharen snapped into a sitting position. She hated it when the vampire surprised her. He was the oldest being in The Rebellion, and she’d put him on a private mission. Figuring out what the hell I am.

“I found out more information.” 

“Go on.”

He sat down, his dark eyes fixed on her face. He had an aristocratic beauty that hovered over him like a cloak, even as he leaned back in his chair.

“Let’s start with what we know and what that means.”

She nodded.

“You’re getting stronger and faster, but your abilities come and go, which is unusual in every way. If you were part demon or part angel, you would have always had these abilities.”

“So, there’s never been a case of a half-breed developing powers later on in life?”

Marval touched his dark beard, rubbing it as if lost in thought. “Only under special circumstance. Typically if powers develop later on in life, it was because their abilities were sealed with magic earlier for some reason and then unsealed. Yet, you’ve indicated not being aware of any such things. Of course, then there’s the fact that your abilities are inconsistent.”

She felt her irritation rise. “Okay, so we’ve established that I don’t seem to fit the pattern for normal half-breeds. Is there anything you have figured out?”

He regarded her for an uncomfortably long time before speaking. “You cannot manipulate others with your words like a demon. You cannot fly or teleport like an angel. You cannot use magic like a witch, nor shift like a Shifter. You don't need to feed like a vampire.”

“Right,” she said, her teeth clenching together in frustration. “There’s a whole list of things that I’m not, so what I am?”

He leaned forward. “You, Sharen, are like nothing I have seen before, but this I am sure of, you have an ability that I cannot connect with any supernatural being I’ve come across before.”

An ability? “What?”

He nodded solemnly. “Others follow your lead, almost without question.”

Her irritation rose once more. “That’s not a power.”

“Perhaps not, but—“

“Marval, I appreciate all you’re doing, but I have to go through the portal today. Keep researching and come back to me if you actually find something."

He rose. “You may feel that your ability to lead is not a power, but I’ve lived for hundreds of years and no one has ever convinced me to join a cause. Until you. Think about that.”

The vampire left, vanishing from her office as silently as he entered.

She put her head back down on her desk. I don’t know what I am. I don’t know what I’m doing. But I’ve got to keep going. I have too many people counting on me to stop.

Yet, she didn’t move for several silent minutes.






Chapter Three

Sharen stood before the portal, Soul Chalk in her hand. The busy room had grown silent, and most of the people had come to gather around her. The seven foot demon stone, made of a massive block of stone darker than any dark found on Earth, towered in front of her, radiating danger.

Riverly stood at her side, tablet computer in her hand. She gestured to the screen. “The Hunters have marked this realm too dangerous to enter. They found five demons, just recently.” She spoke the words softly and adjusted her glasses when she was done speaking, before looking meekly toward Sharen. 

“Five god damn demons,” Kade hissed. “We couldn’t have found a more dangerous realm to enter.”

Sharen spun to face him, biting down a string of curses. All eyes were on her, and most of the people looked frightened. “A realm with five demons means there’s five people we can save.”

“And what if they don’t want to be saved?” Kade’s big arms were crossed over his chest, his eyes filled with anger.

“They’ll want to be saved,” one demon said, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

Kade’s angry gaze swung to the man. “Didn’t you think she was a Hunter trying to trick you when you met her? Didn’t you nearly kill her?”

The demon’s cheeks turned bright red. “But she convinced me to believe her. She’ll convince these demons too.”

Sharen stood up taller, looking out at the three dozen or so faces that stared back at her. Each time she went through the portal it brought hope to The Rebellion. It moved them towards their goal to save as many innocent demons as possible.

If she didn’t go, the hope of The Rebellion died with her.

None of the demons were capable of crossing back over without being torn to pieces, and the other magical creatures refused to go to a place they weren’t trained to survive in. They couldn’t weld the same magic she could in the demon-realm, and they weren’t about to risk their lives in such a dangerous place.

That left only her, and they needed to know they could count on her.

Sharen hid her own emotions behind a smirk. “If you guys think I’m afraid, think again. This war won’t be won in a day. It’ll take time. But I’m more than willing to save demons one trip to the demon-realm at a time. And before we know it, they’ll all be saved.”

The room suddenly swelled with emotions. Her people looked relieved, hopeful. Their faith filled her with a rush of strength. I can do this. But first...

She moved down the steps with absolute certainty, stood on her tiptoes, and planted a light kiss on Kade’s lips. His eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t give him a chance to respond. “I love you, but you’ve got to trust me that I’ll be okay.”

His features gentled. “I’ll try.”

She smiled, winked at him, and climbed back up the steps. As frustrating as her demon could be, she knew he was just worried about her. She didn’t want to step through the stone without making sure they were okay. Her cause might be important to her, but nothing was more important than her husbands.

Now, time to focus!

Turning to the demon-stone, she drew a doorway carefully onto it and scribbled the name of the realm over the top. Instantly, the realm opened and swirling waves of grey moved in the doorway she’d drawn, beckoning her to enter.

“Sharen!”

She looked back.

Ryder had come to stand beside Kade. And both her demons looked concerned.

But Ryder simply nodded and said, “be safe.”

She held his gaze. “I will.”

Riverly her assistant handed her a Splicer. Sharen gripped the handle on the half-circular blade, took a deep breath, and stepped through. The horrible sensation of stepping through realms filled her. She was blazing hot, freezing cold, squished into nothing, pulled too far.

And then, she came out into the demon-realm.

It took her a second to find her bearings. But when she did, she took a deep breath. Three painfully hot suns bore down on the white desert that stretched around her in all directions. Small white plants, like cacti or stunted trees, dotted the landscape. She only spotted a few caves in the hilly landscape, but knew from her past trips that there were likely many, many more concealed all around her.

Meaning, there’s a lot of places to hide. Danger could come from any direction.

Her pulse sped up. As a Hunter, things had been so different. She’d been the Leader of a team. As much as she hated it, there was something a hell of a lot safer about travelling into such a dangerous place with a team rather than alone.

For years, she’d hovered by the portal, as protocol dictated. All Leaders stayed in the safest position, because they were over the age of twenty-one, and could be possessed by a demon. Their younger students were put in the more dangerous positions, since they could be killed, but demons couldn’t use their bodies.

Now, however, she didn’t have the luxury of hovering safely by the portal. She had to be careful, but she also had to take risks she never would have before.

Clenching her Splicer more tightly, she called her magic to the weapon. It was a simple spell, meant to stun but not kill. It spilled out of her, sending a tickling sensation along her skin. The spell made her weapon glow green, but the light was the brightest along the sharp edge of the blade that curved just above her knuckle.

Magic and weaponry at its finest.

She took a deep breath. I’m ready. 

“Demons!” she shouted, feeling sweat run down her spine.

Moving forward, she continued to shout, waiting and hoping, but she saw no one.

When she was as far from the portal as she felt comfortable, she paused and scanned the horizon. Her shoulders sank. Either the Hunters' map had been wrong, there weren’t demons in this realm, or the demons had already left. Either way, they were gone.

Turning around, she started back toward the portal before she froze. Five demons had melded out of nothing and now blocked her escape.

Shit!

“Hello,” she called, her heart hammering. “I’m Sharen, and I’ve come to help you.”

The five beings were massive, like many of the demons. Their white horns stood out from their heads with sharp points, and their dark red skin glistened under the lights of the suns. None of them returned her greeting.

Keep trying. “I’m with The Rebellion. We are dedicated to saving demons from the demon-realm and fighting against The Hunters and the angels.”

One of the demons, a man with dark hair and pale eyes cocked his head. “You’re also a Hunter.”

“I was a Hunter. I’ve turned my back on them now.”

“How do we know this isn’t a trap?” He grinned, a cold replica of a smile that left her with no doubt as to where he stood. He would not be an easy one to sway. “It would be easy for you to lead us through the portal where we’ll arrive at Earth weak and unable to use our powers. We would be easy prey for you and your buddies to exterminate us in one fell swoop and send us straight down to the lowest level of the demon-realm.”

“This is not a—“

He stepped closer, menace in his every movement. “Do you have any idea how many years we spent in darkness crawling from those miserable pits? You think we’ll risk it all to trust you?”

Her legs trembled. “Others have come before you, and they were scared too. They had to take the risk to trust me. Yes, there is a portal behind you, but if you try to exit without me, you’ll be torn to pieces." She could tell from the look in his eyes that he wasn't buying her story, but the others seemed to waver, so she continued. "You have to ask yourselves, is it worth the risk? Would you really rather spend another year crawling up through the realms to reach Earth, or will you take a chance with me?”

His pale eyes narrowed. “Or one of us could simply possess you.” He looked to his compatriots and they seemed to swell as one. She had no hope of fighting all five of them.

She swallowed hard, reminding herself that he could do just that. “My team is waiting for me on the other side. You’ll never survive it." 

He smiled. “You’d be surprised how well I can convince them that I’m you, especially if my life depends upon it.”

Sharen took a deep breath and tried again. “You’re making a mistake. If you cross over with me, my team is waiting to help you. We’ll hide you from your enemies and get you established on Earth.”

He shrugged. “I’d rather do all that in a nice, comfortable human body.” He gestured toward her. “Bring her to me, she’s mine!”

Fuck.

The demons raced toward her. She struck one with her magic, sending him flying back onto the ground. She had time to strike one more before they were upon her. 

One swung at her, but she ducked. The next kicked toward her and she used her blade to slice his leg. But her movements... they were slow. Human.

This is the fucking moment my extra strength and speed fail me? This has to be a joke!

The demon she struck cried out, jumping back. The other two demons circled her as she held her Splicer out in front of her.

“You don’t need to do this,” she panted. “This isn’t a trap.”

One of the demons leapt at her. She sliced him across the face, and he stumbled back, swearing.

“Listen to me," she whispered. “I just want to help you.”

Suddenly, there was shouting behind her. The two demons she fought sprang further from her, terror in their eyes.

Glancing behind her, Sharen felt her stomach flip. A team of Hunters were coming toward them, and she recognized their Leader.

Rorde, my former student.

Rorde was an asshole sorcerer who she couldn’t stand, even when she taught him. He stood in the center of the other Hunters, his dark hair perfectly neat. His black-as-coal eyes nothing more than two dark pools, and his awful mouth was curled into a smile.

“Ready to die, bitch?” he shouted, gesturing for the students around him to continue forward. "Teach her how we repay traitors of humanity, boys!"

She wanted to kill the bastard right there and then, but she wouldn’t be able to kill him and protect the demons.

If we don’t get out of here now, we’re done for. If the hunters kill me, my people will never know what happened to me. My demons will suffer and the war will be lost.

Turning, she beckoned to the demons in front of her. “Last chance. Come with me.”

Their gazes said it all. They wanted her body, not her help.

One of them reached for her, but she struck it with her magic, and slammed her Splicer into the face of the other one. Both of them hit the ground, unmoving.

Racing past them, she barreled toward the portal. Only one demon remained in her path, and she was determined to get him out of her way, one way or another.

“Come with me!” she shouted.

He looked between her and the Hunters. “Yeah, right...”

Her Splicer heated in her hand as she sent her magic blasting out at him, but he avoided her spell, moving with the grace and agility of a Shifter. When she reached him, she gritted her teeth, ready to fight for her life.

Even without my extra strength and speed.

Something hit the back of her leg, a spell that sent fire burning through her clothes and onto her flesh. She screamed and fell, just feet in front of the demon.

She saw a flash of his red flesh and then his hands closed around her throat. He pressed until he forced his body into hers. She fought him with every ounce of her being, but he overpowered her.

Her body stood, but she had no control over it. The demon turned her to look back at The Hunters racing toward them. He raised a hand, flipping them off.

No! She struggled harder inside herself, but she was trapped, unable to even move her lips to scream.

“Stop fighting it,” he whispered. “This is your new life, better get used to it.”

Turning back to the portal, he stepped through.






Chapter Four

Kade’s stomach twisted and turned with every second Sharen was gone. God, he hated not being able to cross over with her! Seeing his woman risk her life made him crazy. Every protective instinct within him roared to life, demanding that he act.

But she acts like I’m just an ass.

Sharen didn’t understand, couldn’t understand. He had failed everyone he’d ever loved. He would not fail her.

For an instant, he was drawn back into a memory a lifetime ago. He pictured his little sister, spinning in her new pink dress. She said the pink dress made her a “princess,” but she never realized that with three big brothers, she was always a princess.

Always my princess. He grinned at the thought.

He tried to imagine her older, her smile filling her entire face. Her pigtails were long gone, but the image faded. He would forever see her as a little girl who saw the world in brilliant colors, who thought she could fly in his arms.

His smile faltered as he recalled seeing her in the hospital, her face battered and her heart cracked into pieces.

What she went through, it changed her forever. And I see that in Sharen. I see her changing, and I would do anything to keep that from happening, to keep her from seeing the darker side of the world. 

As he paced the small space, a demon crossed his path, drawing him from his thoughts. He didn’t care that he was irritating everyone trying to work around him. He growled low in his throat until the other demon scrambled away.

His Sharen was alone in a demon-realm. Her idealistic views on demons caused her to throw herself into danger time and time again. But one of these days, he knew she would see the truth. Not all angels were bad, and not all demons were good.

I just hope she can learn the truth in the least painful way possible.

He heard footsteps behind him and then his brother Ryder's voice. “She’ll be okay. She always is.”

Kade spun and growled, but Ryder simply smiled. 

“She’s stronger than you give her credit for,” his brother said.

“She’s only human!”

Ryder raised a brow.

“You know what I mean!” Kade was trying to keep himself from shouting, and failing miserably. 

“She’s smart and strong. And amazing. We’ve got to trust her.”

Kade’s fist clenched so hard he heard his knuckles crack. “You think I don’t know she’s all those things. But here’s the thing, that’s not enough.”

Ryder’s expression faltered. “She’s been fine every time before.”

“Yes, and she’ll keep being fine until she’s not. Where will we be then?” Kade said the words, his greatest fear, driving his point home.

“Fuck,” Ryder swept a hand through his light brown hair. “You’ve got to stop this, man. You’ll drive yourself crazy.”

“I can’t stop. Not until she lets me keep her locked up safely at our apartment.” He felt every muscle in his body tense. “I can’t lose her.”

Ryder came closer, putting a hand on his shoulder. “That’s the thing, Kade. She’s never going to let that happen. You know that. But I'll tell you this—if you don’t start supporting her, you might lose her anyway.”

Kade froze. Lose her?

His breathing rushed in his ears. Yes, he and Sharen fought a lot, but could it actually end with her walking away from him?

The world spun around him. Never. He could not, would not, let that happen.

“Just have faith, okay?”

Kade’s gaze zeroed in on his younger brother’s face. There was a reason Ryder was so relaxed. As a human, he’d spent his weekends surfing, his nights cooking romantic meals for women who drooled over him, and his workweek doing just enough to get by. Ryder had never been high strung. He’d always believed everything would work out, because it usually did for him.

But that’s not the same life Kade had lived as a human.

My sister, hurt because I couldn’t protect her. My wife, who grew tired of her soldier husband. Her little daughter I wanted to be my own, but never was.

And the day I came home to my empty house and realized I had nothing. Nothing but the ability to kill the men who hurt my sister.

He closed his eyes, fighting a wave of pain. He could never go through that again. Never be a man with nothing to live for and no one to love.

The portal purred as the gray waves grew larger and faster. Sharen came flying into the room, her face pale and tight with fear.

He pushed past the horde of demons and rushed to her, catching her as she crumbled to the ground. Staring down at her, he felt uncertain. What should he do? How could he help?

“Did you save any demons?” Riverly asked from behind them. “Should we shut the portal?”

Sharen shook her head. “Shut it. Hunters are coming.”

Instantly, Riverly raced up the steps and erased the specific realm code. The portal vanished and the room grew quiet. The others drew closer, waiting for Sharen’s explanation. 

And here it comes. She will spin a story that might sound like a failure, but somehow she’ll inspire everyone in the room.

Even if deep inside I know she’s putting on a show for the others.

“What happened?” Ryder asked, kneeling down beside her.

His brother’s voice was calm as always, but worry lingered behind his question. Sometimes Sharen’s missions went wrong. Actually, they usually went wrong, but he couldn’t think of a time she’d come back looking this frightened and without a demon to show for her trouble.

And normally even then she was spouting orders and reassuring everyone.

“Nothing,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “The Hunters came, and I couldn’t save the demons.”

That’s all she’s going to say?

“And what about your leg?” Ryder touched her leg.

Kade’s gaze went to her injury, where her pants leg had melted away, leaving behind a nasty looking burn.

She’s hurt! His pulse sped up. How the hell did that happen?

“I got hit with a spell. I’m fine.” She tried to stand, but her knees buckled.

Ryder swept her into his arms. “I’ll help you shower.”

Kade watched as she stiffened in his brother’s arms. “No way. I’m—uh fine,” She said, looking even more terrified.

Huh? Kade’s body tensed. “You’re not fine, let him tend to your wound.”

She elbowed Ryder’s chest. “Seriously, put me down. My leg will heal, but I’m ready to get out of here.”

Her gaze shifted over the room, her expression uneasy.

That was when he knew. Kade acted in an instant. Pulling her from Ryder’s arms, he dropped her down onto the ground, pinning her arms over her head and her body down beneath his.

“Get out of her.”

She froze. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Ryder asked, confused.

“She’s been possessed.” Kade hated speaking the words aloud, hated knowing that some slimy creature was inside her. This demon will die for this.

“Get out of her now, or you’ll regret it,” he threatened softly.

She turned angry eyes onto him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Darla!” he shouted.

A minute passed before the high voice of the young woman came to him. “What is it—uh—Mr. Kade?”

“You said you knew how to force a possessed being out of someone. Get this demon out of Sharen, now!”

“I, uh, I only studied how to get angels out of—“

“Just fucking do it!”

Sharen struggled harder beneath him. A string of curses and threats exploded from her lips, but Kade’s hold was iron tight. This demon would not escape with his woman.

Darla began to whisper soft words. Kneeling down next to them, she touched Sharen’s face in a strange pattern. First her forehead, then her cheeks, and chin. There was almost a pattern, but not quiet.

At first, nothing happened. Kade’s anger rose higher and higher as the demon who possessed Sharen smiled in triumph. And then, Sharen began to shake and wither beneath him.

“Kade,” Ryder whispered. “What if Darla doesn’t know what she’s doing? What if—?”

“Shut the hell up and let’s get this animal out of our Sharen.”

Ryder grew silent, but he sensed Kade's agitation spike with each twitch Sharen made. She twisted and tried to lift her body off the ground, but he wouldn’t allow it.

Kade refused to react in any way. He refused to let the demon see how much seeing Sharen like this was killing him. Instead, he kept his expression like stone and held her without flexibility.

As Darla continued her spell, Sharen threw back her head, screaming, her chest raised out. He felt a crowd gathering around them. People whispered in concern.

“Should I stop?” Darla murmured.

“Keep going,” Kade bit out, his words strong and certain.

“Kade,” Ryder put his hand on his shoulder.

Kade jerked away from his touch. “You heard me, woman, keep going!”

Darla’s words came, faster and louder. A golden glow surrounded Sharen and she began to spasm, her entire body seizing and jerking. As a black ooze flowed out of her mouth, Kade finally let her go. Within seconds, a blond-haired demon lay on the floor beside Sharen’s still twitching body.

The demon gasped in deep breaths. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know—“

Kade pulled his sword from off his back and cut the demon’s head clean from his shoulders.

The room descended into silence, the only sound made by Kade's sword as it clattered to the floor. He dropped beside Sharen, cradling her into his arms. 

Please be okay. Please be okay.

At last, her jerking calmed and her eyes opened. “What... happened?”

“It’s okay.” He stroked her sweaty hair back from her face. “The demon’s gone.”

Her expression grew confused. “Did you save him?”

Kade tensed. “Save him? He possessed you!”

Their gazes locked and he couldn’t look away. The dark green depths of her eyes called to him, beckoning him to get lost in them. But he saw something else within her large, familiar eyes—sadness and disappointment.

Two things I never wanted her to feel.

“He was scared,” she whispered. “We all get scared sometimes.”

Kade felt as if he’d swallowed a stone. She couldn’t have thought he’d let the demon live, not after he hurt her.

“Where is he?”

“Dead,” he said, the word a challenge.

Rage flashed in her eyes. “You killed him.”

“Yes, and I don’t regret it.”

She struggled out of his arms, and he let her leave.

Ryder caught her arm as she tried to stand on her injured leg. Her gaze moved down to the dead demon, and it was then that Kade realized that the entire warehouse was staring at them as the scene unfolded.

“The mission was a failure,” Sharen said, her voice carrying through the silence. “I couldn't save any of them.”

That was all she had. She had nothing positive, nothing uplifting. No hope.

Just... sadness.

And then, Sharen limped away with Ryder at her side. Sadness moved over the people. As Kade watched their faces, it was as if a light had turned off within them. The sight of it was heartbreaking.

Slowly, they returned to work, but no one spoke.

This isn’t my fault. It’s the damned demon who possessed her.

As angry as he was at the demon, the worst part was knowing that tomorrow Sharen would go through the portal all over again.

Maybe this is true hell.

His hands clenched into fists. There has to be something I can do to stop this, but what?

What?

And then an idea came to him, a dangerous, terrifying idea. His hands uncurled, and his heart raced. It was... possible. 

He could protect Sharen!

All it would cost him was his life.






Chapter Five

Back at their apartment, Ryder eased Sharen into the shower and crouched behind her so he could care for her injury. He washed the back of her leg gently with his large fingers. The skin was pink, but the blisters and burns were gone.

“You’re already almost entirely healed.”

Like a demon or an angel. Ryder forced himself not to frown. We need to figure out what the hell is going on with her. She’s changing. Every day seems to bring something new, and I don’t know what we’re supposed to do about it.

She finished scrubbing the soap out of her hair and glanced down at him. “Good, because I’ve got too damn much to do to be injured.”

“Like going on another mission...”

She sighed, loudly. “Something like that shouldn’t happen again. It was just... bad luck.”

“Bad luck?”

He stared at her, knowing that even she didn’t believe the words she was speaking. Unfortunately for her, he could see right through her careful mask.

“Yeah,” she continued, sounding too casual. “A team of Hunters just happened to enter the realm right after I did. If they hadn’t, I would have gotten away.”

Ryder didn’t want to say it, but he did. “I’ve never been one to believe in coincidences much.”

She rubbed soap on her arms, but her hands moved slowly. “All right, fine. I didn’t tell the others. But I thought the same thing.”

He waited, knowing what she’d say next.

“But the thing that really bugs me is how did they know I’d be there? Have they picked up on a pattern to how we’re doing things? Are they tracing us somehow? Or... or do they have a spy in the Rebellion?”

Ryder thought for a long time before he responded. “Either way, we need to be careful going forward.”

She nodded. “You’re right, of course. I’ll be more careful when I cross over tomorrow.”

He stood. A thousand things popped into his mind, but he said none of them. Sharen wouldn’t listen if he told her to slow down, or to relax. She’d be angry if he told her that she was still reeling from being possessed and needed time to process all that she’d been through.

Instead, he said nothing.

He turned her around to face the shower wall and rubbed her tense shoulders beneath the hot stream of their apartment shower. Her head rolled forward, and she groaned, a sound that made his cock harden.

He loved to take care of her. To make her feel loved and precious.

She needed that. She deserved that.

He worked every muscle on her shoulders, then moved to her back, and then slowly down to her lower back. She braced herself against the shower, breathing hard. He heard a crack.

“Damn it,” she muttered. She pulled her hands back from the shower wall and revealed the tiles clenched in her hands. She set them down on the bathtub ledge.

“It takes a while to get used to the strength,” he reassured her, rubbing her back again.

She shook her head, sighing loudly. “Yeah, but do my messed up powers have to leave when I need them the most and then show up just long enough to ruin things in the apartment?”

He chuckled, thinking of their broken toaster. “Just don’t think about it.”

She nodded and let her head roll forward again. In moments, the tension in her lower back began to ease again.

How can any woman be so sexy without even knowing it?

God did he want her. Staring at the hard lines of her body, he gloried in every inch of her. In the months since joining the Rebellion, she’d added far too many scars to her human body, but he loved every one of them. Yes, each scar meant that his woman had been hurt, but it also meant she had survived.

My tough warrioress. 

As he leaned forward and kissed her shoulder, his gaze went to the fading bruises on her wrists. His chest ached at the memory of how Kade had to hold her down. He thanked god that Kade held fast. Ryder doubted he could have hurt her, even if it was to save her.

She spun around and slid her arms around his neck. Instinctively, he leaned down. The instant their mouths touched, fire leapt between them. Arousal and need awakened within him, drawing a groan from his lips. Her skin felt so soft beneath his hands, her mouth eager and ready.

He deepened their kiss, moving his tongue into her mouth. The instant their tongues slid along each other, she pressed herself harder against him. The tight nubs of her breasts pressed into his chest.

His hands slid down and grabbed her ass, cupping the soft cheeks and pressing her more tightly against his arousal.

She broke their kiss. “Come on, Ryder, give it to me.”

His hands tightened on her ass. “Your wish is my command.”

Just the thought of easing inside her made his muscles tense. This was exactly what they needed.

The door crashed open. “Almost done in...”

Ryder turned to see Alec standing in the door, grinning at the two of them.

“Got room for one more?” Alec asked.

Sharen nodded. “Better hurry, I’m already ready.”

Kade's twin pulled his tie loose before he started working on the buttons on his suit. In moments, he was naked. Alec joined them in the big open shower and kissed her softly on the lips.

Then, Ryder picked her up. 

Instantly, her legs wrapped around his back. She sighed, slipping her arms around his neck. For a second all Ryder could do was stare at the flawless lines of her face. He loved her high cheekbones and her stunning green eyes, but most of all he loved the way her expression relaxed when both of them touched her like this.

Our wife is the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.

Alec moved behind her. “I’ve got the best damned timing in the world.”

They touched her together, running their hands along every inch of her flesh. Alec cupped her breasts while Ryder trailed kisses down her throat. Her hot breath came out in pants, and her nails dug more deeply into the flesh of his shoulder.

Ryder rubbed his hard length in her wet folds, loving the way she shuddered with each stroke. He gritted his teeth, desperate to keep control as he carefully maneuvered his tip inside her. Then, he pressed deeper, further and further as her tight body held him in a grip that made every nerve in his body scream with need.

When he reached his hilt, he took deep breaths, waiting for his brother. But he didn’t have to wait long. He felt her body tense as Alec entered her from behind. She gasped and her head rolled back.

They thrust in and out of her in a rhythm they’d perfected long ago, taking their time to draw out her desire. As she began to bounce on top of them, chanting the word yes, yes over and over again, Ryder's careful control crumbled away.

His demon side roared to life. He took her harder and faster. His grip tightened on her hips. When her inner-muscles squeezed him, and her nails dugs deeper into his back, she came, screaming his name.

He snapped, coming so hard it made his vision swim. God, this woman was incredible!

As he continued to thrust, loving the way her body drained him of every drop of his seed, he had to use every ounce of strength he had not to collapse to his knees.

Alec came behind her with a groan, and as he thrust harder, her body held Ryder tighter. He bit down on a string of curses, loving the pleasurable pain these moments brought. When his brother finished, they continued holding her beneath the spraying water, which had grown cold some time ago.

“Better?” he whispered into her hair.

She nodded.

Slowly, they eased her back onto her feet.

They showered again, quickly, and she went back into the bedroom to change. As Alec finished drying off, Ryder caught his arm.

“What is it?” his brother’s dark eyes narrowed, zeroing in on him.

Leaning closer, he kept his voice low. “She was possessed today.”

Alec’s expression froze. “She was what?”

“Her trip through the portal went wrong. A witch had to perform an exorcism.”

“Fuck!” Alec spun around and punched his fist through the wall, sending plaster raining down. “This has to stop! She has to stop!”

Sometimes I forget that even though Alec and Kade are different in so many ways, they both have the same damn temper.

Must be a twin thing.

Ryder grasped his shoulder. “Enough. Don’t let her hear you. She’s been through enough.”

“And how much longer before one of these trips of hers ends in her death, huh? How much longer are we going to sit by helpless, letting her risk her life?” Red bled into his pupils as the demon within him roared to life.

“Stop it! Now! Do you have any idea how close you are to losing control? Do you want to ruin everything by bringing every angel in the area straight to us?” Ryder’s own anger flared to life.

The red faded from Alec’s eyes. “Sorry. I just... I love her.”

Ryder smiled, a smile that hurt. “I know. Me too.”

After a second, Alec leaned against the wall, closing his eyes. “Does Kade know?”

Ryder took a deep breath, adjusting the towel around his waist. “He helped get the demon out and then killed it. They’re sort of pissed at each other right now.”

Alec laughed, shaking his head. “What else is new?”

A comfortable silence stretched between them for a long moment.

“Seriously though,” Alec asked, opening his eyes and holding his gaze. “How long can we keep this up?”

Ryder shook his head. “For as long as she needs us to.”

The worst thing is that she’s right. 

Ryder’s thoughts moved to his time spent in the demon-realm. It had been... awful. He’d felt himself changing day after day and he hadn’t known how to stop it.

He was used to a world of beauty. On earth, he had always been the person who valued each and every day. He’d awaken in the mornings to watch the sun rise over the ocean, sometimes already lying on his surf board. He’d listen to the waves and feel the kiss of the sun’s rays on his skin.

His world had been filled with peace and appreciation for all that the world had to offer. But after his death... he’d gone to a place devoid of life.

He shuddered, not wanting to remember the dark pits where light couldn’t reach. How long had he stumbled around a foreign place completely blind? How quickly had he learned that he’d need to kill to survive?

Too fast.

And without beauty, without life, Ryder had felt himself fading away.

Until Sharen.

“Alec?”

His brother raised a brow. “Yes.”

“Would you abandon the Rebellion if Sharen did?”

Alec was silent for too long. “I don’t know. But I would abandon it if I knew it would keep her safe.”

Ryder nodded. “When I think about leaving other people like us in that place...”

“I know,” Alec said.

And yet, we aren’t the ones risking our lives.

He knew the exact same thought had entered his brother’s mind, because he turned and headed for the bedroom. His shoulders were slumped, and he walked slower, as if the weight of the world rested on his back.

But it doesn’t, I’m here. I’m always here.

When Ryder entered the room, he found Sharen in bed, fast asleep. He and Alec dried off some more, then climbed in next to her. But even though Alec fell asleep quickly, sleep eluded Ryder.

A few hours later, he still lay awake when he heard a soft sound in the living room. He watched as Kade came to stand in the doorway of the bedroom. His brother stared at Sharen for the longest time, then turned and went out to the living room.

Ryder wanted to go out and tell him not to sleep on the couch. That Sharen wasn’t really mad at him, just the situation, but he knew it was pointless.

Some things just take time.

Just like saving the demons.

And figuring out how the hell we’re going to help the Rebellion while keeping our wife safe.

That question kept Ryder awake long past the sunrise... which he didn’t watch. He simply lay awake letting the question roll through his mind.

Becoming a demon had changed him. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he watched the sunrise. But then, in his old life he never lay awake watching a woman sleep, falling more in love with her with each moment that passed.

How is it that even when I feel like I’ve lost myself, I don’t regret it because I found her?

Despite everything, he finally fell asleep, with a smile on his face.






Chapter Six

Sharen left the house early and started her morning jog. It was the only thing she could do to try to calm down. The events from the day before were driving her crazy. And what was worse, she had been prepared to unleash her frustrations on Kade when she woke up, but he was already gone. 

Normally, they’d yell. Maybe she’d throw things. And then they’d calm down, both of them refusing to admit that they felt a little better.

But I should know better than to think I knew what Kade would do.

When he disappeared, it usually meant that he couldn’t handle whatever feelings he was having and needed time to sort through them. She hated when he left, but she also knew he needed the space.

Kade might be a demon, but he had inner demons he couldn’t conquer. His fear of losing her drove him crazy, but she couldn’t stop what she was doing because of his past. She had to be true to herself.

And I have to let him deal with that fact in whatever way he needs.

So, she went jogging, pushing herself harder and harder until the little sounds around her were silenced by the wind rushing around her. Until the shadows that chased her lessened. Until she stopped picturing the dead demons lying beside her. And until she stopped feeling him possess her body.

At last, out of breath, she collapsed onto a park bench and stared out at her favorite park.

Will I ever stop obsessing over my mistakes?

“Anyone sitting here?”

She jumped at the sound of the man’s voice. She looked up to see a man not much older than herself, with long blond hair and pale green eyes. Something about him made her feel uneasy. 

“No.”

He sat down beside her. 

She started to rise, but his voice stopped her.

“Don’t leave on account of me.”

She froze. “I’m not.”

“Come now, Sharen, let’s at least be honest with each other.”

Ice ran through her veins, and her gaze swung to him. “Who are you? What do you want?”

He smiled, flashing bright rows of teeth. “I’m a Hunter. Like you once were.”

Her gaze moved over the people in the park. A woman jogged. A couple walked a dog. Am I already surrounded?

“Calm down, it’s just me. I'm here for a little chat.”

A need to run or fight washed over her. Every muscle in her body tensed.

“Running would be a very big mistake, Sharen, because then I’d have to tell the others where you are. If that happens, you and your demons will have to pick up and run again. Do you want that?”

She didn’t answer him. Instead, she countered. “Why are you here?”

He patted the seat next to him.

Reluctantly, she eased back down, poised at the edge of the bench.

“My name is Alderon. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.”

Her breath quickened. Alderon was the name of a half-fae warrior who was in charge of the Guardians within the demon-realms. His job was to ensure as few demons as possible were able to reach the higher realms and cross over to Earth. And from what she knew of him, he was a very dangerous man.

“I thought you stayed in the demon-realms.”

He smirked. “Even the Great Alderon needs a vacation every now and then.”

Her lips curled. “And this is how you spend your vacations?”

Leaning further back on the bench, he looked out at the park as if he truly was just relaxing for the day. “Do you know what makes me such a good Hunter?”

She gritted her teeth together. “You're annoyingly relentless?”

He laughed. “I heard you were funny. I’m glad the rumors were true. But no, Sharen, it isn’t that I’m annoyingly relentless. Obsessive might be a better adjective to describe me. Yet, it’s not just that. You see, I have the unique ability to track others. And when The Department of Universal Protection asked me to find you, I easily agreed.”

Sweat trailed down her back, and she wiped her palms on her pants. “And yet, you’ve implied that you’re here alone.”

He glanced at her, his pale eyes eerie. “Yes. I did come alone. And I haven’t told anyone I found you yet.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he stretched out the word. “I’m also a man with a strong moral compass, and something about this feels wrong. One of our best Hunters simply ran off with three demons? There must be more to the story than that.”

She stared, unwilling to tell him anything of her life story.

He nodded, as if he expected her silence. “Something also feels rotten about all this. I checked your file. It was wiped clean. But when I did some digging, they had a strangely long, detailed history of your life.”

Her heart raced. Because they’ve been controlling my life for God knows how long.

“And,” he continued. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard a story of someone with as miserable a life as you’ve had.”

“So, what are you saying?”

All amusement fled from his expression. “I’m saying that I need to know what’s going on here before I decide what to do with you.”

What the hell am I supposed to say to that?

“I don’t know everything myself.”

He sat up straighter. “Then tell me this. Why has nearly every person in your life been on The Department’s payroll?”

Her stomach turned. She’d suspected it. Vanessa, her ex-friend within the organization, had practically told her. But to realize how much of her life The Department controlled was terrifying.

“You want to know?” she asked, her anger rising. “You really want to know?”

“That’s what I came here for.”

She stood, her hands curling into fists. “They controlled every aspect of my life. They orchestrated every terrible moment. And I have no idea why the hell they did it.”

He studied her. “Your parent’s deaths. Your adoption to that god awful family. Your rape. Your—“

“Yes!” A string of curses exploded from her lips. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”

He rose, his demeanor strangely quiet. “And you have no idea why?”

Her jaw tensed. “No.”

Except that I’m not human.

“Then, I’m going to find out why.”

She stared at him. “Are you joking?”

“Not even a little.”

“Why?” she frowned at him. This had to be a trap of some kind.

He shrugged. “Like I said. It’s important to me that I’m working for the good guys, and I can’t logically wrap my brain around what I’ve been seeing since I looked into your case.”

Shoving his hands into his jean pockets, he turned to go.

“Wait!” Her brain scrambled to make sense of this man. “So you aren’t telling them where I am?”

He looked back at her and smiled. “Not yet. But if that changes, and I decide to, I will give you a 24 hour head start. Deal?”

She wasn’t sure she could trust him, but she didn't have a choice. "Deal." 

Turning away from him, she took a long and confusing way back home, constantly checking over her shoulder. She was certain no one followed her, but when she took the elevator up to their penthouse suit, she didn’t feel relieved. She felt... afraid.

If they catch us, we’re dead.

And yet, I can’t just abandon everything I’ve done here.

Even though her stomach twisted, an idea formed in her mind. If I tell my demons, they’ll make us go.

So, I won’t tell them.

She thought of Alderon. Did she really trust him with all their lives?

Closing her eyes, she ran over the scene in the park. I—I do trust him. Even though it’s probably foolish.

The elevator doors opened and she headed toward her home. She tried to walk with confidence, but she couldn’t ignore the little voice in the back of her head whispering, but what if you’re wrong?






Chapter Seven

Kade stood before the Demon of Sacrifice, his heart aching. This was the last place he wanted to come. But he would do anything for the woman he loved. 

Even this. 

The demon sat on a throne of bones, her grey eyes cold and cruel. More bones littered the ground at her feet, skeletons of the men who had bowed before her in the past, men who knelt at the very spot he stood now.

At her sides, eight demon guards wore armor made of bones, ready at her slightest signal to end the lives of anyone she chose. Kade hated that there wasn’t one inch of beauty or happiness in this place. The guards, the bones, and the woman all radiated death and sadness. He wouldn’t condemn his worst enemy to a place like this.

And certainly not her.

This far beneath the ground, a chill hung over everything. It settled on his flesh and then sunk deep to move through his veins. Demons were rarely cold, but in that moment, the chill seemed to squeeze his very heart.

“It has been a long time,” the Demon of Sacrifice said, crossing her legs.

Her movement caused her long black skirts to float around her body like living things. It was beautiful. And horrifying. The demon was becoming more a creature of fantasy and magic each time he saw her, which meant she was losing her humanity. Eventually, she would have nothing left.

Trying his best to conceal his disturbing thoughts, he moved forward and knelt before her. “It has been.” 

“Have you told them about me yet?” she asked, never one to mince words.

Kade looked up at the familiar lines of her face. “No. But I want to.”

She shook her head full of long dark hair, the same color as his own. “I told you, they can never know.”

His chest ached at the secret he’d kept all these years. His brothers deserved to know the truth, and yet, it wasn’t his secret to tell.

“Why are you here?” she asked, her tone gentling.

He took a deep breath. “I need to see the King of Hell.”

Her eyes widened, but she said nothing for a long time. “Why? Why would you ever take such a risk when you’ve finally made it to Earth?”

The words wouldn’t form on his tongue.

“It’s for love,” she said, sounding surprised, perhaps awed.

He nodded, and for an instant, all he could see was Sharen, her face bruised, and the scars on her body. She couldn’t keep going on the way she was, saving one demon at a time. Regardless of the risk to him, he had to stop it, and this was the only way he knew how to.

The Demon of Sacrifice slid off her throne to kneel before him. “Are you certain this is what you want?”

He locked gazes with her. “I would give my eternal-life to stop her pain.”

She reached out and stroked his cheek. “You, Alec, and Ryder are the only good men in all the realms. The rest are monsters that should be wiped out. Their bones crushed beneath my feet.”

He touched her hand, pressing his much larger one to hers. “One day, you’ll know this kind of love.”

Her teeth clenched together, and she rose angrily, towering over him. “I am the Demon of Sacrifice. When a man harms a woman, she need only ask for me, and I will come with a vengeance. I will watch his blood run, and offer her my help in all things. In my many years, both in life and in death, I have met many monstrous men. But I have only met three good ones. Do not try to convince me there are more out there.”

Kade felt tears sting his eyes. “The day we sought vengeance for you... I’d hoped it would give you some peace. Some healing.”

Her expression was like stone. “Accept the truth; nothing will ever bring me peace.”

He hung his head. “We failed you.”

She grasped his arm, and pulled him to his feet. “No, the men who raped me killed the girl you loved. But seeing what you did to them? That gave me the strength of will to become so much more.”

“Kayla—“

She shook her head. “Kayla is dead. Only the Demon of Sacrifice remains. And you may have anything you ask of me, no matter how foolish it seems.” Closing her eyes, he felt her power wash over him. A portal of bluish-grey magic spiraled in the center of the room. “Enter it and find the Demon King’s city not far from it. Only you can see the portal. You may enter it only once, and you may exit it only once. In three days, it will close forever.”

He nodded. “Thank you.”

She sat once more on her throne of bones. Her expression cold, but beneath it he could feel her sadness.

Oh, little sister, how did we fail you so badly?

With his entire chest aching, he turned to the portal. If the demon king agreed to his plan, Sharen would never again have to risk her life so recklessly.

And if he failed? He’d be condemned to the demon-realm for eternity.

No one had ever escaped twice.






Chapter Eight

Sharen stared out the window of their car as they drove the short distance to the refuge. It was only fifteen minutes outside the city but felt like a world away. Her demons had used a great deal of the funds from their business to purchase the large estate and acres of woods around it. This was the place they kept most of the demons while they adapted to the human world once more and learned not to use their magic.

Alec took her hand, squeezing it gently. “Thank you for agreeing to come with me. I think seeing you will cheer them up.”

She raised a brow. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing. Trying to get me to take a day off.”

He smiled, which only made his stunning good looks completely breathtaking. “You got me.”

She stared for a long moment. Sometimes it amazed her that he was Kade’s twin. Both men had the same dark hair and brown eyes that were so dark they were almost black, but while Kade’s hair was cut so short it was nearly a military style, Alec’s haircut looked as if it cost a hundred bucks, which it nearly did. And while Kade preferred jeans and t-shirts, Alec always looked ready for a night out on the town. Even today he wore a sports coat and a white shirt, unbuttoned low in front.

Her insides tightened. A man shouldn’t be allowed to be as handsome as Alec. It was as if someone had given him classic good looks, then sprinkled in some bad boy.

The perfect recipe for Mr. Panty Dropper.

She smiled.

He turned to look at her. “What is it?”

She shrugged. “I was just thinking about what you’d look like with a mustache.”

“A mustache?” he touched his square jaw. “Not a chance. You can’t hide these good looks with hair.”

This time, she laughed. “You sure are humble.”

He raised a brow, his smile widening. “It’s hard to be humble when a beautiful woman follows you around smacking your ass and demanding sex.”

“Demanding sex!” She hit his shoulder. “Like hell!”

He threw back his head and laughed, the sound deep and satisfying. “Come here, my little sex kitten. Why don’t I unbutton my pants and you can just—“

She reached across him and grabbed his erection.

A strangled sound exploded from his lips. “That was a joke!”

“Let’s see if you’re laughing when I take you into my wet mouth and—“

“Hell!” he said. “Want me to pull over the damn car?”

She unbuckled and leaned forward to lick his tip through his pants. “No, we’re on a deadline.”

Then, she rebuckled and turned to look out the window as if nothing happened.

“Are you, I mean, this is a joke, right? Now I’m horny as hell and can’t stop picturing those sweet lips wrapped around my cock.”

She looked back at him and grinned. “I wonder who will be chasing who tonight.”

He groaned and rubbed his face. “Remind me not to joke around with you. You’re one cruel woman.”

She smirked and leaned back in her chair. God, her demons kept life interesting. And they were the perfect distraction from all the things that had been spinning around her head lately.

A couple minutes later, they turned off the main road and started down a small unpaved road that served as the private driveway to the estate. 

Alec cleared his throat. “So, have you heard from Kade?”

Way to ruin my good mood. “No. But you know he does this when he’s angry.”

He disappears for a few days, to God only knows where. She pulled her hand from Alec’s, crossing her arms in front of her chest. Not that he has a reason to be mad. I’m the one who should be mad.

“Maybe you should give him a call.”

She scoffed. “Not a chance.”

“Sharen—“

“Don’t say my name like that!” she glared at him, the fighter within her roaring to life.

“I’m just saying,” his tone was growing angrier with each word. “He did what he had to do to keep you safe.”

“He didn’t have to kill the demon, he could have—“

“Left him alive so he could hurt you again?” he challenged.

She reached out and struck the dashboard with her fist. “Why the hell can’t you guys have some faith in me? I wouldn’t let that happen!”

Why can’t anyone just believe in me? Why does everyone think I’m such a useless burden?

When she struck the dashboard again, her hand cracked right through, leaving a fist-sized hole. “Damn powers!” she shouted, then followed up with, “damn idiot demons who think they know better!”

He slammed on his brakes and whirled on her. “We love you because you have so much damn hope. So much faith that everything is going to work out. But you get to be idealistic, because we’re practical. We take care of the things that you can’t. So as much as we want to follow recklessly after you, we have to use some common sense to keep you alive.”

“Keep me alive!” Now she was full-on shouting. “I can take care of my God damn self!”

“Everybody needs somebody!”

I didn’t need my ex. I didn’t need my parents. I didn’t need that foster family that told me every day what a waste of space I am.

“I don’t need anyone! And I’m not some idealistic idiot who just does whatever the hell I want, leaving you guys to pick up the pieces!”

He looked forward, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “I kill myself at the fucking company to fund your dreams. Getting that demon stone. Getting that equipment. And those books. None of it’s cheap. And Ryder? He’s working like a madman to turn the lost souls you save into functioning, helpful parts of the Rebellion. And Kade? He handles everything else. He puts himself in dangerous situations to get the information and sources we need to make this thing run.”

“And what?” she challenged. “I do nothing?”

He looked at her. “None of this would be possible without you. You’re our guiding light. Our hope for a better future. I’m just saying, you could try to understand how exhausted we are, and how much it’s killing us to let you put yourself in danger every fucking day. It’s driving us mad. Especially Kade.”

She glared. “Why do you guys have this need to keep me in a safe little box?”

Alec grew quiet for a long minute. “Well, because we love you. And maybe you don’t need us, but we need you. And... because we failed keeping the woman we loved safe once before.”

She stilled. “Your sister.”

They rarely spoke of the girl who had been raped. She knew they had killed the men responsible for hurting her, and that they’d been jumped and killed before they could get out. But she knew little else.

“What happened to her wasn’t your fault.”

He hung his head. “We’ve told ourselves that a million times. But the truth is, we failed her twice: once by letting her get hurt and again when we died. She had no one. And by giving in to our reckless anger, we got ourselves killed. She was left alone. Even though we’ve searched for her, we have no idea what happened. Did she go on to live a happy life? Did she get married or have children? We don’t know. But what we do know, is that we failed her. And we don’t want to fail you.”

I’m such an idiot. Why do I get so caught up in other things that I forget my tough demons have a softer side?

Reaching out, she pulled his face to her and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “I’m not your sister. I’ve chosen this life. I know it’s dangerous, but I can’t stop. I can’t live knowing innocent people are suffering in the demon-realm.”

Alec pushed her dark hair back from her face. “We know we can’t stop you. I’m just saying, maybe give us a break when we act like possessive, alpha assholes.”

I hate when he’s right. “Okay.”

“Can you call Kade?”

She bit her lip. Usually it was a game between the two of them of who would break first. He usually did. But Alec was right, maybe she needed to stop taking her frustration out on the man she loved.

“All right.” Then, she lowered her voice. “But also, I do need you guys.”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course, because without me you’d have to take out the trash yourself. And without Ryder you’d have to cook and clean. And without Kade? Well, who would fix every damn thing in the house?”

She laughed. “I could always hire someone you know.”

One of his brows rose. “But would you make them do their chores in nothing but a sock?”

She couldn’t help herself. “It depends what they look like.”

He growled low in his throat. “Better call Kade before I decide to start beating up random good-looking repairmen.” 

Trying to hide her smile, she unbuckled and pulled her phone out of her back pocket. Hitting Kade’s name, she listened to the ringer, holding her breath.

But it went to voicemail.

She frowned. “He didn’t pick up.”

Ending the call, she stared at her phone. Kade always picks up his phone, no matter how mad he is.

“Maybe he’s in the shower.” Alec spoke the words, but his tone held doubt.

She called him again. Nothing.

Her pulse sped up. “Any idea where he went?”

“Not a clue.”

Alec closed his hand over hers again, and pulled her closer to press a light kiss along her knuckles. “We’ll call him again after our visit. I’m sure he’s fine.”

She nodded, even though every instinct was screaming inside her.

They continued down the private road until they felt the magical barrier. It tingled over her flesh for a moment, then vanished. They’d had to pay a witch an un-godly amount of money to create a barrier around the estate that would hide the demon’s magic from the angels. It wouldn’t hide all of it... if the demons went wild the angels would feel them, and the barrier had to be enforced again by magic every few weeks, but it gave the demons some level of protection from discovery.

A minute passed before they reached the massive brick fence. Typing in the code, the gates parted in front of them. Driving through the wild grounds of the estate, it took them a minute to exit out to the neatly trimmed lawn and the mansion. On the lawn, demon-children played ball.

Her fears slipped away in the face of their happiness. The kids looked like any other human children, but she knew they would always be different. Death did that to a person.

But at least they’re out of that awful place.

That was the other thing. Earth wasn’t truly the place for them either. They belonged in the angel-realm. She had no idea what their lives would be like as immortals living on Earth. She hadn’t yet thought that far into the future. All she knew was that for now, they were safe.

Alec parked the car out front. More demons poured out of the house, men and women, both old and young.

Taking a deep breath, she opened her door and came out into the fresh air.

There were lots of hugs and excited questions, but then the kids reached them. She knelt wrapping her arms around them, breathing in the sweet scent that was solely that of children.

Pulling back, Beth’s face came into view. Her lovely dark skin, her stunning brown eyes. “Have you heard from Brian? How’s he liking the big world?”

Ice settled in her stomach. How had she forgotten that they would ask her? She still felt too raw to talk about the boy. In her mind, the alley flashed in her thoughts. All the blood. The little car that was still in her jacket pocket.

Alec cleared his throat. “We should discuss that inside.”

As she stood, the atmosphere changed. The adults looked at her. And they knew. She could see it in their faces.

Their hopelessness tugged at her like a living thing, and suddenly, she felt exhausted. 

Alec wrapped his arm around her waist and pressed a kiss to her hair. “Come on.”

As they made their way up the steps, she fought back tears. How can I make them believe they have a better future in this world if I’m starting to doubt it too?






Chapter Nine

Kade hadn’t forgotten the deepest parts of the demon-realm. The smell of sulfur, thick and suffocating, hung in the air. He made his way from the portal, hidden by his sister’s magic, and stared up at the dark sky. The tiny sparks of fire drifted down from the darkness, the only thing close to rain in this world, except the sparks always fell, the only source of light.

As he continued on, he weaved between boulders. This far down, everything was covered in several thick feet of ash. He shuffled through it, kicking up a small cloud as he moved.

As he came around a corner, a man was waiting for him. The demon was massive with dark hair and rugged features. One side of his face was covered in scars that had once been burns. And even from a distance, he radiated anger. What was more, he wore the white uniform of the king of the demon-realm.

I expected to meet one of his men, but not quite this quickly.

“Hello,” Kade called, clenching his fists. Down here he could call his soul-blade to him without fear of attracting angels, and he’d do it in a heartbeat if the demon showed himself to be a threat.

“I am a Defender of the king, and you are trespassing on his lands.”

Kade stiffened. This man will take me right to the person I want to see, if I do this right. “I apologize. I wasn’t aware. But I’m here to see the king from Earth.”

The demon’s gaze ran over him. “It’s not often demons return here when they’ve escaped. It's against the king’s rule.”

“I’m aware, but my mission here is an important one.”

The demon shrugged his massive shoulders. “So be it.”

To his surprise, the man didn’t grab him. Instead, they walked next to each other and toward a river of flowing lava, as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

“I’m Kade,” he introduced himself.

The demon raised a brow. “Jaxson.”

After a minute, the stoic demon spoke again. “I have a feeling, and tell me if I’m wrong, but I think the only reason a demon would ever do something so stupid is for love. Am I wrong?”

Kade sighed, running a frustrated hand through his dark hair. “You’re not.”

The demon nodded. “I just hope you know what you’re in for.”

They reached the river. “I guess that depends, has the king ever granted a favor to a deserter before?”

Jaxson grinned. “Nope, but there’s a first time for everything.”

Great. Just great.




Chapter Ten

Alec couldn’t bear to listen to Sharen explain what happened to the demon-family for another second. In moments like these, she didn’t want his comfort or help, and it drove him crazy. What was he supposed to do to fix this for her?

He left the building and stormed outside, walking without thinking. How is it that Ryder can always make her feel better, and I can’t?

He kicked at a rock, his frustration building. Sharen had been on the edge of tears. He’d thought bringing her out here would give her a break from the constant portal jumping and disappointment. Now, it seemed, he’d made things worse.

I’m horrible at relationships if I can’t even comfort the woman I love when she’s sad.

“How’s business?” 

He whirled to spot an old demon sitting on a bench near the house. The man had long grey hair and shrewd eyes. 

What the hell is wrong with me? I shouldn’t be so concerned with Sharen that I forget to watch my surroundings. 

A demon can never be too careful.

“Fine,” Alec responded, watching him cautiously.

The old man raised a brow. “I’m Dave.”

“Alec.”

He laughed. “I know who you are.”

Alec stared for a long minute, not sure what to say. Alec was a businessman, dominating every meeting, and running things with an iron fist. He’d gone to college, unlike Kade who’d gone straight into the army, and Ryder who had drifted about, following whatever interested him. Alec's success in the business world had taught him to never stop until he was the best.

But outside of work, he felt a bit lost. He’d never been one for small talk.

“Why don’t you come sit with me?” Dave said, indicating the other side of the bench.

I don’t have a good excuse to say no. Alec withheld a sigh, but moved slowly over and sat down.

“So Brian and his family died?”

Alec looked to the man in surprise. “How did you know?”

The old man shrugged. “I saw the look on your woman’s face. I didn’t need to go inside to hear all the awful details of it.”

“Yeah, they died.”

The man reached into his sweater and pulled out a bag of bread crumbs and began throwing them onto the lawn. Not even a second passed before birds flew down and started eating. It was a strangely quiet moment, even though they were discussing the murder of a mother and her children.

I guess I’m numb to death now. Is this man as well?

“So what are you guys going to do about the angels?”

Alec stiffened. “What do you mean?”

The old man snorted. “Well clearly you can’t just keep sending us out into the world to be slaughtered.”

“That’s why we try to keep you here long enough so you stop using magic without thinking. So you stop doing things that would draw attention to yourselves.”

He laughed. “That’s not possible for most of us. At least those of us who were in the demon-realm long enough to lose most of humanity... to give into the demon-side that grows more powerful with each day we remained in the demon-realm.”

“It wasn’t hard for us,” Alec said without thinking.

Dave threw more bread. “Let me ask you something. Do you ever thirst for blood? For death? For carnage?”

“No.”

“Even when you were in the demon-realm?” The old man pressed.

“No.” Alec froze. “Well, maybe. It’s hard to remember those times.”

Dave nodded. “You aren’t struggling the way many of us are for two reasons. For whatever reason, you and your brothers were able to hold onto most of your humanity. No matter how much the demon-realm called for you to let the human within you die and accept being a demon, you didn’t.”

“We’re Level 10 demons,” Alec interrupted. “That’s not how it works. Level 10 demons are mostly good people. Most of them should never have been in the demon-realm to begin with.”

The old man chuckled. “I’m surprised how little you know for such a powerful demon. Yes, most Level 10 demons were good people. The key word there being most. Some of them were awful people who never had a chance to follow-through with their dark desires. But then there are the Level 10 demons who were good people when they died, but the demon-realm has twisted them. Darkened their souls. There are few people who can withstand the call forever.”

Alec shook his head. “That can’t be true. I don’t remember a call.”

Dave threw more bread. “Some of the purer souls aren’t as susceptible to it, but believe me, there’s a call, and it’s hard to resist. And it isn’t as easy to let go as you might think. Most of us here are struggling. We thirst for destruction and chaos, for death and violence.  We crave all the things that make us more powerful. Frankly, I’m not sure we’ll be able to stop ourselves when we’re released onto humanity.”

“No.” Alec stared, unable to believe his words.

The old man turned to him, raising a brow. “How do you think Brian and his family were discovered by the angels? Purely by chance? I doubt it. They used their magic. They called the angels to them. And if I were to guess, they were probably doing something bad.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Be logical,” he said. “What brought the angels?”

Alec felt his pulse racing. “My brothers and I have never felt the need for death, chaos, or destruction. We came here to have a chance at life again, like we thought all of you did.”

He shrugged. “Some of us will be able to do that. Some of us won’t. But not only are your souls purer than most of ours, free of demon’s desires within us, but you have Sharen.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a reason demons prefer possession of a human when they cross over. You three are linked to Sharen. To a human. And that link will help keep your humanity alive too.”

Alec felt sick. He rose, unsure what to say or do. 

The old man shook his head. “We can all use our strength, quickness, and ability to convince... along with our natural gifts, to avoid the radar of the angels, but sooner or later, most of us will give into our darker side. And so, you’ll need to figure out a solution to the angels. A way to stop them from coming after us.”

None of this can be true. Alec thought of himself in the demon-realm. Foggy memories began to come back to him. Of his throne. Of the masses of lower level demons who obeyed him without question... or died for their insolence. He’d never thought about how different he’d felt since coming to Earth. He just imagined that it was escaping the demon-realm that quieted the demon within him. It’d never occurred to him that it wasn’t this easy for all the demons. He’d just found their lack of restraint annoying.

Alec shook his head. “We can’t take on the angels. All of you will have to simply work harder. We’ll keep you in the sanctuary longer, but—“

“Eventually, we’ll all give into our other half. It’s what we are now.”

His stomach turned. “Sharen believes—“

“That we can all be saved.” The demon smiled, and for the first time, Alec saw that his teeth were sharpened to points. “We can’t be. We weren’t meant to be demons, but that’s what we are now. She can pretend we can be human all she wants, but we can’t be. This isn’t a permanent solution.”

Alec stared. “We can’t take on the angels. We won’t win.”

The demon was quiet for a long moment. “Perhaps with so few of us. But what if we build an army?” Something about his suggestion made Alec’s pulse race. “We can’t unleash an army of demons onto this world.”

“As my father always said, ‘shit or get off the pot.’”

Alec frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”

Dave grinned. “If this Rebellion is about saving demons, then save them, but know there are consequences. Know that you’re changing this world in a way that can never go back. If demons are allowed free range, some will blend in and live normal lives like you and your brothers. And some will unleash death and destruction.”

“No,” Alec said. “We’re only letting the good Level 10 demons out.”

The man raised a brow. “And how do you know if we’re all good? Do you have any idea what I was thrown into the demon-realm for?”

His stomach turned. “No.”

The man grinned again. “And you don’t want to know. Trust me. Or you wouldn’t want to leave me here with all these innocent lives.”

Alec’s fingers twitched, his need to call his Soul-Blade to him like a fire burning through his blood. “And what’s to stop me from killing you right here?”

He shrugged. “Nothing. But you should know, I’ve turned over a new leaf. Not everyone here has. If you notice the dead animals throughout the sanctuary, you’ll know I’m speaking the truth.”

Alec grabbed his blade from the sheath at his back and pulled it free. “Who?”

The man leaned back on the bench. “I’m not certain. But one thing is sure. You guys need a better plan. A way to tell the good ones from the bad ones. A way to keep us safe out in the world and to be sure our demon-side won’t endanger humanity.” His gaze moved to Alec’s sword. “Put your blade down. It might make you feel better to kill me, but it certainly won’t help your situation.”

Alec turned and hurried across the lawn. The old man was playing with his head. He had to be lying. There was no way they’d unknowingly released danger onto the world.

But only a few minutes into his walk, he picked up the scent of blood. Following it, he came out into a field. On one edge of it a deer had been slaughtered, ripped apart in a way no animal would ever do.

He stared in shock. This can’t be happening.

His sensitive ears picked up another sound further in the woods. Clutching his sword, he moved deeper into the trees, where the sunlight didn’t quite filter through the thick leaves.

It only took a moment to find what he was looking for. Beth, the sweet little girl they’d rescued not long ago, was clutching a squirrel. As he watched, she tore one of the legs from the creature, who screamed helplessly.

“Stop it!” he shouted, the words pouring from his lips.

She turned, her eyes blood red. She growled low in her throat and dropped the suffering animal.

“Try to harm me and die,” he whispered.

A moment later, she froze, and her eyes slowly returned to big brown ones. Her lips pulled into a frown. “Sorry, sometimes I just can’t help myself.”

Then, she turned and ran back to the manor.

He knelt down where he stood, pressing his knuckles to his mouth.

What have we done?






Chapter Eleven

Sharen stared at Alec in complete disbelief. “I don’t believe it.”

Alec ran a frustrated hand through his dark hair. “Why would I lie to you?”

She leaned back in her seat in the car, staring out the window at the trees that were flying by as Alec sped along the road. There was no way some of the demons they rescued were bad. No way that they were a danger to humanity.

No way Beth would torture small animals.

“This isn’t possible,” she whispered.

“You think I like it any more than you do?”

She clutched her arms around her chest. “So they’re all evil?”

“No,” he reached over and squeezed her knee. “Some of them are. Some of them are good. We just need to find a way to determine who is who before we bring more demons over.”

“And how the hell are we supposed to do that?” Her words were angry, bitter, but she felt on the verge of something awful.

“I don’t have a clue, but we’ll figure it out.”

She shook her head, hating that tears stung her eyes. I’m not this woman! I don’t cry at every little challenge in life! But as a hot tear rolled down her cheek, she had to accept the truth. She felt completely crushed. Completely hopeless. She wanted so badly to make things right, to save the innocent demons.

And now? Now she might have unleashed monsters onto the world.

Are the fucking angels right? Are they the good guys and we’re the bad guys?

“No!” She turned to Alec. “No, this can’t be true. There has to be more to it than this.”

As they entered the town, her thoughts spun. She had to know for sure. But how was she supposed to do that?

For too long she sat, feeling numb, feeling lost. And then, as she gazed out her window, she saw something familiar. “Stop!”

Alec turned to her, frowning. “What is it?”

“Just stop. Pull the car over.”

He did, and she unbuckled, rushing out of the car.

She sensed Alec behind her, but she ignored him. As she moved to the front of the alley, she stared, feeling her heart clench. Moving slowly, she came to the spot. Most of the blood had been cleaned up. The area clearly swept over by the police.

But there has to be something I missed.

Stretching her senses out, she still caught the coppery scent of blood. And other scents, of filth, sweat, and garbage. But then, she caught something else.

Moving without thinking she walked through the alley. When she reached the other side, she looked at the tall brick apartment building. There! Rushing forward, she pushed opened the doors of the apartment, found the stairs, and rushed up them, taking each step two at a time.

“Sharen—“ Alec began behind her.

She tuned him out, continuing to walk until she rushed out the stairwell.

When she came to a random door on the third floor, she froze. There was nothing unusual about it, and yet, she knew this was where she needed to go. 

She knocked, even though she didn’t expect anyone to answer. After a moment of silence, she reached out and shoved the door. The wood splintered and cracked free of the lock.

Thanks, powers, for actually being here when I need you.

Taking a step into the room, she immediately knew something was off. The apartment was a strange mix of an old woman’s taste, flower furniture, plants everywhere, photos of grandchildren covering every wall, and tiny fragile figurines. Then she saw new items that didn’t make sense. She found children’s toys and clothes and a sink stacked up with unwashed dishes.

She walked past the coffee table, where little cars had been arranged as if racing. When she moved to the fridge, her heart was in her stomach. Turning the handle, she opened it.

Inside was the old woman’s dead body.

No. No. No.

“Fuck!” Alec muttered behind her.

Breathing hard, she closed the fridge door and moved back. “They did it. Brian and his family killed her.”

“Why?” Alec asked the question she wondered herself. “We helped get them an apartment. We got her a job. There was no reason to kill the old lady.”

Going to the window, she already knew what she would find. Directly below them was the blood-stained alley.

“They used their magic to kill her, for whatever reason, and they brought the angels down on them.” She said the words numbly.

Turning, she walked right back out the apartment door. She moved down the street until she found a phone booth. Inside, she dialed the police and told them where they would find the old woman’s body.

The least she deserves is to be found by her family. To have a proper burial.

Hanging up the phone, she stared at Alec. “I want to go home.”

He took a second to answer. “I thought we were going to headquarters.”

To face everyone when I feel like falling apart? I can’t do that, or they’ll lose all faith in what we’re doing here.

“I want to go home.”

To her surprise, he didn’t immediately jump into action. Instead, he studied her, his expression thoughtful. His eyes filled with helplessness.

“We don’t know what happened,” he said, reaching out to touch her arm.

She shifted out of his reach. “Maybe you don’t, but I do.”

All hope rushed out of her, leaving her feeling weak and empty.

As if the world sensed her pain, rain began to fall. Cool, soft drops from a sky with only a scattering of clouds. 

Turning, she headed back to their car.

Whatever happens now, I swear no one else will die because of my mistake.

But how she would stop it, she had no idea.






Chapter Twelve

Kade knelt before the demon king’s white throne, waiting to be acknowledged. The king ignored him, speaking to a demon near him in a hushed tone. So Kade let his gaze run over the high ceilings of the white palace and then back to the young man who occupied the throne. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and a strange quality that spoke of his immortality. It was as if he was too-perfect looking.

Inhuman.

And the most unexpected thing? Every demon in the realm had bright red skin and twin white horns on their heads, including himself. But not the king. As much as he had an inhuman quality to him, he was the only one who actually... resembled a human.

Not something I would have expected from the king of demons.

At last, the king turned to him, the man at his side shuffling away. “So this is the demon who trespassed on my lands after doing the forbidden... returning to the human-realm.” His voice boomed through the massive throne room, echoing so much that even some of his guards that stood along the wall flinched. “What do you have to say for yourself demon, before I toss you back into the Pits?”

Here goes nothing.

Kade held the man’s gaze. “I’ve returned to ask you for help.”

The king raised a brow. “Surely you jest?”

“No, I do not, my lord.” He took a deep breath. “I am a member of a Rebellion on Earth. We know that something is going on with Caine and the realms. We know that innocent people are being tossed into the demon-realm incorrectly. And so, we are working with a human who is helping us save innocent demons.”

As Kade spoke, the demon king’s gaze narrowed. “Are you so certain that these people are innocent?”

“We know there are innocent people incorrectly thrown into the demon-realm.”

The king looked away for half a second.

He knows I’m right.

“None of this explains why you’re here.”

Kade’s hands clenched into fists. “I’m here because the woman I love believes in our cause so much so that she risks her life each and every day trying to save these lost souls. But she can give every ounce of herself, and it won’t be enough. Every day more innocent demons will be sent here. Every time she tries to save someone, she risks her life. So, I have to believe, that there’s a better way. And I think if anyone can help us, it's you." The demon king leaned back in his throne, not speaking for a long time. One of his hands hung over the arm of his throne, his fingers moving in small ways, but otherwise, he remained perfectly still.

“Everyone!” His voice boomed over the room. “Get out!”

The demons hesitated for half a second, looking shocked. But then, one after another, they trickled out. The throne room door closed behind them like a crack of thunder.

“Rise,” the king commanded.

Kade obeyed.

The most powerful being in the demon-realm rose and moved down the steps toward him, stopping no more than a foot away. “I am going to tell you things that no other demon knows. And you will keep these secrets. Do you understand?”

“I give my word.”

The king studied him for a long second, then nodded. “Do you know that two hundred years ago there were no Level 10 demons?”

Kade stiffened. “I did not.”

“And do you know that all of the demons older than two hundred years have no memories of the days before that time?”

“I did not,” Kade whispered, feeling the hairs on his body stand on end.

“Myself included,” the demon king continued. “All I know is that the first time a Level 10 demon appeared in my realm, I was confused. Within those demons, I sensed goodness. I knew my job was to ensure that the evil paid. That the cruel suffered in my realm. But what was I to do with beings that felt as if they should be angels rather than demons?”

Kade shook his head, not sure if he was expected to answer him.

The king held his hands behind his back and began to pace. “I couldn’t help them, or I’d risk bringing the wrath of Caine upon me. So, I did the only thing I could. I did nothing. As they climbed the realms to escape this prison, I didn’t stop them. I did nothing outwardly to support them, but in ignoring their actions, I helped them the only way I could.”

He stopped pacing and met Kade’s gaze. “But there’s change in the air. My demons, with the ability to prophesize, have warned me. A war is coming, and there are whispers that Caine will be overthrown.”

Kade closed his mouth, realizing that it had been hanging open. This is deeper than I ever imagined.

“So now a demon comes to me with a desire to help free the good demons, and I must ask myself: do I do nothing once more? Or do I do something?”

Kade held his breath, waiting.

The demon-king moved closer to him, so close they stood only inches from one another. A second later, a strange black pen appeared in his hand. “Roll up your sleeve and give me your arm.”

Kade obeyed.

The king pressed the pen against his skin. 

Kade hissed, shocked as it burnt his flesh. Gritting his teeth, he held perfectly still as the king scribbled something onto his arm.

At last, the king pulled the pen away, and it disappeared from his hand. “This is the location of a realm that no one knows exists but me. In three days, I will ensure that every innocent demon is there. Your human can return them to Earth. But after the three days, the location will fade from your arm, and from existence.”

Kade stared at his arm, then back at the king. “Thank you.”

The man nodded. “But you know, this is just the beginning. You will not be able to hide that many demons. Caine will feel their presence. This act will be the beginning of war. Can you handle that?”

I would do anything for Sharen.

“Yes.”

“Then go. But if you should return to me again in death, do not expect to leave.”

Kade bowed low and then hurried out the door. The smell of burnt flesh followed him as he headed out into the demon city, but his heart also felt lighter. 

War with the angels would be difficult, but it was better than what they were doing now. He and his brothers could help protect Sharen this way. And one way or another, all of this would end soon.

Hold on, Sharen, I’m coming!




Chapter Thirteen

Sharen lay curled up in the bottom of the shower. She didn’t have a clue what to do. When she’d joined the Rebellion, she’d been so sure of herself. The other humans that were helping the cause had found ways to track where some of the demons crossed over. They went to any location that appeared on their radar and tried to help the demons. She’d been the first one to suggest actually going over and getting them, and she’d been one of the few that could do it.

Everyone had been ecstatic. They’d thought this would change everything. Now, what do I tell them? What do I do?

Turning off the shower, she lay in the two feet of warm water that had pooled in the tub. She felt like she was being ripped apart.

On the sink, her phone rang. She frowned at the unknown number, but went with her gut and answered.

“What’s cookin' good lookin'?” Her best friend Elaina’s voice swept over her, instantly bringing her comfort.

“I haven’t heard from you in over a month.”

Her friend’s tone changed to a more serious one. “That’s one of the problems with being on the run... not enough time to call the people I love.”

Sharen laughed, although the sound was tinged with sadness. “I miss you. I’m completely lost, and I don’t know what to do.”

“Tell me what’s happening. I only have a minute, but I’ll help, if I can.”

Sharen rushed through an abbreviated version of what had happened and held her breath.

“Wow! Well, shit, that is a problem. Humm... First things first. You need to calm down." 

“Calm down?” She looked at the phone. Had she heard Elaina correctly? “Calm down about unleashing evil onto our world?”

Elaina laughed. “You forget that you can’t control what these demons do. You can do your best to only save the good ones, and you can try to teach them how to be human again, but then it’s up to them.”

She shook her head. “But—" 

“Hon, just do the best you can. That’s all you can do.”

Sharen sat in silence, not knowing what else to say.

“How are your demons doing?” Elaina said, abruptly changing topics.

She swallowed hard, trying to switch tracks while her heart was on the floor. “Kade got mad at me and took off. Alec is acting like I’m made of glass. And Ryder? Well, like usual, he's pretending everything is fine.”

“So nothing has changed.”

Sharen smiled, a small smile. “Not much. I just wish they could... they could... I don’t know.”

“They can’t do anything other than what they’re doing, because they’re as lost as you are. They want to be tough demons, but not every situation can be fixed with super strength or speed. Trust me, my demons struggle with it too, but give them a break, I’m sure they’re trying.”

Sharen leaned against the back of the tub. “Why does everyone keep telling me that?”

Elaina laughed. “Well, I need to go, but take a deep breath, Sharen. The amazing thing about you is that you can find hope in even the darkest of situations. I know you can fix this, or at least find some peace... with the refugees and your demons.”

She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “Thanks.”

“Talk to you soon,” Elaina whispered and the line went dead.

Sharen stared at her phone and took a deep breath. She would try again. She dialed Kade’s number, her heart hammering, but just like before, it went to voicemail. She ended the call, worried more than ever. What if this is more than Kade ignoring me?

The water suddenly felt ice cold. Rising from the tub, she set her phone on the sink and grabbed a towel. Hurrying into her room, she dried and dressed as quickly as she could. She might not be able to solve all of the concerns from her demons, but she could find Kade and make sure he was safe.

Out in the living room, she heard a key turning in the lock.

A second later, Kade came in. He looked... filthy. Ash streaked his brown hair and his skin. His blue shirt was blackened in several spots, and his jeans were a mess. Her gaze moved up to his face. The lines around his dark eyes looked deeper, but there was also something unexpected in his gaze... hope.

She felt something rush through her. Something beautiful.

“Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.” She gravitated to him, then reached up and stroked his cheek.

He leaned into her touch, his eyes closing. “I’ve been to hell and back.”

Her heart hammered. Was he being literal? “Why?”

Those piercing eyes of his opened once more. “For you. Always for you.”

She didn’t understand, but she took his hand. She led him to the bathroom and filled the tub once more with steaming water. He made quick work of removing her clothes and then moved to his own. He undid the buttons on his shirt and tugged it off, then slid off his pants.  To her surprise, his clear arousal strained through his boxers.

She looked up at him. “Clearly you aren’t too tired from your little trip.”

His normally stoic expression changed, a slight smile touching his lips. “Never too tired for you.”

Removing his boxers, she stood, and they moved into the bath together. The water blackened around them. She took her time, washing his hair and his body. Then she drained the water and filled it up with clear, fresh water.

She leaned against him in the bath, closing her eyes, feeling his arousal behind her. When his arm came around her, she glanced down, and gasped. On the underside of it were strange symbols.

“What the hell is this?”

He kissed the back of her neck. “The solution to our problems.”

The skin around the burn was red and painful looking. And the symbols... they looked like a strange tattoo that shimmered slightly in the light.

“What does that mean, Kade? What happened to you?” She sucked in a deep breath, fighting her urge to flip out. “While we were here trying to figure out how the hell to stop bad demons from crossing over and destroying humanity, you disappeared to what? Get a tattoo.”

He laughed, his other hand moving around to cup her breast.

She wanted to slap him away, but she was too damn focused on the symbols. “This isn’t funny.”

He rolled her nipple between his thumb and finger, drawing another gasp from her lips, but this time one of pleasure. “That’s because you don’t know what it is.”

“Kade!” she shouted, shifting only to feel his erection growing harder behind her.

“Fine.” He pressed kisses along her shoulder as he spoke. “This was given to me by the demon king himself. He has agreed to send all innocent demons to this realm location in three days’ time, so that we can save them all at once. So that we’ll know for sure the good ones from the bad.”

She whirled towards him. “Are you serious?”

He nodded.

This is... this is incredible!

“You idiot!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around his neck. “How dare you go see the demon king! How dare you put yourself in danger like that! And how dare you not tell me!”

He held her closely, tenderly. “Sorry.”

She clutched him tighter. If anything had happened to him, I’d never forgive myself. “And... and... thank you.”

Not just for this. For everything. For caring about me. For caring about this cause. For being the man I never thought I deserved. 

Pulling back from him, their eyes locked. She leaned forward, and they kissed.

Like always, magic surged between them. An explosion rocked through her, awakening every nerve in her body. She parted her lips, and his tongue dove inside, exploring every inch of her mouth.

She shuddered, feeling her nipples bead into tight nubs.

As if sensing her arousal, his large hands closed over her breasts, and he grabbed them possessively. The feeling sent heat pooling at her core.

He parted her legs and slid her closer until she straddled him. After that, his hands returned to her breasts, touching them as if he knew how hot each stroke of his fingers made her. 

She rocked against his erection and rolled her head back as his tip brushed her hot core. 

He used the opportunity to lean down and suck one of her nipples.

She sucked in air, grabbed the back of his head and drew him closer. His mouth felt like heaven as he took her nipple deep into his mouth, licking it, and even gently biting it.

Desire built within her like something dangerous. She needed him inside her, and she couldn’t wait another second.

She let her hand run over the hard lines of his chest and stomach before she reached down and gripped his length.

A groan tore from his lips. “Sharen...” the way he murmured her name was a warning, but she didn’t care.

Positioning him at her entrance, she slowly took him inside her. All of him.

Even after all these months, it was difficult to fit his massive length inside her. He was so hard, filling her so completely that her mind became empty. Only pure sensation remained... the most amazing feeling in the world.

When he bottomed out inside her, she released him and braced her hands on his shoulders.

He reached between them and stroked her clit, looking up at her as if she were the most extraordinary thing in the world.

Her body spasmed around him as he stroked her and she began to slide up and down his hard length. A string of curses exploded from his lips, only encouraging her more.

She took him faster, harder. And each time she came down on him she saw stars.

Her nerves sung, her body screaming for release.

Throwing back her head, she barreled over the edge. Her orgasm, like something untamed, overtook her. She shouted Kade’s name, riding him until his hot seed filled her. But, she continued to move against him until they both slowly stopped.

He held her close and stroked her hair. “I love you.”

She kissed his shoulder. “I love you too.”

After a long minute, he whispered. “If this is what you do every time I put myself in danger, I’ll have to do it more.”

Pulling back from him, she punched him in the stomach. “Don’t you dare!”

They both grinned at each other, lost in the perfect moment. The door to the bathroom opened and Ryder and Alec stared at them, not looking the least bit surprised.

“We need to talk,” Alec said.

She frowned. “Now?”

He nodded. “Now.”

What the hell has gone wrong now?






Chapter Fourteen

Sharen dried off and slipped into new clothes. When she finished brushing her hair, she took a deep breath, wondering what the heck her boys were so upset about now.

Probably nothing.

They did have a tendency to overreact. When she opened her bedroom door, her three demons stood in a circle in the center of the living area. In the middle of them, a man was bound, his mouth duct-taped. 

She froze. What the hell?

The man sat up slightly and looked toward her. 

She recognized him in a heartbeat. “Alderon?”

All three of her demon’s looked at her like she’d suddenly grown another head, but Alec spoke first. “You know who this is?”

Her mouth clamped shut. I guess I'm passed a lie at this point. “Yes.”

Alec got that look. The one that said he was pissed. He stalked toward her, a threat in his eyes. “How do you know this fae? This man who followed me home?”

She was shocked by the venom in his voice. “What’s your issue with fae?”

“Answer the question, Sharen!”

She sighed. They aren’t going to like this one bit. “He’s a Hunter.”

“Fuck,” Kade muttered. “We’ll have to kill him.”

Sharen stiffened and hurried toward the man on the floor. “You can’t just kill him. He hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“He knows where we are.” Kade crossed his arms in front of his broad chest, and she could see that in his mind his decision was already made. “And he’ll bring the others. Leaving him alive isn’t an option.”

Sharen ignored Kade, kneeling down and ripping the duct tape off the Hunter's lips. 

Alderon winced. “Thanks.”

She tossed the duct tape on the floor. “Did you really think following him was a good idea?”

The man tried to shrug, even with his hands bound behind his back. “Honestly, I didn’t think the demon would notice.”

“Pompous ass!” Alec snarled.

Alderon had the nerve to shoot her demon an arrogant look. “And I wasn’t trying to conceal myself too carefully. I assumed if you spotted me, you’d know exactly why I was following you.”

All eyes were on her.

Crap.

She cleared her throat. “I ran into Alderon yesterday. He agreed to look into my past and to keep our location a secret.”

“Sharen!” Alec ran angry fingers through his hair. “What the hell were you thinking?”

Her gaze swung to Ryder.

He shook his head. “Sorry, babe, but I’m with Alec on this. Hunters can never be trusted.”

“You guys trusted me.” Her words dropped like stones into the silence.

After a long minute, Kade spoke. “Why did you trust him?”

She tried not to look at the man duct-taped in front of her. “I don’t know. But I did. And sometimes I need to trust my instincts more than my head.”

“I hate to interrupt this... whatever it is,” the fae said, “but maybe now that we’re all on the same page you could untie me?”

“Not a chance!” Alec muttered.

Sharen bit back her irritation. She wouldn't waste her time arguing with them. Damned demons! Pulling a dagger out of her boot, she cut him free, ignoring Alec’s stream of curses.

“Did you come here to give me a 24-hour heads-up or did you discover something?”

Alderon sat up and started pulling the duct-tape from his wrists with a hiss. “The latter.”

Her pulse picked up. “Go on.”

He pulled the shreds of duct tape off his ankles, looking strangely graceful as he did so. “There were several names connected with you. Lindsay Grace. Tally Summers. Sosha Arthur. Jenee Collens. Kathleen Thomas.”

She frowned. “How are those names connected to me?”

He finally shook the last piece of tape onto the carpet, and then turned his strange pale eyes to her. “None of the women lived at the same time. None of them came from the same family line, or even the same country. The only similarity between them was that when one woman died, another one was born.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When Lindsay Grace died, Tally Summers was born. When Sosha Arthur died, Jenee Collens was born. And so on.”

Sharen's head spun with his revelations. “So what does that mean?”

Alderon gave her a gentle smile. “I’m not sure yet. I plan to research the names, but I wanted to check with you first to see if any of them sounded familiar to you.”

She shook her head. “Not even a little bit.”

“I thought that might be the case.” He shrugged. “That’s all right. The mystery deepens.”

Suddenly, Alec grabbed Alderon by the arm and hauled him to his feet. “Now that your friendly chat is over, I think it’s time we handle this situation.”

Sharen stood and held Alec back with a hand on his bicep. “Let him go.”

His muscles tensed beneath her touch. “Dammit, Sharen, we can’t just let him go. He knows where we live.”

“I don’t care. He and I have a deal.” 

Alderon cleared his throat. “My superiors know the mission I’m on and where I went. Killing me is the fastest way to bring suspicion down on you.”

“He’s right,” Kade said, surprising them all. “It isn’t enough just to kill him. We'll have to kill him and leave town.”

Sharen looked from Alderon’s unreadable expression to her demons. “So what, now we kill humans in cold blood? He's done nothing to us. If we kill him, we’re no better than what the Hunters accuse us of being.”

Ryder moved forward and placed his hands lightly on her arms, pulling her closer. “I hear what you’re saying, but are we really supposed to just let him go? And wait to be attacked? They know who we are and where we are. And, I’m sorry, but I don’t trust this man with my life."

She took a deep breath, searching his eyes. “But do you trust me with your life?”

His expression froze. “Always.”

“Then, trust me with this.” She looked at her demons. “I think he can help us. And I believe him when he says he’ll give us a twenty-four hour headstart.”

The room was quiet for a long minute, and then Ryder released her arms. “All right.”

Alec shook his head. “I—damn it, all right.”

Kade swore. “This is insane!”

He looked at her and his brothers, shook his head, and then stormed across the room and slammed the bedroom door behind him.  Tension hung heavy in the air.

Alderon cleared his throat. “Well, thanks. When I got caught by these demons, I assumed I’d be ripped to shreds. The fact that I’m not, well, that’s something else I need to think about.”

The fae pulled free of Alec’s hold and walked toward the door. She could sense frustration building through her demons, so she didn’t take an easy breath until the man walked out the door and closed it quietly behind him.

“That man will betray us, mark my words.” Alec walked to the kitchen and started pulling out pots and pans. 

Alec must be livid. He always cooked when he was upset.

Looking at Ryder, she smiled softly. “You understand, right?”

He gave a sad smile. “I understand that you were willing to trust an enemy for valuable information, but I don’t understand why you didn’t tell us about him. Trust is a two-way street, and if you expect us to trust you, you have to trust us too.”

Before she could respond, he walked away, leaving her feeling like a complete ass. Not telling them had made sense in her head, but now she couldn’t think of anything she could say to make things better.

Relationships are a lot harder when you like the people you’re with.

For a minute her mind went back to so long ago that her memories were fuzzy. She saw her mom’s face. She heard her dad’s laugh. And there in the middle of them was a little girl in pajamas, the brightest smile in the world on her face, pouring her heart out.

Her smile faltered. That was a long time ago. With the only two people in her life who had deserved her trust. Until my demons.

They’ve never done anything to break my faith in them. I need to remember that.

But old habits died hard. No matter how hard she wanted things to be different, trusting didn’t come easily for her.

Her phone rang in her pocket, startling her. Looking at the caller ID, she accepted the call and headed for the balcony.

“Marval, what’s up?”

The ancient vampire spoke softly, emphasizing each word. “A Hunter is on your tail by the name of Alderon.”

She stiffened. “How do you know that?”

“He and I are... old friends. And it seems he and I are both looking into your past.”

She put one of her hands on the railing and looked out at the dark city below. Without hesitation, she explained everything Alderon had told her, including the most recent information. “He says there’s something suspicious about my file in The Department and thinks there’s more going on than we think.”

After unloading, she took a deep breath and waited for his response.

“You may not hear from me for a time,” he said, his voice excited. “I have a suspicion about what you are, but I need to do a little more research first.”

The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. “What do you think I am?”

His voice lowered, so quietly that she could barely make out the words. “If I’m right, it isn’t safe to say it on the phone. Just... be careful, Sharen.”

“Marval—“

“I have to go,” he said, and the line went dead.

That was weird.

She stood on the balcony for a long time, enjoying the wind tugging at her wet hair. So many things had gone wrong recently, but as many things had also gone right. As much as it drove her crazy that Marval hadn’t told her everything, she felt hope, knowing that he had a real lead. For the stoic vampire to be excited, well, that was something by itself. 

“Dinner’s ready!” Alec called.

Sharen smiled out at the city and came back into their apartment. But before she made it across the living room, the door to the bedroom opened.

Kade stomped out. “Did she tell you guys about my little trip yet?”

She stiffened. How the hell did I not?

Ryder was setting food on the table, while Alec was washing dishes. But both men froze, then shook their heads.

Her angry husband gave one of his rare smiles. “Well, we better talk, because we have a lot to do and only three days to do it in.”

Hope flared to life within her chest.

In three days, the innocent demons will be safe, and the Rebellion will have accomplished its goal.

Now, to make our plans.






Chapter Fifteen

Caine stared down at the pathetic shapeshifter. “That’s all you have to tell me?”

The creature nodded, still kneeling before him. 

If you weren’t my child, I would have killed you long ago, you useless creature.

Caine began to pace the warehouse. The darkness of his magic spread out around him, not just cloaking his shape from form. It spread further, filling the whole side of the empty building. Normally, in front of his child was the one place he didn’t hide his true form, but now that the war was beginning, he couldn’t even afford that luxury.

The Judge of all of humanity must take every precaution.

“But,” the shapeshifter sputtered out. “This changes everything. We can stop them from saving the other demons. We can raid the sanctuary and kill the ones they already saved. We can end this now!”

“If only my mind was as simple as yours.” But none of this is simple.

The Fate had told him that soon the war would begin. He hated that he couldn’t simply kill any of his enemies. If he did so, he would never gain the powers of the Immortal Ten, and he wanted their powers more than he wanted anything else in this world.

And so, he would have to play this game. He would have to allow a war.

But he already knew he would win.

Like a chess game, I must always be ten steps in front of my enemies. They must not see me coming until every piece has been moved into place. Then, and only then, will I strike.

“I am yours to command, my lord. I can go back to the sanctuary. I can be the old man, or the girl, or return to Rebellion. Whatever you ask, I will do it an instant.”

Another whimpering creature eager to obey me, how... expected. And yet, a mindless grunt is just what I need.

“My desire is simple.”

The shapeshifter lifted its head. “What would you have me do?”

Caine smiled. “I would have blood... lots of it.”

In his mind, he pictured the chaos he would unleash onto their world.

I may not be able to kill them, but I can make them suffer.






Chapter Sixteen

Alec drove slowly down the dirt road that led into the sanctuary. It was late at night. Only the brightness of the moon lit his path. He wanted to be home in bed, curled around Sharen, but he couldn’t. She might be able to believe these demons were capable of turning over a new leaf, but he couldn’t stop hearing the old man’s words. He couldn’t stop seeing the girl hurting an innocent animal.

And something had to be done about it.

“What if this doesn’t go the way you’ve planned?” Ryder asked, breaking the silence.

Alec’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “It has to.”

He’d thought over their options again and again. And this was the only thing that made sense.

“Sharen won’t be happy.” Ryder sounded... uncertain.

“When I told you the plan, you agreed to come with me. You wimping out now?”

Ryder turned and glared. “Not a chance, old man, I just wanted to make sure you thought this through.”

“Geez, do you have a better idea?”

Ryder shot him a dirty look. “If I did, would I be here?”

Alec was sick of moments like these. Where there was no good option. Yet, that’s how things usually seemed to go—always stuck between a rock and a hard place.

As they came to the brick fence, he unrolled his window and typed in the code. The gates opened with the smallest squeal. They continued as quietly as they could down the dirt  road

His instincts were on high alert as he scanned the trees on both sides of them. Were demons watching them even now?

They stopped the car while still in the woods. Cutting the engine, they sat in silence.

“What if we’re wrong?” Ryder’s question surrounded them in the darkness

“We better pray we’re not.” He opened his door and grabbed his sword from the backseat.

Ignoring his brother, he silently closed his door, then headed toward the manor. 

There were no sounds in the woods. No soft chirps of night birds. No fluttering of wings. As his ears strained, he didn't even hear creatures skittering about the forest floor.

His stomach sank. Have they killed everything?

When they came out of the woods, he paused for a second. Across the neatly trimmed lawn, the manor stood tall and silent, its windows dark. For some reason, whether because of their mission, or because it was night, the building looked sinister, almost threatening.

They proceeded cautiously across the lawn. When they were nearly to the manor, he caught a flicker of light in the woods. What is that?

His eyes narrowed and his steps faltered. To the strange light or to our mission?

Every instinct within him screamed. Something was wrong. And yet, he continued toward the manor.

“Alec,” Ryder whispered his name.

Alec shook his head. There was no time to second-guess themselves. They’d search the woods after they killed their enemies.

The concrete steps didn’t make a sound as they started up them. At the door, his hand shook as he pushed his key into the lock. But instead of it clicking solidly into place, the unlocked door opened on its own.

Someone left it open. Why? Do they know we’re coming?

They stepped into the hall.

“The floor,” Ryder hissed behind him.

Alec’s gaze moved down, and he tensed. Blood had dried on the floor, leaving a small streak and a few drops leading toward the kitchen.

His pulse raced. What the hell is going on?

They checked all the rooms on the first floor, swords clenched tightly in their hands. But they found no one. Upstairs, they searched one room after another. All stood empty.

What the fuck is this?

Ryder turned to him. “This isn’t good.”

“No shit.”

He turned, hurried down the stairs and back outside. Turning toward the light in the woods, he moved with quiet, but sure steps. He wasn’t sure whether to pray they found the demons or not. If they left, they would likely create such chaos in the world that he would regret it for the rest of his life. But if they were in the woods doing some kind of sick ritual?

I’ll have to kill them all.

As they moved closer and closer to the light, it became obvious that it was a massive fire. Another few seconds passed, and they heard the murmur of low voices.

Please let me be wrong.

As they came to the edge of a clearing, they peeked out from behind a tree. He froze. The demons were... roasting marshmallows? 

He stood a little taller. 

Some of the adults were leaning over the little ones, helping them make s’mores. Others sat on fallen logs that had been dragged to encircle the fire. A man and woman kissed in the shadows. A mother nursed her baby on another.

“They don’t look all that dangerous,” Ryder whispered.

“No shit,” Alec said.

They resheathed their swords. But still, he felt confused as hell. In his mind, he couldn’t quite connect these demons with the dangerous ones the old man had warned him about.

Speaking of which... he didn’t see David anywhere.

Coming out of the shadows, he waited for a few of them to notice him.

“Alec! Ryder!” A pretty blonde rose and hurried toward him, carrying a sleep-looking toddler in her arms. “What brought you two here in this hour?”

Alec took a deep breath. “I need to talk to someone.”

Her happy expression faded, replaced by a tense one. “Of course. Shall I go for a walk with you guys?”

He nodded.

She walked back and handed her little one to an older woman, who smiled and held the baby gently in her arms, rocking him. The joy in her face shone as she stared down at the toddler.

“That’s Crissy,” Ryder explained. “She’s the unofficial leader of the refugees.”

Alec nodded, grateful that his brother knew these people better than he did.

Crissy returned, and they all silently started through the woods. When they’d gone a distance from the others, she spoke. “So what’s this about? I’m guessing it’s not good.”

“Why’s that?” Ryder asked.

She smirked. “You guys are wearing all black. I can tell you’re packing some extra weapons, unless you’re just that happy to see me. And you both look like you’re about to do some bad shit.”

Ryder sighed. “I guess we’re pretty transparent.”

“How well do you know the people here?” Alec folded his arms over his chest and turned to face her.

She stopped walking. “Even though it’s only been a couple months, they’ve become my family.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Her brows rose. “I know them.”

“Then tell me,” he locked gazes with her, “who are the good ones and who are the bad ones?”

Her brows rose even higher. “The bad ones? What the fuck does that mean?”

His jaw twitched. “Cut the crap.”

“Alec,” Ryder stepped between them. “Crissy, he just wants to know which of them are having the most trouble ignoring their demon-side. Who is struggling with blood-lust? Who feels the need for chaos the strongest?" 

She stared at them for a ridiculously long time. “Is this a joke?”

“Do I look like I’m laughing?” Alec narrowed his eyes, daring her to lie to him.

“Fine.” She put a hand on Ryder and slowly moved him back from them. “Let’s do this then. None of these demons are bad. They are Level 10 demons. They were good people in life, and they’re good people in death." She stopped talking as if she expected him to be satisfied. Alec stared at her until she continued.

"Yes, they are struggling not using their powers. Yes, they are struggling being educated on everything they’ve missed since being dead. Some of these people have been dead for hundreds of years, and you can bet that seeing televisions, cellphones and computers is a transition. Now, excuse me if I sound pissed, but I am. You guys saved us. You guys brought us here. How can you stand here asking me this right now?”

Is she lying? Alec studied her face. If she was lying, she was a damn good liar. “What about David?”

Wrinkles formed on her forehead. “Who?”

He scoffed. “The old demon. He told me the truth about this place. About your unquenchable desires. And what all of you are capable of.”

She laughed. “Two things. First, never say, ‘unquenchable desires’ to a woman. It’s freaking creepy. Second, there isn’t a demon named David here. And third, and I know I said I just had two things, but I’ve thought of a third, we’re just like you. Why the hell would you be worried about us?”

His head spun. “David. The old man with the long white hair. And the sharp teeth.” He turned to Ryder. He knew these people. He had to know David. “The old man...”

Ryder shook his head. “I don’t know him.”

Maybe I should’ve given him more details about my conversation with the man. “But... well, how do you explain Becky? I saw her ripping legs off a squirrel. I saw her eyes were red. She hissed at me.”

Crissy shook her head. “Bullshit. That little girl did no such thing.”

He uncrossed his arms and advanced on her. “I saw it.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, but you’re wrong.”

Alec turned to Ryder. “Have you seen anything? Anything weird about the girl?”

His brother shook his head. “She just seems like a sweet girl.”

Nothing made sense. He grasped for understanding. Something that would make it all make sense.

“What about the blood in the foyer?”

“Blood?” she stared for a second, then her mouth formed into an O. “One of the boys fell off the wall and got a good crack on the head. If he was human, he would’ve needed to be stitched up. But even though there was a lot of blood, we got him all taken care of. He should be fine by the morning.” She looked a bit embarrassed. “Everyone was kind of in a rush to get out here before it got too late, so we did a crap job cleaning up. We figured we’d take care of it when we got back.”

Ryder turned to Alec, raising a brow. “Well, that explains everything.”

“Not what I saw,” Alec whispered. 

He’d seen the girl. He’d spoken to the old man. He didn’t understand what was going on, but there was something very, very wrong.

“Listen guys,” Crissy said, some of her attitude leaving her voice. “I can say with absolute certainty that everyone here is good. Not perfect. But these are good people.”

Ryder nodded. “I believe you.”

What? Even after what I told him?

The thing was, Alec’s mind was screaming that his brother and this woman were wrong. But his heart? That was the issue, because his heart begged him to believe them.

They stopped by the fire. Ryder ate a s’more and checked on the kid with his head wrapped. Even dressed in black and decked out in weapons, Ryder seemed to join the group with an easy smile that put everyone at ease. Within minutes, he was laughing, telling jokes, and talking to the group as if he was their best friend.

How the hell does he do it?

People shot Alec a few curious glances, but otherwise, left him alone. So, he used the opportunity to watch Becky closely. In all ways, she seemed to be a sweet little kid... ridiculously hyper on sugar, but a sweet little kid.

Something is rotten here, and I’m going to figure it out.

When they got into the car later, Alec didn’t turn on the engine. “What do you think?”

Ryder spoke, his voice low and threatening. “Someone wanted to stop us from helping these people. Maybe even get us to hurt them. And we’re going to find out who it is.”

“The old man.” Alec’s instincts tinged. “I knew there was something off about him. But how is it possible he was here? How is it that no one else knows him or has seen him?”

Ryder shook his head. “I don’t know. But I think our plan for the evening was doomed from the start.”

Find the old man. Question him. And kill him.

His sword suddenly felt heavier on his back. Whoever that man was, even if they could question him, Alec was certain they couldn’t believe his answers.

“So what do we do now?”

Ryder buckled up. “Now? We tighten security around the refuge, and we watch our backs. Because even though we thought the Hunters and the angels were our only enemies, I have a feeling the ones we don’t know about are even more dangerous.”

Alec felt sweat trickled down his back. All this on top of changing our world forever.

Switching the car on, they started back down the quiet road. As they turned back onto the main road, he caught a motion out of the corner of his eye just before a massive truck slammed into the side of their car.
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ALEC BLINKED AWAKE. Was the world tilted? Warm blood ran into his eyes, but he couldn’t lift his hand to wipe it away. The smell of gasoline and smoke filled his nostrils. Air bags clouded his face. But with great effort, he turned his head toward his brother.

Ryder’s head had gone through the window. Blood coated his head and face. His eyes remained closed, and his chest was still.

He tried to reach for him, but his body wouldn’t obey him.

Outside his brother’s window, there was motion. It took him a second to spot the two dark-winged angels. His heart sank.

We’re dead.






Chapter Seventeen

Sharen woke early the next morning and discovered Alec and Ryder were missing from their bed. Immediately, she felt agitated. Where would they have gone without telling her?

Shaking Kade awake, he grumbled something and pulled the covers more tightly over his shoulders.

“Alec and Ryder are gone.”

Slowly, he sat up, his eyes instantly open. His hair was a mess, his stubble bordering on a beard, and lines creased his face from his pillow. 

“Gone?” He sounded confused.

Her worry grew. “They didn’t tell you anything?”

He shook his head.

Frowning, she grabbed her phone and called Alec, but his phone rang and rang before going to voicemail. When she called Ryder, the same thing happened. “What the hell is wrong with you guys that you can’t send a text before you take off to God only knows where?” She smacked her phone down on the table and sprang out of bed.

“They probably went to get donuts,” he muttered.

She watched him climb out of bed and briefly forgot to breathe. Geez, as annoying as Kade was, she never got tired of seeing him naked. Who could possibly get tired of seeing a sea of beautiful muscles and a gorgeous cock?

“You don’t seem too worried.” 

Her gaze traveled up to see his smug expression. Damn I hate when he sees me checking him out.

She forced herself to focus. “I know it’s probably nothing... but what if something’s wrong?”

He shrugged. “Those two can take care of themselves.”

Suddenly, her phone rang. Springing into action, she grabbed it. The number was restricted, but she answered it anyway.

“Mrs. Bran?”

She stiffened. “This is her.”

Instantly her gaze went to her dark wedding band. Why was her heart suddenly racing?

“This is Officer Smith. It seems that a vehicle registered in your name was involved in a car accident last night.”

Ice ran through her veins. “A car accident? Was anyone hurt?”

It took him a long time to answer. “A semi-truck barreled into the side of your vehicle. Your car is in pretty bad shape. And the interior is covered in blood.”

No. No. This can’t be happening.

“The thing is, we didn’t find any bodies inside, either in your car or the truck. It’s as if everyone simply vanished.”

Her legs folded beneath her, and she collapsed onto the floor.

Kade was by her side in an instant, wrapping his large arms around her.

“Where was the last place you saw your car, Mrs. Bran?”

She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “In my parking garage. It must have been stolen.”

“If you're sure about that, we will open an investigation and get back to you as soon as we have some answers.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Hanging up the phone, she looked to Kade. “Our car was covered in blood. But there weren’t any bodies.”

“Sharen—“

“The only way there wouldn’t be bodies is if the accident killed them. If they—“

“No.” The word came out a growl. “It’d take a lot more than a car accident to kill those two idiots. There’s got to be another answer. We just haven’t found it yet.”

Her stomach turned. “Maybe.”

He rose, looking agitated. “Let’s get dressed. We’ll figure out what to do from there.” She took the hand he offered and they moved toward their closets. Autopilot took over and Sharen dressed without thinking. She couldn't feel her fingers but numbness was beginning to creep through her. God did she want her demons to be okay. Even though all logic said they weren’t.

Sitting on the edge of her bed, she put on her boots. When she looked up, Kade was dressed in a tight, dark shirt and jeans, his expression thunderous.

They took their SUV’s keys off the chain and headed for the door. But when she opened it, the most shocking thing greeted her. Two massive angels were carrying her very beat up looking demons.

Kade growled and sprang forward, but Sharen caught his arm.

Time seemed to stand still as they stared at each other.

“We weren’t responsible for this.” The angel who spoke had short blond hair and dark eyes. He was older than most of the angels she’d seen, and he carried a gun strapped to his side.

“Come in,” she said.

“What are you doing?” Kade asked, his voice rising. “You can’t possibly believe them!”

She looked between Ryder’s face, which was covered in deep gashes, and Alec’s swollen face. “If the angels wanted to hurt them, they would have.”

Stepping out of the way, she waited. 

Slowly, the angels moved into the apartment, their dark wings folded tightly on their backs. They walked across the room and gently laid her demons onto the couches in their living room, then turned to face her.

“What happened?” she asked.

The older angel studied her for a moment. “We’ve been watching your demons for some time.”

“Why?” Kade barked the question.

His dark gaze moved to Kade. “Because, we wanted to see if they could truly exist in this world without trying to destroy it. There was an angel we knew... Surcy. She said some things that have disturbed us. And so, we watched without acting, to see if there were truly demons who were good.”

“And?” 

“And, they did nothing terrible.” He shrugged. “We still hadn’t decided exactly what that means, but last night we witnessed something strange. An angel possessed a truck driver and barreled into these demons’ car.”

The other angel, a man with black hair and stunning olive skin, cut in. “Which made no sense. An angel’s job is to kill demons. This one knew he wasn’t going to kill your demons, so why injure them so terribly? It made no sense. And then what was stranger... he just left. Again, why? So, we got involved.”

She stared between the two angels. “Why when you could have just left them?”

The two exchanged a look, but the older angel spoke first. “Because we think Surcy might be right. We think we might be fighting on the wrong side.”

Her mouth dropped open.

“Liar!” Kade shouted. “This is just Caine’s latest plan.”

The older angel’s brows rose. “Say what you wish, but we’re done following your demons. We plan to seek out Surcy and ask our questions. So the next time these two are injured, we won’t be there to save them. Might I advise being more careful?”

The angels started toward the door.

Sharen’s brain seemed to unfreeze in a rush. “Wait. I don’t even know your names.”

“I am Steven, and that is Gene,” the younger angel answered her. 

“Well, thank you,” she said, meaning it in her very soul.

Steven's expression grew thoughtful. “May I ask you something?”

Gene waited by the door, radiating annoyance.

“Of course.”

“Why would Caine wish your demons injured when he could have killed them?”

She stiffened. Good question. “I don’t know.”

“I’ve heard it whispered that no one is to kill you or your husbands. Why?”

Her heart raced. “I don’t know.”

The younger angel shook his head and headed for the door, but when he reached his friend, he looked back. “If I were you, I’d try to find the answers to some of these questions, because there’s nothing more dangerous than ignorance.”

She nodded. “I will.”

The angels left as quickly as they came, closing the door softly behind them.

Instantly, she ran to Ryder’s side. He had two black eyes, a terrible cut on his forehead that was mostly healed, and several more red gashes on his neck and cheeks. Placing her hand on his chest, she listened intently to the gentle rise and fall of his chest. He looked like hell, but he was alive and breathing, which meant he was healing. Thank God!

That left Alec. He had severe burns on his arms, probably from the airbags. His face was swollen and his nose looked broken. Despite the terrible bruises beneath his eyes, his breathing was steady and even.

That’s something. More than something.

She glanced up. Kade stood across the room, watching his brothers from afar, his arms folded across his chest. 

“Will they be okay?” She asked, unable to stop the question. 

Kade crossed the room and put his hands on her shoulders. “They’ll be fine. When we get injured this badly, we sleep so that our bodies can heal us faster. They’ll wake up soon, probably feeling like hell, but they’ll be okay.”

She wiped away a tear she hadn’t even realized trailed down her cheek. Reaching out, she took one of each of their hands and held them in her clammy ones. It was heart-wrenching to see them like this, but she was thankful beyond words that they were okay.

“Do you really trust those angels?” Kade asked.

She took an unsteady breath. “Yes.”

He shook his head and began pacing the length of the room. “I don’t understand you.”

Oh no, he’s pacing. That’s never good.

She frowned at his reaction. “What do you mean?”

“Sharen, you forget that we’re in the middle of a war. Caine, his angels, and the Hunters—they all want us dead. You know that, but every chance you have to trust one of them you do. It makes no sense.”

Sharen stared at Kade, willing him to understand. She couldn’t look away if she tried. “From the moment I met you three, everything changed for me. A power greater than myself took over. I have spent my life fighting demons, training Hunters, and being betrayed by everyone I loved. But when I met you, I realized I was wrong about demons. I was wrong about Hunters and angels. And... well, I was wrong to believe I’d always be betrayed by everyone I loved. You and your brothers showed me that. So now, instead of always expecting everyone to hurt me... I guess, I just hope for the best. It's that hope that helps me go on.”

Staring at Kade, her demon with such a hard outer shell, she was prepared for many things. For starters, he would tell her she was crazy and foolish.

But instead, he knelt down and placed his hands on top of hers. Leaning closer, he planted a soft kiss against her lips. “Logic says that trusting our enemies is a mistake, so why can’t I find one thing wrong with what you just said?”

She smiled. “I'm rubbing off on you.”

He returned her smile with one of his rare ones. “And somehow that doesn’t feel like a bad thing.”

Alec suddenly groaned and her interest immediately snapped to him. His swollen eyes popped open and she could see bloody streaks through his white pupils. He struggled to talk. “Ryder—“

“Is safe,” she reassured him.

The tension faded from his face, and then he sat up, groaning in pain. “The angels.”

She put her hands on his shoulders, trying to push him back down. “They brought you safely to us.”

He frowned and looked at Kade.

“She isn’t crazy. They actually brought you here... and might just be on our side.”

Alec lay back down, pressing his palms to his forehead. “I must have hit my head harder than I thought,” he panted. “It sounds like you two are saying the angels helped us.”

Kade chuckled. “We are.”

Alec dropped his hands and looked at them. “Someone ran into our car. On purpose. And something weird is going on at the refugee. That David guy apparently doesn’t exist, and the little girl apparently doesn’t kill animals.”

Sharen felt something tighten in her chest. “I don’t understand.”

Alec sighed loudly, his eyes closing once more. “That makes two of us.”

She looked to Kade, feeling panic building in her chest.

“We need to figure out what’s going on. And we only have another day to do it.”

How the hell do we do that?






Chapter Eighteen

Sharen wiped her sweaty palms onto her pants and stared out at the busy park. She needed to get to headquarters. Today was the day she had to use the portal to rescue the demons. So what was she doing here?

She hated that when she found the note tucked under her door that she’d come without thinking. No matter how stupid it was. Because she hoped against all odds that today might not only be the day she helped the demons, it might also be the day she found out the truth about what she was, and why she had such strange powers.

Alderon came around the path, walking at a leisurely pace. He stopped to pet a dog and flirt with the dog’s owner, shifted out of the way of kids chasing a ball, and then approached her. His smile was easy, non-threatening, which immediately put her on high-alert.

“You left me a note.” She held it up, watching him closely.

He nodded and sat down beside her. “Have you ever heard the name Surrena?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t sound familiar.”

He spun to face her on the bench, an element of excitement in his expression. “She’s Caine’s daughter. A powerful nearly immortal being with the ability to change her identity.”

She frowned. “What does that have to do with me?”

“That’s where it gets interesting,” he lowered his voice. “I think you might be her.”

Her back went rigid. “What?”

No chance in hell!

He nodded enthusiastically. “I found her name in your file and started doing some digging. It all makes sense. I think all the women’s names are actually..." He paused for a heartbeat before he continued. "I think they’re all you." 

No! Her memories instantly went back to her childhood home. She pictured the tire swing under the tree in the backyard, and the way she’d tell her dad to spin her faster and faster. She remembered her kitchen, the one her mom always exclaimed was falling apart. But Sharen never noticed, because she was too busy eating her mom’s delicious cooking.

Is it possible they aren’t my parents?

Her fists clenched. It wasn’t! She had her mother’s green eyes! And her father’s dark hair! She might not have pictures of them after stupidly leaving the couple she had at her house before going on the run, but she’d never forget her parent’s faces.

I’m their child. Nothing this man says will ever change that.

He doesn’t need to know I’m not entirely human. She paused at the thought. Being a half-breed meant that either one of her parents weren’t human, or... she shook her head, unwilling as always, to even consider that possibility.

“Are you sure you’re human?” he pressed, as if reading her thoughts.

“Wouldn’t I know if I wasn’t?” she shot back, trying to keep her voice steady and calm and failing miserably.

“Maybe, maybe not.” His brows drew together. “I think they’ve somehow come up with a way to alter your memories.”

The tire swing. The kitchen. Was it real?

She felt sick. “That’s not possible. I have pictures of myself as a child. Not many. But I have them.”

Somewhere.

“Are you sure they’re you?” he asked, watching her closely. “You grew up with adopted parents paid for by The Organization.”

Albert and Brandy the two worst human beings alive. With hard fists and even harder words. They might have adopted me, but they weren’t my parents.

She swallowed, trying to push away her nausea. “I had parents before them. Parents I remember. So none of this is possible. I can’t be that evil being’s child.”

“That’s not even the most interesting part,” he continued, without pausing. “Do you ever feel like your enemies are one step ahead of you? Like they know things they shouldn’t?”

Do I?

Her heart raced. Something strange was going on. Things she couldn’t explain. The Hunters in the demon-realm. The stranger in the refuge. The car accident.

But is it that they’re one step ahead of us? Or something else entirely?

Even though she didn’t respond, Alderon continued, “I think you might be sharing important information with Caine and his followers without even realizing it. I think you might actually be working for the other side.”

She stood. “No.”

He looked surprised, his excitement fading. “It’s just a theory... but everything adds up. Caine has commanded that you not be killed, which only makes sense if you’re important to him. You’ve been watched closely your whole life. And if I were to make a bet, I think you’re not human.”

“You don’t know that!” she spit out.

He raised a brow. “Didn’t you take a dagger and send it through the ground, creating some kind of wave of power that destroyed roads and cars, and even sent our Hunters and angels flying? Don’t bother denying it, because it’s all well- documented.”

Her head spun. “I could feel the angels’ magic. I didn’t do that. Their magic allowed me to.”

He leaned back against the bench. “So, you aren’t Caine’s daughter? But you’re able to harness the angels’ magic? I’m sorry, but doesn’t that seem like exactly the kind of thing the daughter of such a powerful being could do?”

“No!” She shook her head, inched backwards, and then spun, hurrying away from him. Panic clawed at her throat. 

What he said couldn’t be true? Could it?

“I’m not finished researching,” he said, suddenly walked at her side. “But if I were you, I’d be careful. It seems to me right now the greatest danger to your little cause could be... well, you.”

She whirled on him. “I don’t know what you think you read, but I am not some twisted creature’s child! And I’d burn in hell before I betrayed the people I’m fighting so hard to save!” Before I hurt my demons. “You’ve got me wrong.”

His pale eyes gentled. “Sharen, I don’t know what it is about you, but from the first time I saw you, I felt... different. The facts are telling me that you are his daughter, but for some insane reason I believe you. And I’m not the kind of man who believes anything but what I see right in front of me.”

She took a step away from him, pulling her gaze from his. “I need to go.”

He didn’t follow her as she hurried away. Like before, she took a roundabout way back to headquarters, just in case. But her thoughts spun with each step she took.

What Alderon said couldn’t be possible. Yes, there were some things that didn’t make sense, but she’d never betray her demons. Never.

Still, her entire body shook, and her teeth chattered. There was something about what he said. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

When she reached headquarters, her assistant was smoking outside the door. The young brunette stood taller as she approached.

Time to focus. “Is everything ready?”

Riverly nodded. “Yes, ma’am. The refuge has been setup with a number of temporary housing structures to hopefully accommodate the demons. We have buses parked close by to transport everyone. And the witches strengthened the magical barrier around headquarters. If anyone accidentally uses their magic, the angels shouldn’t detect it.”

Sharen let out a shaky breath. “Good.”

At least everything is going right here.

“Ma’am?”

Sharen looked at the young girl, who nervously adjusted her glasses. “Yes.”

“I just want to thank you.”

She frowned. “Thank me?”

The girl nodded. “Before you found me, I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t understand why I was stronger and faster than my friends. I didn’t understand why I was being followed. If you hadn’t have saved me that day, the angels might have discovered I was a half-breed before you did, and I don’t think I would’ve lived.”

Sharen smiled and reached out to squeeze her shoulder gently. “No, thank you. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you through all of this. You’ve truly become part of the family here. A valued part of the family.”

She saw tears in Riverly’s dark eyes.

I need to erase all the doubts Alderon raised inside of me. I’m not something evil. I’m doing something good here. No matter who I end up being, it doesn’t change who I am deep down.

“Let’s go inside and save some demons.”

The girl smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

Sharen typed in the code with a smile. Today is going to be a good day. I can feel it.






Chapter Nineteen

Sharen stood in her office wearing her dark green uniform. Turning to each of her demons, she hugged them tightly. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

She was overcome by a strange giddiness. Her people were finishing setting up the last few things, and then she’d be stepping through the portal. For some reason, everything seemed to be hitting her at once. 

After today, there would be no more jumping into dangerous realms. There would be no more staying up at night and thinking of all the lost souls unfairly trapped in the demon-realm. The fight would be... over.

Then, she could focus on helping the demons. She’d figure out how they fit into this new world. That would be a whole new struggle, but one she would welcome. For a second, all she could see was Brian and his family. They would be waiting for her. She knew it. And this time when she rescued them, she was determined they’d never be in danger again.

And what if they killed the old woman? a tiny voice whispered in the back of her mind.

She stiffened. She’d find out the truth and deal with it later.

And then there were the other uncertainties of the situation. Would there be hundreds of demons? Thousands of demons? Tens of thousands? She truly had no idea what to expect.

But she was overwhelmed with a sense of hope. Of happiness. She felt it radiating out of her like a light, filling her with energy.

“I hate that we can’t go with you.” Kade murmured, drawing her back to the present.

She smiled. “I know, but everything is going to be okay.”

Her gaze slid over her handsome demons. The bruises had nearly faded from Alec’s face, and the gashes on Ryder’s face were light pink lines. She knew they still hurt by the way they moved stiffly when they thought she wasn’t looking, but she was thankful that they were healing so well.

Everything is falling perfectly into place.

Alec pointed his finger right in her face, his expression serious. “If anything doesn’t go according to plan, and I mean anything, you get out of there. Do you—“

She couldn’t help herself. Leaning forward, she slipped his finger into her mouth.

His eyes widened. “Sharen...”

Trailing her fingers down his chest, she curled her hand around his cock. It instantly hardened beneath her touch.

His breathing grew ragged. “How much time do we have?”

“An hour,” Kade said behind them, his words husky with need.

“That should be enough time,” Alec whispered, his eyes glued to his finger in her mouth.

She released his finger. “That’d give us time for two, maybe three times.”

Ryder slapped her ass, drawing her gaze. “Are you saying we’re too fast? Because I don’t remember hearing you complain.”

She laughed. “I’m just saying, we have plenty of time.”

Alec reached for the button on his pants. “I think we’re wearing a little too many clothes for what I have planned.”

She grinned, reluctantly releasing his shaft. He unzipped his pants and they dropped to the floor.

Unable to help herself, she moved out of the circle of her demons. Moving to her desk, she stood in front of it. All three men watched her, their gazes dark, need radiating from them in waves.

Grasping the zipper on her uniform, she drew it all the way down. Pushing the sleeves off, she let it slide down her body. Another minute later, she’d kicked off her uniform and boots. Standing in front of them in nothing more than her white lacy bra and underwear, she smiled.

“What are you guys waiting for?”

They removed their clothes and in a matter of moments stood before her in nothing at all. Her hungry gaze slid across them. There was no doubt she was the luckiest woman in the world. Three beautiful men wanted her, and no one else, and what was more, these three incredible men knew exactly how to touch her, how to make her feel... too much.

“Make sure you boys keep it down,” she whispered, her voice shaking with anticipation. “This is an office, after all.”

Alec closed in on her, standing just a foot in front of her. “I think one of us is overdressed.”

Her heart sputtered. “Who? Me?" 

He reached forward and ran his soft fingers along the tops of her breasts. “You are so beautiful.”

She couldn’t catch her breath as she watched him.

His fingers moved to the latch at the front of her bra. His knowing gaze locked with hers, and he flicked his fingers. 

She gasped as her bra fell apart, even though she knew it was coming. The cool air rushed over her nipples, causing them to tighten into hard nubs.

His naughty hands slid down the slides of her breasts, causing a tremble to overtake her body. When he cupped her breasts in his hands, she swallowed, trying to keep her calm, trying not to show him how much he affected her.

When he leaned forward, she arched her back, eager to feel her nipples in his warm mouth.

He chuckled, his hot breath brushing against her sensitive nubs. “I thought you wanted us to move slower.”

Ryder stepped forward, linking a finger into the front of her panties. “No one ever said we were good at following directions."

Instead of tugging her underwear off, Ryder slid his fingers over the lace, then began to rub her slowly through the material. She bit her lip, hating that her legs shook.

When Alec finally closed his mouth around one of her nipples, a moan tore from her lips. His hand moved to pinch her other nipple between his fingers.

When Kade came closer, she watched him, wondering what he would do next. To her shock, he stood close to her, slowly stroking himself up and down.

Her entire body went wild for the three of them. Ryder was driving her crazy, his touch amplified by the silk lace. The more he moved, the more nerves he awakened, causing her to burn with desire. 

And Alec’s lips and hands on her breasts? They were amazing!

Digging one hand into his hair, she pulled him closer. She wanted more, needed more. 

Watching Kade stroke himself brought her a different kind of arousal. She couldn’t take her eyes off the man. He was so beautiful, all muscles and corded, powerful arms. An eight pack rippled down his chest and stomach as he stroked his cock—a cock that she knew was capable of magical things.

When she pushed his hand away, he let her. She stroked the big man, loving how he rocked into her grip, loving how his eyes widened in amazement.

No matter how many times they touched each other, it was always like this. Hot and beautiful.

Maybe it was because her demons spent so long in the darkness, in a place without pleasure and closeness, that now they never seemed to get enough of it.

Or maybe it was because before them she’d thought she was broken, unlovable, incapable of enjoying sex.

A woman tossed aside by my husband for my sister.

But if all her pain and heartache meant she appreciated what she had with her demons more, then it was all worth it.

When Alec released her breasts and sank to his knees, he pushed Ryder’s hand away and yanked her underwear down. Before the thin material could hit the ground, his mouth was on her hot core.

She gasped, and he pulled her legs off the ground and around his neck. If Ryder hadn’t grabbed her around the waist from behind, she might have fallen.

She gripped Kade’s cock harder and thrust against Alec’s delicious lips. He licked her softly, slowly at first. Then, his mouth grew harder. He kissed, pressing his lips deeply inside her. When he licked her clit, she cried out.

There was no way she was going to last much longer.

Ryder moved behind her, and she barely registered his shaft as it rubbed against her backside. But then, his tip dipped into her wetness, close to Alec’s mouth, but not too close. It slid back and forth in her wetness several times before returning to her ass.

Gripping Kade harder, she took a deep breath as Ryder slowly eased into her from behind. Each inch of his length felt massive, too big, but she knew she could handle him. Her heart hammered against her ribcage as she felt him slide deeper and deeper, until at last he reached his hilt.

Ryder grabbed her hips from behind and pulled out for an instant before plunging back in.

She rode Alec’s face while Ryder slammed into her from behind. Her arousal built like water rising, waiting to overflow. Alec found her clit and sucked.

The combination of Ryder behind her, Alec sucking on her, and Kade’s gorgeous cock in her hand was too much. She shot over the edge, screaming incoherently.

When Alec stood and replaced his mouth with his cock, she was still tingling, her orgasm not yet spent. She felt like a live wire. When Alec eased into her, she didn’t think she could take both of them. Not right then. Her nerves were too sensitive, her body too aware.

But when he slammed into her, and Ryder continued to pump into her from behind, she knew she was going to come again. And this time, it was going to be something dangerous and uncontrollable.

She began to chant the word, yes, her nails digging into Alec’s shoulders. Behind her, Ryder groaned and came, filling her from behind with his seed. Her arousal grew, and when she felt Kade’s hot cum shoot onto her hand, she threw back her head and let herself go.

She went wild. Riding them. Screaming. Her inner-muscles squeezing Alec like a vise until he swore and exploded inside of her.

Her vision went white. Her limbs went limp.

She lay sandwiched between them, feeling amazing.

“You know,” Ryder whispered, kissing her shoulder. “Some women just say they’ll see us later.”

She laughed, feeling happy and satisfied. “I’ll have to remember that next time.”

Kade turned her head and kissed her until her head was spinning again. “There won’t be a next time, little human woman. Because after today, you’ll never leave us again.”

Staring at Kade, Sharen's heart swelled with love for him. For the three of them. There was nothing better in this world than feeling loved.

She smiled. “We had better get dressed.”

Ryder pulled out of her from behind. “And tell the others we just had a hot sex session, because they probably think someone was dying in here.”

Her cheeks heated. “We weren’t that loud!”

Alec chuckled. “We weren’t that loud. But you sure were.”

Knowing she was probably blushing like a teenager, she let her legs drop back onto the floor, and moved away from her demons. “Let’s just focus on the mission!”

Ryder winked at her. “Yes, ma’am.”

Getting dressed, she couldn’t help but look at her demons again. After today, everything would change. And she was looking forward to a little time to just enjoy being with her husbands.

Maybe we’ll even take a little vacation when everything is settled.

The future was looking bright.






Chapter Twenty

Sharen stood in front of the swirling portal, clutching her Splicer. The weapon felt light in her grip, and she felt confident with it back in her hand. 

Looking back at the room of over two dozen members of the Rebellion, she smiled. The room overflowed with hope and excitement.

“Everyone ready to save some lives?”

The room erupted into cheers. Her soldiers clapped. The witches shouted. And the demons hooted while cheering loudly.

Giving them one last nod, and meeting her demons’ eyes, she stepped into the portal.

The awful feeling of crossing over pulled her in every direction, stretching her, squishing her. One moment she felt fire course through her, and the next a cold chill that radiated through her very soul.

And then, she stumbled out into the realm.

Before her vision adjusted to the blazing suns in the sky, she equipped her Splicer with a simple spell to knock a person unconscious. It sent a stunning green glow dancing along the dangerous edge of her weapon.

She might be on a peace mission, but she’d be ready for anything.

Blinking into the sunlight, she waited only a moment for the world to come into focus. She was at the bottom of a tall hill of white sand. As far as she could tell, there were none of the caves or the white cacti-like plants that grew in most of the demon-realms.

Everything was quiet. Too quiet.

Not the welcome I expected.

Her heart hammered, but she started cautiously up the hill. The suns beat down on her, and sweat formed quickly. She wiped it away from her eyes, still keeping one hand firmly on the hilt of the semi-circle of sharp metal.

When she was nearly at the top of the hill, she took a deep breath. Preparing herself for anything. Maybe no demons would be there. Maybe it would be a trap.

Really, anything could happen.

But when she got to the top, she froze. Stretching out before her were thousands of demons, all sitting or standing across the white sands in all directions. 

Her mouth dropped open, and she felt tears sting her eyes. They were there. The king of hell had followed through on his word. Her heart swelled as she slowly walked down the hill, feeling as if she were walking into a dream.

A light wind picked up, sending the white sand scattering. It also carried with it the smell of sulfur. She inhaled, despite the unpleasant scent, and moved a bit faster.

The demons’ skin was bright red in the demon-realm. And all the people had white horns. The men had larger ones, the women smaller ones, and the babies little ones that were almost cute. They also all wore white clothes, made from the only plants that seemed to grow in the hot, dry place. Most of the demons were covered in a layer of the white sand that covered the ground, but even still, their red flesh stood out brilliantly against the endless sea of white.

As she got closer, a young woman with flowing blonde hair and a small baby strapped in a wrap around her back, turned toward Sharen. The woman’s gaze flickered to her, then away, then back. Her eyes widened.

Brian’s mother!

Sharen saw her shout. But from the distance, she couldn’t hear what she said. But the effect of it was instantaneous, the demons turned in her direction. Most froze in what they were doing. And then, a second later, they crowd began to move towards her.

She froze, swallowed hard, and waited. It was a strangely intimidating sight to see thousands of demons coming straight toward her. 

Her palms grew sweaty. She wiped them on her pants, and waited.

The demons came closer and closer, gathering less than twelve feet in front of her. They looked... uncertain. Concerned. 

Are they afraid of me?

It took a long time for them to gather in a tight space in front of her, but at last the shuffling slowed. All eyes were on her.

Here goes nothing. She took a deep breath. “I’m Sharen. And I’m here to help you.”

Brian’s mother, Elle, stepped in front of the group. “They decided they wanted me to speak for them.” 

Even though you and your children had to experience death again just a few days ago.

Sharen felt a tinge of horrible guilt. “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice soft.

Elle held her gaze, and slowly shook her head.

She doesn’t want to discuss it? Because she doesn’t want to relive it? Or doesn’t want the others to know?

“Sharen!” Someone shouted.

Brian came rushing through the crowd of people, and suddenly, he was launching himself into her arms. She just barely managed to grab him with one arm and hold the Splicer out so he wouldn’t hurt himself.

“Brian,” she said his name like a prayer.

The boy pulled back slightly, and she stared. His messy brown hair was the same. His eyes, so big they seemed to fill his whole face, looked the same.

God had she missed him.

“I don’t want to die again,” he whispered.

“You won’t,” she promised.

He curled into her for one more minute before finally letting her go. Moving back to his mother’s side, he stared back at her, a smile on his face.

“Our questions!” A man shouted, his voice laced with irritation.

Sharen stood straighter. “Go on.”

Elle met her gaze again. “First, we want to thank you for coming. We thought when we ended up here there was no escape. Many of us were still trying to climb free of the demon-realms, but we weren’t confident that we’d ever be powerful enough to make it. Quite a few of us have been caught by Hunters over the years, killed, and had to start back in the Pits again. We were starting to lose hope. Until you...”

We are pretending she never went to the surface. Weird.

But Sharen followed the young woman’s lead. “I’m sorry for your struggles, but I’m glad I can help.”

Elle spoke without hesitation. “We don’t want to seem ungrateful, but we had some questions first.”

Is this good or bad? “Okay.”

The woman nodded, then spoke, her voice louder than before. “You used to be a Hunter. How do we know this isn’t just a trap?”

Shit. How do I reassure them? I don’t seem to be very good at it. Clenching her hands, her ring bit into her palm. My ring! “I’m doing this because not so long ago I thought demons were evil, and it was my job to hunt them. Until I met my husbands.” She held up her hand, and the ring seemed to glow in the light of the suns. “Now, I’m married to three amazing demons. I know them. And I know they aren’t bad. Since that day, everything has changed for me. My focus is to right this wrong. To make sure innocent people aren’t rotting in this awful place anymore.”

Elle nodded, her lips curling into the slightest smile. Some of the demons whispered to each other, but the focus remained on Sharen.

“And what will happen when we get to Earth?”

Sharen spoke a little more confidently. “We have a refuge ready to go. You’ll be protected there until we can help you adjust back to the new world.”

Elle opened her mouth again, but a massive man behind her spoke instead. “I think that’s all we really need to know. Let’s get the fuck out of this hell hole!”

A cheer rose over the demons.

Sharen looked to Elle.

The woman smiled. “I guess he’s right.”

“This way then!” Sharen shouted, her heart soaring.

Elle walked straight up to her, then lowered her voice. “We’ll have to talk privately, later.”

Sharen thought of the old woman, dead in her home, and some of her excitement faded. “Yes, we will.”

Elle leaned in closer. “It’s impossible to tell your enemies from your friends anymore.”

The hairs on Sharen’s arms stood on end. Are you a friend or an enemy?

“Lead on!” Someone shouted.

Time to focus. We’ll find out what happened when they died later.

Turning, she started back up the hill. Her mind was going a thousand miles a minute. Soon they would all get through. There were more demons than she expected. They wouldn’t all fit in the warehouse, but they could start busing them to the sanctuary at once. The refuge would be tight too. They might have to get tents for a while. And more supplies. But—

As she stepped onto the top of the hill, someone kicked her hard in the face. She flew back, rolling down the hill. Someone caught her. It took her a second to look up into Elle’s frightened face, then back at the top of the hill.

A Hunter stood in his white uniform, staring down at her. 

Raw terror streaked through her. Where there was one of them, there was more.

As if her fears brought them to life, two more Hunters stood next the first one. Then, two more. Then more. Within seconds, twenty Hunters stared down at them from the top of the hill.

“What do we do?” Elle whispered above her.

And suddenly, the baby on her back began to wail. The sound cut through Sharen’s terror.

She struggled out of the other woman’s arms and rose to her feet. “Everyone, get back.”

“You can’t fight them all,” Elle said, her voice carrying above the silence.

Something warmed within her chest. “But I can sure as hell try.”

“No.” Someone said behind her. “If we work together, we can defeat them.”

She looked behind her. Many of the demons were inching backwards. But a few were pressing forward. 

A massive demon came to stand behind her. “We’re with you.”

She nodded, her gaze returning to the Hunters. As much as she wanted to fight them on her own, this wasn’t about her pride. It was about saving as many lives as possible.

“Sharen,” someone spoke her name with venom.

A man pushed past the line of Hunters. It took her only a moment to recognize Rorde.

How did he find me, yet again? The sorcerer bastard!

“That’s Mrs. Bran to you.”

His mouth curled into a cruel smile. “Your demons must be awful good in bed for you to turn your back on your own kind and side with these animals.”

She smiled, even though her eyes felt cold. “It’s a hell of a lot harder to do the right thing than the easy thing.” She gestured behind her. “What do you think these people did to deserve to end up here?” She met the gazes of each of the Hunters. “What did this tiny baby do? What did that old woman do? What did those children do? Ask yourselves something, what if we were lied to? What if not all demons are bad?”

To her surprise, her gaze met several of her students, and she saw the hesitancy in their faces. 

“Think about it. Truly. I taught many of you. I killed and fought next to many of you. What made me switch sides?”

Rorde laughed. “What a joke! I know exactly why you switched sides! Those demons got your ring. And they own you now. You don’t have a choice but to fight for them.”

“No,” she shook her head. “Listen to me.” A wave went through her. Every hair on her body rose as goose bumps erupted on her flesh. What is this power? She shivered. “Listen to me. I’m here to save these people, not fight you. Please, let us go. Look into your hearts. Forget every lie you’ve ever been told. Look at these people. Do you think they are evil?”

Samantha shook her head of dark hair. “I can’t do this. I won’t fight Mrs. Bran.”

Rorde turned to her. “Are you fucking kidding me? She tells a speech and suddenly you’re running away. Are you really willing to give up being a Hunter because of one mistake?”

The blue shield of power that surrounded Samantha faded, and she lowered her Splicer. “It’s not just the speech. She was our teacher. And... and I believe her.”

Samantha looked at Sharen, and her gaze gentled.

Sharen smiled. “Thank you for believing in me.”

Red power hit Samantha. Her eyes widened, and she hit the ground. Her body rolled down the hill, and Sharen caught her at the bottom of hill, brushing the sand off her face. Her eyes were still open, but the life was gone from them.

Ice settled in her belly, and she looked up at Rorde who still held his Splicer, his red spell lighting the weapon. “You killed her!”

Light danced in his eyes. “A traitor’s life is worthless.”

Sharen looked to the other Hunters. “If what you’re doing is right, why do they have to scare you into obeying them?”

Several of the Hunters looked uncertain, but they didn’t move.

Rorde tilted his head. “You'll learn, Sharen. Your words mean nothing to us. Today you and these demons will die, and then this foolish Rebellion will be squashed. Forever.”

She pressed a light kiss to Samantha’s forehead and closed her eyes. “Rest in peace, Samantha. I’ll come back for you soon.”

Releasing her, she picked up her Splicer from where it had fallen. “I know you think this will be easy, but you’re wrong.”

Dark magic oozed from her, a cloud that moved around her Splicer like a living creature.

Rorde’s eyes widened. “What the hell spell is that?”

She smiled. “It looks like you don’t know everything.”

He took a step closer to her. “Neither do you.”

She frowned, and then saw motion out of the corner of her eye. Turning, she watched in horror as more Hunters suddenly stood. There was more motion on her other side. More Hunters, who had camouflaged themselves against the white landscape stood.

Her heart pounded in her ears. There had to be hundreds of them, every Hunter in the entire Department.

“Don’t move!” she shouted to the demons. 

Whirling, she spotted the Hunters that were behind them.

We’re surrounded.

Suddenly, bursts of magic exploded into their group. Screams tore through the air. Some of the demons began to run, but had nowhere to go. Magic struck them, knocking them to the ground. The smell of burned flesh and coppery blood filled the air.

She closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and imagined the symbols of the spell. It was basic, but she’d never used it like this before. It hurt as it poured out of her, and she felt it draining her with each second that passed.

When she crumbled to her knees, she stopped feeding strength into the spell. 

A golden bubble of protection surrounded a portion of the demons. Some of them seemed to have realized what she’d done. They pushed and shoved to get into the protection of her spell.

Breathing hard, she climbed to her feet.

She felt Rorde’s spell coming just in time to roll to the side. A fiery magic hit the ground where she’d stood just seconds before.

Leaping to her feet, she blasted the black magic back at Rorde. A smoky mist came to life, filling the air for thirty or forty feet around the sorcerer. Many of her students struggled within it.

Her pulse sped up. It was a distraction, but it wasn’t enough.

A terrible realization hit her at once. If she wanted to save the demons, she’d have to kill the Hunters.

She’d killed Hunters before, but not her students, not young people too scared to disobey their commands.

A shout came from her left. Hunters were running toward them. Magic exploded toward the demons. Her shield shuddered, but held. 

The demons outside of the shield roared, and ran toward the Hunters. Many of them were struck down by multi-colored magic long before they got close enough to reach the Hunters. If this kept up, none of them would even have a chance to fight.

Tears filled her eyes, she lifted her hand. The spell was one she’d never thought to use. One few Hunters knew of. 

She sent the blast of white light out toward the fifty warriors running toward them. In an instant, their shields vanished. Their steps faltered, and they slowed.

Their faces were filled with confusion. She knew they wouldn’t understand. Where were their shields? Why was it suddenly nearly impossible to lift their Splicers? Why did their feet feel so heavy?

The horde of demons leapt onto them. She stared in shock as claws and horns ripped apart the humans standing frozen. Tears tracked down her face.

She turned back to Rorde and his Hunters. They were carefully climbing out of the dark mist. When they emerged, they looked between the Hunters being torn apart and the demons battling them.

She raised her hand.

“Wait!”

She stared at Rorde, her heart racing. “What?”

“Maybe there’s another solution.”

Please. “Speak.”

“Maybe we could—“

Hunters shimmered into existence around her.

She screamed and her Splicer struck the metal of another Splicer. Every muscle in her body tensed as she ducked and spun. Her weapon struck two, three, four Splicers. The Hunters were relentless.

But they didn’t know, couldn't know, that she wasn’t human.

Her speed and strength was its own kind of weapon. She sliced the head from a young woman and cut the arm off a young man. More bodies hit the ground. She drove her weapon through the stomach of another. 

Smith’s face came sharply into view. He was her student, a cocky boy who never believed how dangerous the demon-realm was. Blood poured out of his mouth.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, feeling more tears sliding down her cheeks.

She pulled her weapon out of his chest, and turned toward the chaos behind her.

Her shield had fallen. The demons trapped in the center of the Hunters were being killed off with a ruthlessness that was terrifying. Children screamed, were struck by fiery magic, and hit the ground. Elderly people held up their hands as if they could stop another painful death, but it did nothing to slow the on slaughter of colorful bursts of magic.

“Accept it!” Rorde shouted above the sounds of battle. “You’ve lost.”

She shook her head, turned to Rorde, and started to run.

His eyes widened. He sent bursts of magic toward her, but she struck each one away with her Splicer.

When seconds later, she smashed into him, she held the Splicer to his throat. “Tell them to stop. Tell them it’s over, or so help me God I’ll end your life.”

Sweat ran down his forehead. “I’d love to, but I’m not the one in charge here.”

She pressed her blade closer, watching as a line of blood opened on his throat. “End this.”

He smiled. “Do it, Sharen. Turn me into an angel. See what kind of enemy I make when I’m immortal.”

She started to pull the blade back.

His smile widened. “I knew you couldn’t just kill me in cold blood.”

With the slightest movement, she severed his head from his body.

Two Hunters leapt at her at once, she raised her Splicer above her head, and both weapons caught hers just inches from her skull.

Her reflexes were like lightning. She moved faster than her enemies could follow, and body after body fell at her feet. Someone had cut her arm. She felt warm blood running down her leg, but none of it hurt. Adrenaline blocked any pain. She turned toward the demons. From where she stood, she saw it all clearly. Time slowed.

They couldn’t win this battle. Even with her strength and quickness. No demons would survive.

She hated that her heart seemed to break. Hated that she felt such helpless rage.

I can’t let this happen. I was supposed to save these people, not get them killed again.

Her demons had described to her what death was like for demons. Awakening in a pit of absolute-darkness, trapped in the oily blackness. Struggling beneath it, drowning and unable to see.

Sometimes it took hours, days, or weeks to escape it. Then, a demon struggled through a place without light. Searching and searching for a way out.

To get to a realm like this one took years of climbing from the lowest realms to this one.

If these demons didn’t escape now, she doubted they ever would.

So how do I save them?

Whispers filled her mind, but she couldn’t make out their words. She stiffened, remembering this strange feeling from the last time she’d done the impossible. An overwhelming strength filled her, like air filling a balloon. It was power. Magic. From who or what, she wasn’t sure. Last time she sensed it was angels. This time? This time she didn’t know.

Her body began to tremble. To shake. The brightness of the demon-realm grew brighter.

Kneeling down, she touched the white sand, her heart racing. Whatever this power was, she couldn’t contain it much longer. It was begging to be released, but she didn’t know how. Her fingers curled into the sand. She waited, but the magic continued to build inside of her. More demon bodies hit the ground. More Hunters let their bright powers fly through the air to hit their targets. Some demons reached the Hunters, trying to fight through their shields, but the Hunters were untouchable.

More magic struck them. More bodies fell. 

There was so much death. So many lives lost.

Her heart constricted. More tears rolled down her cheeks.

She commanded the powers to help her. To help the demons. But it continued to build inside her.

“What do you want?” she shouted. “Help me! Help them!”

But the whispers only grew louder.

She screamed, the sound torture.

Rising to her feet, she made a choice. A decision she could never go back on. If she couldn’t save these demons, she would die with them.

The portal was behind her. The path clear. And yet, she walked away from it.

Her feet caused the ground to vibrate with each step she took. The foreign magic brimmed around her like a golden smoke.

She hated that she didn’t know how to use it, hated that it was trapped within her.

Elle slammed into her chest. Her wailing baby clutched in her arms. Brian’s arm grasped in her other hand as he cried. Blood coated the woman’s face. Even her twin horns were painted in blood. “Take the children!” she shouted. “Save them!”

Suddenly, the baby was clutched in Sharen’s grip. She looked between the baby and the woman.

“Please,” her words seemed to vibrate through the air. “You’re our last hope.”

Golden life blossomed from Sharen. It washed over the baby and spread out.

Sharen gasped. The warmth of the magic was like nothing she’d felt before, like she was giving birth to something alive and precious, like the baby in her arms.

The golden light spread out, coating the lands.

The Hunters fell, one after another, until all were lying upon the sand.

Silence reigned. The silence of disbelief.

She looked to the demons who still stood and counted seventy-two. “The others...” she whispered, hating that her eyes burned. “I couldn’t save them.”

The bodies that littered the ground shimmered before they turned to ash. There was no breeze, and yet, the ash scattered and vanished within the sand.

Elle took her baby back, her eyes wide. “We... lived. Sharen, we lived! I thought it was impossible. I thought it was over.” She rocked her baby. “We need to go, now. Before more Hunters come.”

Sharen looked to the Hunters who littered the ground. Were they dead? Had she killed them all?

What’s done is done. Elle is right, save those you can.

“Yes." Sharen took a deep fortifying breath. "Yes. You're right. We have to go,” she choked out the words.

Her heart ached to focus on the lives that had been lost, but her head made her turn and start back toward the portal. One of her students lay upon the ground. She stared at the body. His chest rose and fell.

A strange hope filled her. She hadn’t killed all of them. She knew she should be worried that so many of her enemy had survived, but she was thankful beyond words that their blood wasn’t on her hands.

Like the others. Like Smith and Samantha.

She looked back, grateful that demons trekked up the hill behind her. There were a handful of children, and some women and elderly, but only a few of the massive warrior demons had survived.

Most of them were injured. But all of them looked terrified.

War wanted death, and it got it, no matter if the person was old, young, big, or small.

She swallowed hard. When she reached the portal, she took a deep breath. “I’ve never taken this many demons over before. I think... I think it would help if we held hands.”

The demons obeyed without question, lining up behind her.

When everyone was connected, she took one last look at the beat-up survivors. What would she tell the others when they saw how few had survived? She imagined their disappointment, feeling it deep within her soul. 

It would kill them all to know how many lives had been lost that day. She just hoped that they could forgive her for her failure.

Taking a deep breath, she looked at the portal. It was time to face her people.

Without hesitating a second longer, she stepped through.






Chapter Twenty-One

Sharen came through the portal and started forward, her head still spinning. She needed to get out of the way, to make room for the others. No matter that she couldn’t see where she was stepping.

When she hit the box, she crumbled to the ground. Blinking for a moment, she realized her hand was lying in something wet and sticky.

The room slowly came into focus. And her heart stopped.

No one was there, but it was obvious that there had been fighting. Blood was everywhere. On the floor. The walls. And all the equipment.

She climbed to her feet.

Someone gasped behind her. “What happened?” It was Elle.

She didn’t have time to answer. Where were her demons? Where were Alec, Kade, and Ryder?

Tearing through the room, she searched every blood soaked corner of the warehouse. Crashing into her office, she looked, hoping against all hopes that they were there.

But the warehouse was empty. Not one person remained.

This couldn’t be happening. She stumbled back into the main room. The demons she had saved were standing in the center of the room, gathered together like a frightened group of animals.

Numbly, she walked past them and erased the realm address on the demon-stone. Instantly, the portal vanished.

“Sharen?” Elle asked, sounding concerned.

“We need to get you guys to the refuge. I don’t know what happened here, but I don’t think we’re safe.”

They seemed to accept her words. As she led them out into the alley, they followed closely together. She rushed them across the road on the other side of the building and led them to the parking lot. 

Four demons stood around the buses, smoking and chatting.

When they saw her approach, they stiffened.

“Sharen?” one of them asked.

“Get these people to the refuge,” she commanded.

She could tell they wanted to ask questions.

“Now.”

They snapped into action. Helping the people load the buses.

“Did you see anything?” she asked, Charlie, knowing the answer before she spoke.

“See anything?”

“Anything strange?” she pressed.

He shook his head. “We’ve been here since you left. Why? Is something wrong?”

“We were attacked,” she said the words without emotion. “Don’t come back here after you drop them off. Stay at the refuge.”

She turned, heading back toward the warehouse.

“Sharen!” Elle caught her arm. “Where are you going? You saw what happened there. They killed everyone. You need to come with us, where it’s safe.”

She shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” The woman pressed, bouncing her baby as she began to fuss.

“You go and protect your children,” she whispered. “But I can’t stop until I know what happened to my husbands.”

Elle’s eyes widened. “Sharen, you know what happened.”

She jerked her arm from the other woman’s grip. “I don’t know what happened.”

I’ll find them. And I’ll find who did this.

“Think about it. Someone knew where and when you were coming to get us. Someone knew where your headquarters were.”

Sharen stiffened. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that you were betrayed. By someone. And until you find out who, you can’t trust anyone. You can’t go looking into what happened, because chances are you’ll end up dead too.”

It took her a long minute to answer. “Thanks, Elle. Now, go take care of your little ones.”

“Please, Sharen.”

She smiled, a smile that was so sad it seemed to break her heart. “I don’t have a choice.”

Turning, she started back toward the warehouse.

Elle is wrong. No matter the danger, I won’t stop searching. I can’t believe my demons are dead. I’ll find them, and I’ll punish the people responsible for this.

As a cool wind teased the air, she watched as dark feathers seemed to rain down from the sky. Looking up, she swore she saw a shape, but when she blinked, there was nothing but clouds.

Her hands curled into fists. There was one thing Elle wasn’t wrong about. Someone had betrayed her.

And that someone was going to pay with their life when she found them.






Chapter Twenty-Two

Ryder groaned and pressed his fists against his eyes. A headache that was like a raging bull pounded through his mind. He stiffened when he felt wetness.

Drawing his hand back, he blinked into the small light that hung far above his head. When his gaze focused on his hand, he saw dark blood.

Memories came back to him, sharp and horrible. He sat up in a rush of movement, and his hands shot out, striking the bars of the cage that imprisoned him.

Gritting his teeth, he willed himself to bend the bars, but they didn’t move. Not an inch. His breathing grew faster. He shuffled closer to the bars and pressed his face between them.

They were in a dark building with only a few bulbs dangling overhead. The only thing within the room were row after row of cages. Some of the shapes within the cages looked familiar, but he didn’t spot his brothers among them.

He opened his mouth to shout for them, when he heard a noise. A whispering. Straining his ears, he listened closely.

“Sharen made it through the portal.”

“Good.” The voice that spoke caused every hair on Ryder’s body to stand on end. It held power and darkness. Something that went beyond the deep, raspy quality of it. It was as if Ryder’s very soul recognized something terrible about the man who spoke.

“But there was a problem.” The other person whispered. The woman’s voice was gentle, almost familiar. “Some of the demons survived.”

“Survived?” The man’s voice held nothing. Not surprise. Not anger. Just acceptance. “How is that possible? A group of frightened, weaponless creatures defeated the entirety of the Hunter army?”

“I... it appears so.”

The man didn’t speak for a long time. “She used her powers. It’s the only possibility.”

“That was my thought,” the woman rushed out, too quickly.

“And she’s getting stronger.” 

Ryder heard footsteps, someone pacing back and forth.

“That cannot be allowed,” the man said. “Something must be done.”

“But, you see, that’s why I imprisoned her people. She’ll have to come here. She’ll want to save them.”

There was another long time when no one spoke, before the man’s frightening voice came again. “I will consult the Fate. If Sharen becomes too powerful, I will be forced to kill her and her demons, regardless of the cost.”

“Yes, my lord,” the woman whispered.

“Either way,” the man continued. “When she gets here, we’ll have a very painful surprise waiting for her.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Ryder heard the sound of a door opening, then closing. He waited for several long minutes, then began to whisper his brothers’ names.

No matter what, they couldn’t allow Sharen to step into a trap.

But even when his whispers turned to shouts, his brothers didn’t answer. Nor did the bars on his cage bend.

End of Book Two
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Chapter One

A few hours before the attack...

The shapeshifter entered Sharen’s office with the ease of someone who belonged there. He smiled and looked at his reflection. He’d taken on the face of a demon who worked for The Rebellion, one who just happened to have been killed on his way to work by a group of angels.

His smile widened as he moved to Sharen’s desk and started rifling through her belongings. He found plenty, but nothing he could use. Nothing discussing The Immortal Ten or shedding light on what Sharen knew about her role in the war.

Frowning at his inability to find anything, he settled into her chair, placing his booted feet on her desk. Caine would not be pleased if he returned with nothing.

So what do I do now?

The office door opened and a pretty, young blonde came in, staring down at a pile of papers in her hands. She seemed entirely unaware of his presence as she headed for the desk.

Such a bad thing to be so unobservant. Dangerous even.

But a second later, she glanced up, then down, and then back up again, her eyes widening. “Henry, what are you doing in Sharen’s office?”

Henry, is that this demon spawn’s name?

He shrugged. “Relaxing.”

Her eyes narrowed. “No one ever goes in here.”

Fuck. He took his boots down from her desk. Before he’d watched the angels slaughter his target, he hadn’t bothered to study the demon. He’d just taken his place. Now, he had no idea how to mimic the man, and the last thing he wanted was to tip off their enemies before the attack.

I was supposed to use this body to get information and then help catch them by surprise. I had better be successful in at least one of my missions.

“I know I shouldn’t have come in here,” he said, trying to soften his voice in a way he hoped was similar to the demon. “I just needed a few minutes to myself.”

The young woman took a step back. “That’s all you have to say? What’s wrong with you?”

He rose from his chair. This was not going according to plan. Not at all. He couldn't give his father one more reason to kill him. “Nothing. I apologize for going where I shouldn’t have.”

She took another step back. “O—okay.”

Oh, why couldn’t you have been one of those simple humans who ignore their instincts when faced with evil?

He moved around the desk, trying not to alarm her any further. “What’s your name?”

Her eyes widened. “My name? You’re not Henry.”

And you just signed your life away. Funny.

“What makes you think that?”

She trembled. “Because Henry and I are dating. Henry and I were supposed to meet for breakfast this morning, but he never showed up. So, who are you? What are you?”

He leaped towards her. She dropped her papers and turned to run. Her fingertips brushed the door handle when he reached around and covered her mouth.

She screamed, but his hand muffled the sound. His grip tightened around her body, holding her easily. She was no match for him and he barely felt her struggles. Leaning close to her ear, he whispered. “I’ve got a lot of pent-up up anger. And guess what? I’m going to take it out on you. I’m going to make you wish for death, but I won’t give it to you. Not quickly any way. And when you’re past the point of being anything but a shell of beaten flesh, I’m going to take your life.”

He killed the woman slowly. First punching her face enough times to be sure she couldn’t scream. And then, when his energy was finally spent, he stuffed her body into the closet. Smiling down at her, he thought of the way she’d looked when she was still alive. His body shuddered. His bones cracked and skin shifted, and then, he looked like the woman.

For a moment he felt relief, and then he thought about his failed mission and about Caine. Every ounce of relaxation beating the woman had brought him disappeared in an instant.

“Father will not be pleased when he discovers I learned nothing about their knowledge of the Immortal Ten,” he told her dead body, glad to finally have someone to talk to. “The great Caine will likely come up with a new and terrible way to punish me. His failure of a son.”

He started to pace, growing more and more agitated. “He doesn’t care that I’ve got everything planned... three perfect locations to put our precious bait, both the Hunter and angels in place. And that I thought of the only way to take the demons without killing them. No, all my father will think about is that I returned from her office empty handed.”

He scowled. “I preferred being Greg Manthen to this retched role. He was a man of power and position. He was a man who slept when he wanted, ate what he wanted, and killed what he wanted. Now, I’m what... shifting from one fucking demon to another. Slinking around in the shadows of The Rebellion. And all for what? My father hints at what his goal is, but doesn’t care enough to just say it.”

And it must be something important! Otherwise, he wouldn’t be going through all this trouble. He’d just grab her with the others.

His nose wrinkled. “You have no idea how stressful it is to have The Judge of all of mankind as your father. It makes every day an awful one.” He glanced at her again. “Not as bad as the day you’ve had, of course.” Chuckling at his own cleverness, he felt a little better.

Time for the bloodshed!

Closing the closet door, he whistled under his breath as he made his way back to the main room of The Rebellion’s hideout. Soon the attack would come, and every one of these bastard people would become pawns in his father’s game. Caine, The Judge, the immortal being responsible for where people went when they died, would remain in power forever. This he was certain of.

––––––––
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DARLA LOOKED DOWN AT her dead, broken body lying in the closet. Even in death she remembered how painful her last few moments of life had been. And now, her spirit was angry. If the creature who had killed her knew she was a witch, he would’ve been more careful about how he disposed of her body, and about what he said when he thought no one could hear... but he hadn’t. And now, she had a chance to do one final act before her spirit left her body.

Reaching with her ghost-like fingers, she touched her dead body. Her soulless eyes opened, and she pushed a message into it. When she finished, she felt cold, substanceless tears tracking down her cheeks.

As long as her body was found in time, the people she loved would be safe.

She closed her eyes and prepared for the afterlife, but minutes ticked by and nothing happened. More tears flowed down her cheeks. 

Even in death, she couldn’t find peace. There was still something left for her to do in this world. But what? 




Chapter Two

The Present...

Sharen’s feet pounded against the pavement as she ran, fiery rage burning through her veins with each step. She looked up and spotted a white-winged angel flying lazily across the city. She would catch the bastard and tear every feather from his wings until he told her where she could find her people.

And my demons.

Her heart lurched at just the thought of her demons. All she could picture was the blood-stained room she’d returned to after jumping through the portal. If they weren’t safe—

Don’t think of that. It’s not possible.

Her demons hadn’t wanted this life. They’d just wanted to return to earth and lead a peaceful existence. She was the one who couldn’t just forget the truth about her world. She was the one who couldn’t focus on anything but saving innocent lives.

They didn’t deserve an ounce of pain. And yet, she had no control over that now.

I was willing to die for this cause. I just never imagined my demons might be the ones to pay for my obsession. Would I have done this if I had?

Her stomach turned.

People shouted at her as she ran through them, knocking into bags and shoulders. A truck honked as she darted out into traffic, and she rolled over the hood of a car that nearly hit her.

But she didn’t slow. She couldn’t. Because she had no idea where her demons were. She had no clues as to who took them. She could only hope this angel knew something, anything that could help her find her missing people.

Even as I child, when I was afraid, I would run like this, run as if moving fast enough would turn back time.

Someone grabbed her and pulled her roughly into an alley. Her back slammed against the wall and for a second, she couldn’t breathe.

“Don’t say a word. There isn’t time.”

Marval. She recognized the ancient vampire's voice before she spotted him. Then, her gaze focused on his face, and she gasped. He had been injured. Badly. His entire face was swollen, bruised, and streaked with blood. It was like a grotesque mask of pain so bad it hurt to see.

How is he still breathing?

“What the hell—?”

“Stop!” he ordered her, glancing behind them. “They’re following me. There’s no time.”

Prickling moved down her spine. Who’s following him? Who did this to him?

She wanted to ask a million questions, but she forced herself to remain quiet, even while her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Marval had seen a lot of awful things in his life, and until that moment she couldn’t imagine one thing that could frighten him. But right now, he looked terrified.

“You need to go. Now! Listen to me... there’s a place you’ve dreamed of. A place you thought wasn’t real. You’ve seen it, in the forest, surrounded by angels. Go there, and you’ll be safe.” 

My dream? The image of a place glowing with golden magic came and disappeared in a flash. She shook her head to clear away the picture. 

Hide? Like hell! “My demons—“

“Doesn’t matter!” he hissed, his voice frantic. “All that matters is that you get to safety.”

She stood straighter, putting force into her words. “What happened to you?”

He squeezed his eyes closed. “You have to believe me. The fate of everything relies on you leaving town right this instant and going into hiding, do you understand me?”

Images flashed in her mind of her headquarters, of the evidence that a fight had taken place.

“No!” Her voice rose. “No, you’re the one who doesn’t understand. Everyone in headquarters is gone. There was blood everywhere.”

His eyes popped open. “Their lives mean nothing compared to yours. If they die, they die. But you need to live.”

“Like hell!” she snarled.

“Sharen, at least go to the refuge. Stay behind the protective barrier. They won’t be able to catch you unprepared.“

She stood taller, shoving his hands off of her. “Do you really think I’m just going to run and hide?”

He shook his head and winced. “You have to know if any of them are still alive, they’re only keeping them that way to get to you.”

“I don’t care.”

“But—“

“I’m going to save them, and nothing you say will change that.”

He stared back at her, and suddenly, it was as if her words really sank in. His expression crumbled, and his shoulders sank. “I risked everything to tell you. To get you to safety.”

“Why?” Her pulse raced. “Did you find out what I am?”

He nodded. “Listen to me. Your powers, they’re tied to hope. When you feel hopeful, when you feel connected to the faith of others, you become strong. And when you feel defeated, your powers wane. You’re influenced by the emotions of others around you. It’s a weakness and a strength, because you’re capable of impossible, amazing things.”

She took a small step towards him. “What am I, Marval?”

His mouth opened.

A shadow darkened the sky above her. The flurry of angel wings blocked out the sun.

“Go!” Marval shouted. “I’ll distract them!”

“Not a chance!” She reached for the sword at her back and pulled it free. “Let the bastards come!”

He grabbed her shoulder and shoved her back. “There are things worse than death, and they’ve planned those things for you. Run, now!”

Her hands tightened on her sword. “You should know me better than that!”

In moments, the angels shot down toward them. Hitting the ground, the massive angels surrounded them. She slipped Marval a dagger and was grateful when he took it. They stood back-to-back, staring without speaking at the angels. They were all men, wearing normal clothes, but even without their massive, white wings, they wouldn’t have looked human. Something about the angels marked them as immortals... they were too beautiful. And there was a dreamlike quality that made them seem unreal.

“Sharen.” The one directly in front of her spoke, cocking his head to the side in a movement that was strangely creepy. His deep brown eyes glistened as his gaze ran over her, and his long brown hair fell almost delicately around his shoulders. “You will come with us.”

She grinned, even though her stomach turned. “Where to?”

The angel raised a brow. “To a place you’ll never escape from.”

“Well now, that doesn’t sound like a place I want to go, so I think I’ll pass.” Her grip tightened on the hilt of her sword.

The angel’s mouth pulled into a frown. “I wasn’t giving you a choice.” Then, he looked to the others. “But first, let us kill the troublesome vampire.”

A glowing soul-blade appeared in the hand of an angel with harsh features, and he took a step toward them.

Please let my powers be here. She thought she felt stronger, but she was never entirely sure. And she had no chance if she had only the strength of a normal human.

Marval slashed his dagger in front of him, but even the movement was weak.

The angel swung back his sword, and she acted. Moving in a flash, she severed his head from his shoulder. His body hit the ground with a thump.

Silence surrounded them.

That’s right assholes, look who has super strength and speed too! She almost grinned. Almost.

“How the hell did you do that?” the first angel growled.

She looked at his angry face, but to her surprise, she also saw a touch of fear in his eyes.

“What are you?” he whispered, holding her gaze.

Show no fear. “I’m the woman who’s going to kill all of you, if you don’t let us go.”

He laughed and a soul-blade appeared in his hand. “I’m not afraid.” Looking over her shoulder, he gave the orders. “Kill the vampire. Leave her alive.”

Time seemed to speed up, and blood rushed into her ears. 

The angel dashed toward her. Their swords clashed. Behind her, there was a shout.

She spun away from her opponent, and plunged her sword into the stomach of one of the angels behind her. There was no time to think. Two angels were playing with Marval. He had a slash on his arm and one on his leg. And both the bastards were grinning like it was Christmas.

A roar filled her ears, and she attacked, catching them by surprise.

She knocked one of their swords away. It flew, clattering against the alley wall. Before the angel could react, she kicked him in the chest. To her surprise, he went flying back, hitting the ground on his back. Spinning to the other angel, their swords connected. Once, twice, a third time. Sweat trickled down his forehead.

He moved to strike again and she sensed movement behind her. Darting to the side, she just barely avoided the blow from behind, while at the same time, avoiding the sword from the opponent in front of her.

Both angels suddenly struck at once. She moved again, but the painful burn of metal caught her arm.

She hissed as blood poured from the wound, and held her blade in front of her. Four angels stood looking uncertain, their gazes darting between her and Marval.

Keep them focused on you.

“So the great Caine didn’t tell you what I am?”

The leader of the group glared. “He doesn’t need to tell us anything. We’re his soldiers; our job is to obey him.”

“And you’re such good, mindless soldiers,” she mocked, sickly sweet.

She felt wind on her head one second before the angel descended behind her. A massive arm wrapped around her throat, choking her. Someone knocked her sword away, and then she was being lifted into the air.

Digging her nails into the arm at her throat, she struggled, her legs kicking at the air. Below her, the angels surrounded Marval. He banished his dagger, and a second later, an angel behind him severed his head from his body.

No!

The angel carrying her flew higher and higher. Passing the top of the building, her thoughts cleared. If she didn’t escape now, there would be no escape. Grabbing her other dagger, she pulled it free of her sleeve and stabbed it into the arm that held her.

A scream came behind her. The arms released her. And suddenly, she was plummeting to the ground. Reaching out, she grasped the ledge of the building as she fell past. Hitting the brick, she gasped in a deep breath and pulled herself to the top of the roof.

I’m so sorry, Marval!

She had no weapons and powerful enemies who wanted her dead. She had no choice. Turning, she ran.




Chapter Three

Sharen climbed down the fire escape on the side of the building, watching the skies, even though she’d seen no sign of the angels for over an hour. When she hit the ground, she started running once more. Not looking back.

No matter how much she wanted to.

She raced down the sidewalk, the city a blur of colors around her. Marval was dead. The angels were searching for her, and she had no idea where her demons were. She had to... she had to do something, but what?

Take a deep breath. Think. Don’t just run blindly.

She froze. A car honked. Turning slowly, she realized she was standing in the middle of a street. She moved without feeling her feet. When she reached the sidewalk, she stared numbly. 

I have to save my demons. I have to save my people. But how? What can I do?

Closing her eyes, she willed her terrified thoughts to calm. And it hit her. The first thing she needed to do was get weapons. Without weapons, she was far too vulnerable. After that she could figure out her next move.

I need help. And I know just who to call.

Pulling her phone out of her pocket, it took her three tries with shaky fingers to dial Lily’s phone number. 

“Yello.”

“Lily.” Sharen couldn’t seem to find the words.

The teasing note immediately left her ex-student’s voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Someone... someone attacked headquarters while I was in the portal.”

Her words were met with silence for a brief moment. “How bad is it?”

She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “Everyone was gone. And there was blood.”

“Fuck. Any idea who did it?”

Sharen shook her head until she remembered the woman couldn’t see her. “Maybe the angels.”

“Where are you?”

“A street. I don’t know. The angels attacked. They killed Marval.”

“Shit. Okay. Can you get to your place?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Go there and wait for me. Do you understand? You’re in shock. We’re going to take care of this together, but we can’t be stupid.”

“Okay.” She felt the smallest stirring of hope within her.

“Whoever took them is going to pay. I promise you that.”

“Thanks, Lily.” Her voice was barely louder than a whisper.

“Get to your place. I’ll see you soon.”

The phone grew quiet. Slowly, Sharen stuffed her phone back into her pocket. Blinking, the world came into focus. The street was busy. And loud.

Her gaze moved to the street names. Damn it. She was halfway across town from her apartment. She flagged down a cab, and when he pulled over, she got in. She muttered her address and sat back in the seat.

She couldn’t stop from shaking. And she hated how much of a mess she was. How was it that even after all she’d been through, she still couldn’t handle death?

Her parent’s faces flashed in her mind, and she shuddered. Did it ever get easier?

Why the hell couldn’t she be the kind of person who just told the world to fuck off and faced things like a bad ass? Because you’re only human. 

She laughed. 

The cabby looked back at her, raising one brow. 

Better be careful, or he’s going to think I’m nuts. Hiding her smile, she felt a sense of resolve come over her. She could do this. She may not know what she was, but she knew that she wasn’t human. And even though she wasn’t good at handling death, she’d handle it too, because she had to do. Her people were counting on her.

And because if I stop fighting for one second, I’ll lose my demons forever.

Her heart constricted as she thought of Kade, Alec, and Ryder. She felt like such a fool. Like this was karma for not appreciating them more. They’d done everything in their power to support her and her cause, even when it came at the price of their own happiness. Had she showered them with gratitude? No. At times she might have even acted like an ungrateful bitch.

But I’ll make it up to them. The second I find them.

“We’re here,” the driver said.

She looked up and handed him a bill from her pocket.

He took it, frowning. “You got blood on the seat.”

Glancing beside her, she saw that her bloody arm had soaked the seat on one side. How had she forgotten about the wound?

“Sorry,” she murmured. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the entire wad and shoved it toward him.

His look of annoyance vanished. “No problem at all!”

She nodded and opened the door.

“Are you okay?”

Meeting his gaze, she forced a smile. “I’ve had worse.”

She slammed the door and hurried to their penthouse suite. Now not only did she need to suit up with weapons, she needed to wrap her damn wound. Her sporadic powers might help her heal, but even they had their limits.

As the elevator opened onto their private floor, she froze. Someone was lying on the ground at her door.

Heart racing, she ran to the man and knelt down, pulling him back to see his face.

Gasping, she fell backwards. Shit! The man was beaten so severely that there was no chance he still lived. Blood coated his shirt, his pants, and the carpet beneath his body.

And there was something stapled to the bare skin beneath his ripped shirt. Hand shaking, she reached for the blood soaked note and opened it. 

Running from the angels was a mistake. We’re going to get you. How many dead bodies will it take? Tick Tock.

Bile rose in the back of her throat. And then, she saw the slightest movement. Reaching forward, she touched the man’s chest. There, so slow she almost missed it, was the lightest rise and fall of his chest. She felt for a pulse and found it, weak and slow. She didn’t know who the hell he was, but he was still alive!

Typing in the code on her door, she dragged the man inside of her apartment, leaving behind a smearing path of blood. Unsure what else to do, she dragged him all the way to their shower and put him inside. Turning it on, she watched as the blood washed from his flesh and turned the water to a dark red.

In seconds she had another shock. “Alderon?”

The fae Hunter said nothing. His eyes remained closed. Kneeling down, she pushed back his blood-stained pale hair, overwhelmed by the sight of his many, many wounds.

What should I do? Could she bring a fae being to a human hospital? Did he just need time to let his own body heal? Or should she try to stitch his wounds closed?

She felt... lost.

And then, her doorbell rang.

Jerking to her feet, she looked between the Hunter and her bedroom. God, she hoped that was Lily, but what if it was yet another enemy?

Moving through her room, she felt steel run through her blood. Taking a sword from off their dresser, she drew it from its sheath. She walked with sure steps toward her door with determination rising within her.

No matter what waited on the other side of the door, she would handle it. One way or another.




Chapter Four

Sharen clenched the hilt of her sword harder and looked out the peephole. Lily stared back at her.

Unlocking her door, she threw it open.

Her student was staring down at the blood streaks on her floor. “This doesn’t look good.”

Sharen nodded, and the woman did her best to step around the blood and enter into her apartment. Lily looked... energetic. 

God did Sharen envy her. Lily was only a few years younger than her, but she looked like a model just walked off the runway. With gorgeous white-blonde hair, high cheekbones and full lips, her skin practically glowed with health. Her eyes shone with something... maybe even excitement.

Who would have thought she was a half-demon? And more than that, a half-demon working in The Department but secretly fighting for The Rebellion?

Sharen wasn’t sure whether she loved her for bringing the energy she didn’t have, or hated her for not being as beaten down by the world as Sharen felt.

“So, what’s going on?” Lily asked.

Sharen shook herself back into the present. “There’s a wounded fae Hunter in my shower. I’m not sure what to do with him.”

Lily cocked her head and pulled a dagger from beneath her leather jacket. “I can kill him if you don’t want to.”

A shudder moved through her body. “No—no. He was helping me with something. I think they figured it out.”

And then everything hit her at once. “And since they left his body here, they know where I live.”

“Which means we can’t stay long.”

“But we can’t just leave him to die.”

Lily nodded and put her dagger away. “Let me see him. Then we’ll figure out what to do.”

The blonde’s boots seemed too loud as she hurried toward the running shower.

Sharen scrambled after her, hating how lost she felt.

They came to stand over the fae man, who was looking better with most of the blood washed away, but still bad. Very bad.

“He should live, but he’s going to need some help.”

Sharen took a deep breath. “But I can’t... I need to find the others. My demons...”

Lily turned, her eyes wide. “They were taken too?”

She nodded, feeling her throat squeeze.

“Oh boy, someone is going to die for that mistake.”

Sharen was suddenly able to breathe easier. “You don’t think it’s hopeless?”

“Fuck no.” Then she smirked. “So, you need to figure out where they were taken, fix up this Hunter, and—“

“Check on the demons at the refuge.”

Lily shrugged. “Okay, you track down your demons. I can bandage up this guy and drop him off at the refuge.”

Some of the pressure left Sharen’s chest. “Thanks.”

“So, how are you going to find them?”

“No idea, but I’ll think of something. I always do.”

“All right. Well, we had better hurry before we get caught here. I’ll stitch you up and then the fae.”

Sharen frowned. “He’s worse off.”

“Yeah, but he’s already healing. You need to get a quick patch job before you bleed out. Then you can get the fuck out of here before your trail goes cold.”

“My trail.” For the first time, she realized what she needed to do. “I need to go back to headquarters.”

Lily nodded. “If they left that kind of mess, they probably wanted you to find them. I bet there’s something that will lead you straight to them.” 

Sharen almost ran for the door, but caught herself. Bandages and weapons first.

She led her ex-student to the living room and typed in the code to open up her weapons chest. Lily whistled in appreciation behind her, but she ignored the other woman, pulling open the drawer of first aid supplies.

“So, how did you get so good at all of this?” Sharen asked, selecting what she thought they might need. Because even though I’m a Hunter, these things don’t come naturally to me.

The young woman shrugged. “My job in The Department is to investigate disturbances that might point to half-breeds and demons who have crossed over into our realm. I’ve gotten good at getting inside other people’s heads and figuring out what drives them and how to track them.”

And I’m sure she’s saved a lot of lives by being better than the other Hunters.

Sharen handed her the supplies. “We’re lucky to have someone like you in The Rebellion.”

She grinned. “Stop stalling and go sit down.”

God, it’s weird when my students grow up. But the thought warmed her heart.

Lily directed her to the couch and started laying out the stuff to stitch her arm up and wrap it. She smelled the alcohol before she felt it on her wound and she gritted her teeth to keep from crying out. 

"Sorry," Lily said as she knelt down beside her and gently cleared the blood from her arm.

"It's fine," Sharen said, even though the alcohol burned like hell. She wasn’t sure if her stupid powers meant this was all a waste, but she wasn’t willing to bleed-out or grow weak when she had work to do. She would sit and cater to her human side.

No matter how much it hurt.

"You're just going to need a few stitches," Lily added.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she forced herself to take deep breaths and not think about the needle weaving through her flesh. She told herself to be the woman her demons needed her to be as her body ached as it was pulled together. This was nothing. Just skin. She could do this.

“All done.”

Sharen’s eyes flashed open. “Great, thank you.”

Lily wrapped her arm. “Do you want me to meet up with you when I’m done at the refuge?”

“No,” she said, too quickly.

Lily slowed. “You’re going to need help.”

Sharen spoke without thinking. “I’m not exactly sure what I’m going to be facing, but I’m not dragging you into this... any more than I already have.”

“Mrs. Bran—“

“I’m just Sharen now.”

“You’re not just anyone. You’re leading this Rebellion, whether you know it or not. They need you. If what you’re doing is going on a suicide mission, you need to keep that in mind, because this might just be one fight you can’t win.”

Can’t win?

She met her ex-student’s gaze. “This isn’t about the Rebellion anymore. It’s about the three men I love more than anything in this world. I dragged them into this mess. I made them give up their peaceful chance at a second life, and if I have to save them from the very depths of the demon-realm, I will.”

After a second, Lily nodded. “Okay. But I’m here if you need me.”

“I appreciate it.”

“And I can contact the others if you haven’t yet and update them.”

“Shit.” Sharen ran a hand through her hair. “I forgot.”

“It’s been a few hours,” Lily said with a humorless laugh. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

She’s right, but I need to do better.

There were many, many people working for the Rebellion. Small groups of rebels lived in cities all over the world and they looked for signs of demons who had crossed over into their realm. Their job was to offer them help and keep them concealed from the Hunters.

When she’d joined the cause, she had completely changed the way everyone searched for demons and how they helped them. She had also changed how they avoided the Hunters, mostly due to her insider information on The Organization. At first she’d just felt like an important source of information, but things had quickly changed when she’d presented the idea of trying to save demons before they had to crawl through all the realms.

By the time she and her demons had secured the demon-stone and soul chalk, she had suddenly found herself being the go-to person for everything related to the Rebellion... so it bothered her that Lily had been the one to remind her of her responsibility.

“It’s okay,” her ex-student said. “I know you’re a control freak, but you can count on me.”

Sharen couldn’t help but smile. She took a deep breath. If she had learned anything from losing her demons, it was that her focus needed to return to her husbands. That would mean releasing some control.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Lily smirked, rising and heading back to the injured fae, her first aid kit in hand. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that. I’m damn hard to get rid of.”

Another thing I can be thankful for.

Sharen stood and stretched out her injured arm. She decided it would have to do. She hurriedly changed into clean clothes, and then went back to the weapons’ chest. Loading herself up, she at last felt more like her old self. If she ran into any more angels, at least she had a fighting chance.

“Mrs. Bran!”

Sharen spun and ran to the bedroom. Panting, she stared at her student. “What is it?”

“He spoke.”

She looked down at the severely beaten face of the fae Hunter. There’s no way he spoke. But then, his lips moved.

“Alderon?” Kneeling down, she leaned just over him. At first his words were nothing more than sounds. “I don’t understand,” she said.

“Water,” he rasped.

Lily hurried from the room and came back with a glass. She put it to his lips and helped him drink. He choked several times and spit water, but finally seemed to calm. When she pulled the cup from his mouth, he licked his lips.

He didn’t open his eye as he spoke slowly. “The Department... is corrupt. Y—you were right. Someone new is hunting you.”

None of that sounded good. “I’ll take care of it. You rest.”

“Sharen,” her voice was almost a sigh. “The Hunter... don’t underestimate him.”

His breathing grew even once more, and she and Lily exchanged a look.

“Well, this fucking day keeps getting better and better.”

Sharen forced a smile. “Where did the sweet, obedient girl I trained go?”

Lily smirked. “Being a half-demon in an organization that hunts demons means playing my role and playing it well. You didn’t suspect what I was, and neither did anyone else.”

“Well, I think I might like the new Lily even better than the old one.”

Lily’s smirk widened. “Take care of your demons. I’ll be fine here.”

“Thanks again. And get out of here as fast as you can.”

“Will do,” Lily said, laying out her first aid kit.

She'd better. Whoever left that message is probably watching our house. Hopefully they’ll lose interest when they see me leave.

As she headed for the door, she paused and looked back. Lily was slowly drying off the fae man on her bedroom floor. She felt a pang of regret for bringing him into this. If he died, he was one more person who’d died because of her. And if he lived... well, she still owed him. She wasn’t sure how he’d been found out, but she was sure he’d be safe right now if he’d killed her when he had the chance.

I wonder if he’ll regret his sense of right and wrong after this.

Lily looked up, nodded solemnly, and went back to drying the fae Hunter.

Taking a deep breath, Sharen turned and headed for the door once more. She had no doubt headquarters was being watched too and that she was probably walking straight into trouble.

But that was the thing—facing trouble was better than nothing. At least it meant she might have a chance of finding out what happened to her demons.

No matter the risk.




Chapter Five

Ryder had dreamed of Sharen long before she stumbled into the demon-realm that brought them together. It wasn’t exactly her face that haunted him, but a sense of her. A smell that lingered on his flesh when he awoke. A taste on his lips.

Too many nights he and his brothers dreamed of the human woman, a creature who was tough as hell on the outside, but soft and in need of their protection within.

And when they finally had her? There had been so much chaos, so much darkness and fear.

It wasn’t what he’d wanted for her. It wasn’t what any of them wanted for her, but he’d never been happier than when she was in his arms.

Lying cramped in the bottom of the dark cage, his mind was full of her. His memories helped him ignore the weeping, groans of pain, and the screaming that came from the darkness. It even helped him ignore his own pain. 

He shifted and bit down a hiss. The wounds on his stomach and arms were already healing, but the angels’ fists and swords hadn’t been gentle. His body still felt sore and tight as it worked to knit his injuries back together.

One thing about lying here uselessly is that I’m healing faster. He moved again and felt a sharp stab of pain where one of his ribs had been cracked. Shadows drifted before his vision, but he refused to give in to them, to simply slip back into unconsciousness.

Sharen had brought him out of the darkness. She filled him with hope and kept him from slipping back to a place without fear or pain.

He knew from the little he’d heard from the guards that she was safe, that they’d tried to catch her not long ago and failed.

He didn’t know why they hadn’t just waited outside the portal for her, but he was damned grateful for their stupidity. It meant that she was safe.

His Sharen, his beautiful wife, was still safe.

Closing his eyes, a small smile touched his lips.

“This isn’t how we celebrated Christmas,” Kade growled.

Sharen laughed, stringing more tinsel on the large tree in their apartment. “Well, then you weren’t doing it right.”

Kade’s glare darkened as he leaned back further on the couch. He took another sip of the spiked eggnog in his mug and winced. “This crap is awful.”

Ryder punched him in the arm and jumped over the back of the couch, hurrying to Sharen. “Need help?”

She looked back at him, her smile making every cell in his body expand. “Sure.”

For a minute he couldn’t look away. She was so damned beautiful. Tonight she wasn’t wearing her hoodie and jeans. She wasn’t donned in weapons, with an aura of a woman just trying to get through the day. Instead, she wore pajamas. A white top that was criminally see-through, pants with reindeer on them, and slippers with reindeer with light-up noses.

In other words, she looked perfect.

Reaching out, he pushed her long, dark hair off her shoulders and buried his hand in the back of her hair. Instantly, her green eyes lost their merriment, darkening with arousal.

“Ryder, the tree,” she whispered, but there wasn’t a hint of scolding in her voice. Just arousal and anticipation.

He leaned closer. “The tree might just have to wait.”

The tinsel in her hands fell to the floor.

A sound jerked him back from his memories. Lights appeared in the darkness. 

Rising to his knees, he peered through the bars of the cage. If he were human, the light wouldn’t have been enough to see a thing, but with his superior vision he could see the many cages spread out in the massive room.

Yet, I don’t see my brothers’ massive forms among them.

Ice ran through his veins at just the thought, but he pushed it aside. His brothers were safe. Somewhere.

The light moved closer and closer until it was blinding in its intensity. For one second he couldn’t see the person who held the lantern, but then his vision came into focus.

It was the creature from the battle. A man with purple skin, so dark it was nearly black. Cracks of gold like lightning appeared across his skin. And the cracks seemed to move in and out with each breath he took, causing his wet skin to shimmer with every movement.

The being stood before him for several long seconds before speaking. “How are you feeling, Ryder?”

“Fuck you.” Anger rolled through him in waves. “And Darla, for betraying us!”

Instantly, his mind went to the young witch. Never in his life would he have expected her to open the door to their base and sneak in Caine’s angels, or to kill their guards before she did it. How could he have been so wrong about her?

“I don’t know anything about this Darla,” the demon said. “But Caine has a way of getting to us all.”

His thoughts skittered away from the young witch to the man before him. He couldn’t do anything about Darla. He needed to focus on this man and why he was here.

“What did they give you to betray your own kind?” Ryder snarled.

The demon’s golden eyes glowed softly. “They gave me the only thing that would make me join the side of evil... my freedom.”

Ryder gripped the bars of the cage tighter and forced down his rage. Get information. You don’t know when you’ll get a chance like this again. “We’re fighting for freedom. You could have joined us.”

The demon sighed and then sat down on the ground, just far enough away that Ryder couldn’t reach him. When he settled the lantern next to him, Ryder saw that his clothing was torn and filthy, and he didn't have any shoes. “I’m a poison demon whose touch is deadly even to my own kind. Believe me, I could endure the demon-realm. I could endure the loneliness and the darkness, but I could not endure Caine’s prisons, nor his careful torture.”

Poisonous even to his own kind? Is such a thing even possible?

Ryder would have felt sorry for him, if he hadn’t been the reason they were all captured. “Demons are made to be beaten and harmed. We are strong beings capable of—“

“Beatings I can handle, my friend. But Caine is not so kind.” His gaze held Ryder’s for a painfully long time before he spoke again. “Caine brought his enemies before me... many innocent lives, and forced them upon me. My touch bringing them death.” His voice grew quiet. “And not all of their deaths were fast. Instead, he would leave them in my prison cell as I watched the life leave their bodies.”

“Why?” Ryder asked, unable to stop the question. “He kills whenever he wishes. Why kill them like that?”

His golden eyes met Ryder’s. “Because there was a prophecy that I would help the victor win the war.”

A shiver moved down his spine. “And I guess you did.”

The poison demon grinned, his lips moving as if unaccustomed to forming a smile. “I will.”

Looking around in the darkness as if afraid of the shadows, the demon slowly withdrew something from his pocket and laid it on the floor between them. The item was wrapped in a stained cloth.

Ryder frowned, opened his mouth to ask what it was, and stopped. The poison demon slowly opened it to reveal a key.

His heart raced. “What is that?”

“It’s for your cage door.”

Is he really freeing me? And can I trust him?

“Why are you doing this?” Ryder’s hand twitched to reach forward and grab it, but something made him remain still.

“Because the Fate has said I will help the victor win the war... and Caine cannot be the victor. You see, it wasn’t just freedom that made me agree to help our enemies. It was also a need for revenge. I helped Caine when I entered your headquarters and ended the battle with my poison, knocking you all unconscious, but I never intended to simply help him. It was my way of gaining Caine’s trust.”

Shit. This might actually be the thing that saves us from whatever hell Caine has planned!

And then something made him freeze. “Will this key open all the cages?”

The poison demon shook his head. “Just yours.”

Damn it. His chest tightened. “And have you seen my brothers?”

He shook his head again. “Sorry, it was actually harder than you can imagine to secure that key and get in here without being seen.”

And he took a great risk to do this. To help someone he doesn’t know. It doesn’t matter if he had his own reasons for doing it, his actions might save us all.

“Well, thank you.” Ryder reached for the key.

“Wait!” The poison demon cautiously picked up the cloth, then flipped the key out of the stained material and onto the ground. The sound it made seemed to echo through the darkness. “I was careful not to touch the actual key.”

Ryder nodded and tore the bottom of his shirt, then reached forward and wrapped the key in the new fabric. Just to be safe.

The poison demon rose. “I don’t know what you’re going to do, but if everything goes according to my plans, I’ll never see you again.”

Ryder looked from the key to the demon. “I wish you the best.” And then a thought occurred to him. “What’s your name?”

“Golgoth,” he whispered, his voice strangely soft and with a touch of vulnerability.

“Well, thank you, Golgoth.”

The demon gave his strange smile again, opened the lantern and blew, swallowing the room in darkness once more. “One more thing. Whatever you do, do it soon. The Judge left all of you alive for one reason only, to use against her. If you don’t act fast, she’ll be caught in his trap.”

Sharen. God damn it. I can’t let that happen.

Ryder settled back in his cage, the key in hand. Things might seem simple now. He could escape, but if he couldn’t break open the cages of the others, he’d have to abandon them here. 

Even the idea of it made his stomach turn. There had to be another way to warn Sharen and save their people. He just hadn’t thought of it yet.

Minutes ticked by as he racked his brain, desperately trying to find a scenario that didn’t involve leaving innocents in Caine’s hands. But no matter what plan he came up with, everything led to them getting caught again.

I have to leave them behind. He felt sick, even while he knew it was the only way.

But sometimes there is no good choice, just the better of sucky ones. He began to unwrap the key, moving to the front of his cage.

And then, he heard another strange sound. Was someone else coming? Gathering up the key, he stuffed it into his shirt.

Fuck. Why do I think that isn’t another unexpected person coming to help me?




Chapter Six

Sharen stood in the doorway of their headquarters, her heart aching. Blood was everywhere. On the floor. On the walls. Splattered on the supplies. And many of the lights had been shattered overhead, while others flickered as if afraid. The broken lights left much of the room in shadows, and the flickering gave it a spooky quality that made her clench her sword tighter.

Taking a step forward, she made the mistake of taking a deep breath. Bile rose in the back of her throat. The room was filled with the coppery scent of death... a heavy, revolting smell she never grew accustom to.

Note to self. Breathe through my mouth. 

She continued inching forward, her pulse filling her ears. Her gaze clung to every shadow and corner. She felt sweat drip along her spine. The blood on the walls had dried nearly black, and the effect was like something out of a horror movie.

What could cause this kind of violence?

Whoever had attacked, they’d been powerful, and her people had fought hard.

In her heart, she felt that her demons were still alive, but she couldn’t imagine what could have stopped a battle like this without someone taking their lives.

Goose bumps erupted on her arms. Moving slowly through the building, she searched for clues. The library nook, where all her precious books on magic, demons, and angels were kept, was a disaster. The shelf had been thrown. The books were scattered everywhere. And every drop of peacefulness had been stolen from the space.

She went on to the research area, where their computers had been tossed and broken. Scanning the debris, she searched for something, anything that seemed out of place.

Again, there was nothing.

She moved through the entire warehouse, her hope fading with each step. If they wanted her to find them, wouldn’t they leave a clue that was a bit more obvious? 

And what if they didn’t want her to find anyone? What if they’d simply slaughtered them all and left her behind to suffer for her mistakes?

Fuck. Don’t think like that.

Yet, she was beginning to panic. She felt it in the way her knees shook, and the way sweat gathered at her brow. She reminded herself that she’d been a fucking Hunter. That she’d been trained to withstand any emergency situation.

And yet, no amount of training could have prepared her for the possibility of losing her husbands. 

She brushed at her stinging eyes, refusing to cry. Refusing to give up as she hurried to her office. That had to be the place! Of course! They must have left her a clue there.

Exploding into the room, she found it... perfectly organized.

She scanned her desk, pulled open the drawers, and then just stood in the room, wondering what the hell to do next. Had no one actually been in her room? 

And then she heard the slightest sound.

Pulling her blade from behind her back, she whirled to her small closet. What the hell was in there? Her mind raced to a thousand different things... none of them good.

Creeping forward, she took a deep breath, grabbed the handle, and yanked it back. 

Her jaw dropped and her heart shattered into a million pieces. It was Darla, a bloody, broken mess of limbs. She lay unmoving on the bottom of the closet.

As she leaned down, she thought of the young witch with her beautiful strawberry blonde hair, her big eyes, and her eagerness to help The Rebellion. Why had they done this to her? And why, out of everyone, did they leave her body behind?

Then, she thought of the sound. Her heart raced as she leaned forward and touched the woman’s throat. There was no pulse. Of course there wasn’t.

And then, Darla’s eyes opened.

A shriek exploded from Sharen’s lips, and she leapt back. Darla’s eyes were black swirling pools of magic.

Her voice came, jerking and emotionless from the mouth of the creature. So like Darla’s, and yet, not at all.

“Beware. There is a betrayer among you who wears my face. A shapeshifter, Caine's own child. It is a creature of darkness and cruelty. It can take on any face and it has taken your people. It cares nothing for them, but only to capture you. Only the Immortal Ten can save them now, only a being more powerful than Caine.” And then, the body slumped over.

She pressed her knuckles to her mouth and swallowed back a sob. They’d killed Darla, but somehow, she’d left a message behind. Which must have cost her so much to do. 

The young woman didn’t deserve this. She didn’t deserve to be a dead body with a message. She had so much life to live.

“God damn it. Damn it. Damn it!”

And there’s a shapeshifter? 

The thought held back her hysteria. She hadn’t realized they were real. Of course, if vampires, werewolves, demons, and angels were real, it made sense shapeshifters were too. But how could she defeat an enemy when she wasn’t even sure who it was?

And did the others think Darla was to blame for all of this chaos?

Just the thought made her teeth grind together. Fucking bastards!

She rose on legs shaking with rage. This trap they’d laid out for her? They might be surprised to find she wasn’t such an easy target. Her demons were counting on her. Her people were counting on her. Darla and Marval deserved revenge.

Magic flared around her fist. Her eyes widened, and she stared at it. This had only happened in the human-realm once before. She squeezed her fist tighter. If this power stuck around, she might have an even better chance at destroying the enemy.

Looking at Darla’s crumpled body, her magic faded away. Kneeling down, she whispered. “You’ve delivered your message. You can let go now.” With a gentle touch, she closed the young woman’s eyes.

Instantly, the body seemed to sink in, the magic used to animate the dead body gone.

Rest well, Darla. If you find yourself in the demon-realm, I’ll come for you.

Rising, she started back through the warehouse, and then her brain turned to the Immortal Ten. She’d heard something about them from Surcy, but they’d sounded more like a legend than something real.

Pulling out her phone, she dialed the number of the angel who secretly worked for The Rebellion.

Surcy’s voice came, soft and filled with power. “Sharen?”

The words rushed out. “I received a cryptic message from a dead woman.”

“What was said?”

“That only something called The Immortal Ten can save us.”

Surcy didn’t speak for a long minute. “Geez. Well, that’ll help Daniel, Triston, and Mark’s argument.”

“What argument?” she asked, feeling even more confused.

“So, even though Caine is the judge of all of mankind, my demons want to find someone else to rule. To decide where people go where they die. They’ve come across information that suggests that maybe... maybe Caine wasn’t always The Judge. That there were beings known as the Immortal Ten. But right now, all they have are a bunch of leads that don’t seem to go anywhere.”

“You’re saying maybe we could overthrow Caine?” she felt frozen in shock.

Surcy laughed. “No, as of now, Caine is the only one who can run things. My plan is to find a way to reason with him. To make him see that he’s making the wrong judgments about mankind. That he’s sending a lot of innocents to the demon-realm and creating angels who are absolute thugs.”

“Do you think he’ll listen?”

“I hope so.” But she sounded doubtful. “I just think it has a better chance of being successful than finding beings that, as of now, we don’t know exist.”

“But Darla—well, her dead body—said they were the answer. Why would she say that?”

Surcy sounded troubled. “I’m not sure. But as much as I hate it, I’ll tell my demons. They’re working on a way to find the Immortal Ten. This might inspire them even more.”

Sharen rubbed her temples where a headache was forming. “And what makes them think these beings will even want to rule.”

Sucy sighed loudly. “There’s a prophecy that they’ll be the ones who will overthrow Caine.”

Wouldn’t that be incredible! All-powerful creatures that could come and set everything straight for us. She felt her tension ease at just the thought.

“Sharen?”

“Yes?”

Surcy’s voice lowered. “I have to go, but be careful. The angels are in an uproar, and I’m guessing you have something to do with it.”

I wonder how involved Surcy is with Caine’s plans? She would’ve told me about this attack and where my people were taken, so I know she wasn’t told about that, but could she know something else of use?

And then, it hit her! She didn’t need to track down an angel for information. She had access to one right here.

Please let her know something! “Do you have any idea where Caine would take a bunch of prisoners in Shady Falls?”

Silence followed the question for so long Sharen worried she’d been disconnected. But then, the angel’s voice came again. “The only place I can think of is a farm they own just outside of town.”

Her pulse raced. “Can you text me the address?”

“Of course.”

They said their goodbyes and she ended the call.

For the first time since her demon’s disappearance, she felt like she knew what she was doing. She hurried toward the door, but froze when it slid open. Heart pounding, she stared as one angel after another sauntered into the room. 

Her gaze ran over them as she took several steps back. Fuck. Now what?




Chapter Seven

Ryder hid the key just in time. Darla walked straight to his cage, surrounded by angels. Her cruel gaze swept over him.

“Time to come out, little demon.”

“When I get my hands on you, bitch, you’re going to wish—“

She laughed. “Save your anger, because I don’t give a shit. I just wanted you to know that your girlfriend is walking right into our trap as we speak.”

His stomach clenched. “You’ll never get your hands on her.”

Darla’s face was twisted in a strange way that reminded him nothing of the sweet witch. “The Fate has decreed her death and soon it will come to pass.”

“I thought your master wanted her alive?” he asked, trying to ply the traitor for answers.

“Oh, he doesn’t plan to kill her quickly. First, he’ll get what he wants from her.” She smiled. “I just wondered if you could tell me which of you demons she loves the most.”

Ryder spit at her in response.

She wiped the liquid from her cheek, not looking amused. “Well, then. I’ll have to go with my own choice by personal observation.”

Ryder tensed, prepared for what was to come.

“Men,” she said, gesturing to the angels behind her. “Go get Alec. Lay him where we need him, and be ready to severe his head.

“No! Take me... I’m... I’m her favorite.”

Darla smiled. “Sorry, but the choice was made long before I asked you.”

“Then, why did you even ask? What the fuck game are you playing?”

Her brows rose. “I came because I get a little bored putting all my father’s chess pieces into place, especially when it’d be so damn simple just to kill your human. And, because I have a message for you.” Again, she waved to the angels.

Something wet and bloody dropped to the ground, partially wrapped in cloth, just outside his cage. It was a finger... one that could only belong to the poison demon.

He swallowed the bile that rose at the back of his throat.

“See, unlike your people, we’re good at ferreting out traitors. Now, Ryder, will you give us the stolen key, or do we have to take it from you?”

For a minute he considered lying, but what was the point. “Come and get it. Unless you’re scared?”

Darla smirked, pulled another key from her pocket, and unlocked the door.

Ryder leapt toward her, determined to tear out her throat for her treachery. But the angels were on him in an instant. He fought like a madman, but there were too many of them. They pulled him down, piled on top of him, a sea of punches and kicks that he registered somewhere in the back of his mind.

Damn it! I’m not going to win this! My only chance is to do something unexpected!

He gathered every drop of strength within him. Picturing his brothers. Picturing Sharen’s sweet face. 

With a roar, he stood, throwing the angels off of him. Barreling between the cages, he ran toward Darla, whose eyes were wide with fear.

But instead of pummeling her as he longed to do, he raced past.

When he exploded into the sunlight, he didn’t give his eyes a chance to adjust to the light. He just kept running, no matter that his body screamed in pain. Within seconds, he realized that he was running through broken down farm equipment, and then he was in a field of dried corn.

He heard the angels shouting and knew soon they’d take to the air and easily reach him. He pumped his legs with all his might until he reached the woods, and then he kept going.

The trees were old, thick, and provided the perfect cover. The angels wouldn’t be able to reach him by air. Their only chance was to follow him into the shadows of the forest.

And Ryder was a demon, accustomed to the shadows. Accustomed to hunting his prey in darkness.

The angels wouldn’t stand a chance. And the second he finished with them, he’d find a way to get back to his people. He would rescue them and warn Sharen.

He just hoped that wherever his brothers were, they were safe.

And that I get to Sharen before she falls into their trap.




Chapter Eight

Sharen stared at the six massive angels. Three men and three women, all had white wings. They stared at her with absolute hatred in their eyes.

“The Judge expected you back sooner than now. But maybe he overestimated your love for the demons?” The angel who spoke had long blonde hair and wore a red dress, as if she had just stepped from another world into theirs.

A strange sense came over Sharen as she stared at the angel with her unyielding face. There was something under the woman’s skin. Something she hid deep inside. But what was it about her that made every instinct within Sharen scream to life?

Not all demons are good and not all angels are bad. Surcy is an example of that. Give her a chance. She stood straighter. I can’t defeat six angels... but maybe with an angel by my side we could defeat five of them.

Sharen took a deep breath, deciding on a tactic none of them would ever have expected. “He didn’t overestimate my love for them. No one could. I love them more than life.”

She said the words confidently, but gently, as if speaking to someone other than her enemies.

The blonde angel’s brows drew together. “Demons? How could you love such violent creatures?”

“Violent?” Sharen shook her head, forcing herself to remain calm and speak honestly. “Everyone is capable of violence, but the demons I’ve known have been kind... even gentle.”

“That must be a lie.” The angel said. “Caine told us—“

“Why are you talking to a demon-lover?” A male angel shouted behind her. “Caine forbids it.”

The blonde whirled on him. “Information isn’t dangerous unless we’ve been lied to.”

The male angel punched her, sending her flying back against a box. The wood splintered beneath her, and she lay half inside the box, her limbs sprawled around her. When her eyes opened, shock and horror filled her gaze.

Sharen held the hilt of her sword more tightly and moved to stand in front of the injured angel. “I’ve never seen a demon hit a defenseless woman before.”

The male angel smiled. “Perhaps your demons don’t know how to demand respect. We take the respect we're due. Now, Sharen, it’s time you come with us. If you don’t, we’ll kill your people, starting with your precious demons.”

He had to be bluffing. If she went with him, they would all be doomed. The only other solution was to make sure these angels couldn’t report back to Caine.

Clenching her fist, she thought of Marval’s words. She must embrace hope. She must feel the support and love of her demons and her people. Even as she thought of all of them, she felt herself growing stronger and more powerful. She knew magic surrounded her fist before she saw it.

Without waiting, she punched her hand out, sending the magic toward the collection of angels. To her shock, the magic struck them like a wave, lifting them into the air and cracking them down onto the ground.

Her legs shook as she stared, waiting for an attack. None of the angels moved. It’s like before, but this time I didn’t hear the voices whispering to me. So was I able to do that because others made me stronger, or was that just me?

“Shit,” the female angel muttered, gingerly climbing out of the broken box. “You have magic?”

“I guess so.”

There was an awkward moment of silence. “May I ask you something?”

Sharen nodded.

“Caine is The Judge. The most powerful person in all the realms. How do you intend to defeat him?”

“We have a plan.” Sharen held her gaze. “There’s a war coming, and you’re on the wrong side. You had better start thinking about whether or not you want to keep blindly following Caine.”

Turning, she headed for the door.

“I can’t let you leave.”

She looked back. The angel had her glowing soul-blade in hand.

Disappointment flared to life. “You know there’s truth to what I’m saying. Caine is corrupt. He’s putting innocents in the demon-realm and allowing thugs to become angels.”

She looked uncertain, but her blade didn’t waver. “I’m sorry, but this is the way it has to be.”

Sharen held her sword out before her, ready to fight. She didn’t have to wait long. The woman’s sword struck her own, sending a vibration through her arm. The angel was powerful as she rained blow after blow. Sharen staggered beneath the attack, but met each strike without wavering.

When the angel rushed her, she moved with lightning reflexes, leaping from the ground and flipping over the other woman.

Whoa! How did I do that?

The angel was panting. “Can’t you just fucking stay still? If I return without you, Caine will have my head!”

Am I getting stronger and faster? Or is this angel weaker than the other ones?

“Grow some fucking balls then! Stop working for an asshole!”

The blonde glared. “Haven’t you ever seen those damned posters with the cat saying, Hang in there? That’s my life right now, except I have a boss who likes to torture and kill people. So, excuse me if I’m not just willing to jump ship!”

“We all have problems, but sometimes we got to grow a pair.” Sharen lifted her blade again, waiting.

The angel frowned. “Sorry, but I have to do this.”

“You don’t have to do anything but be a badass chick.”

To her surprise, the blonde laughed, her blade lowering ever so slightly. “This is the most bizarre fight I’ve ever had in my life.”

Sharen shrugged. “That’s because you’re fighting for someone you’re afraid of, and I’m fighting for the people I love. But in another life, I think we would’ve been friends.”

The angel’s smile wavered. “I never did have a lot of friends.”

“I just had a few, but they were everything to me.”

Lowering her sword to the ground, the angel shook her head. “I think I must have eaten some crazy soup this morning. But here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to go lay in that pile of unconscious angels and pretend you got me too. But if we ever meet again, you’re going to keep this to yourself, and understand that I’m not switching sides. I’ll fight you to the death right then and there.”

“Agreed.”

Her sword vanished, and she went to the pile of angels, wrinkling her nose but finally lying down.

Sharen didn’t put away her sword, but she inched around the bodies and headed for the exit.

The angel’s voice made her pause. “But you know, if I thought you had a chance of succeeding, I would go with you. The problem is, your enemy is expecting you, and you have to go straight to them if you have any chance at saving the people you love. In other words, right now, they’re holding all the cards, and you’ve got nothing.”

She looked over her shoulder. “I don’t have nothing. I have the knowledge that I’m fighting for the right side. I have people worth dying for, and I have hope. You might not believe it, but that’s a hell of a lot more than your side has.”

The angel said nothing more.

Sharen turned and raced for the car still parked somewhere outside. Today she’d gotten an angel to show her mercy. Anything was possible. 




Chapter Nine

Sharen sped towards the farm in the sportscar, pushing it to its limit. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she sensed time ticking away. A strange sensation fluttered in her heart, one that made her think her demons were running out of time.

But her thoughts moved faster than the car. What the hell were the angels doing? Why had they come to collect her, just to bring her here? Caine didn’t plan to kill her, so what did he want?

It didn’t make any sense. The shapeshifter. The Immortal Ten. Even the angel. None of it was adding up. And she had a feeling if she didn’t get good at math really quickly, she’d get worse than a failing grade.

Turning off the main road, she moved down the bumpy dirt road but stopped long before she reached the farm. Even from this distance, she could see the specks in the sky. Angels circled the farm.

Hiding her car beneath a massive tree, she climbed out and raced through the woods toward her destination. The sun was starting to set, painting the sky in reds and oranges. For some reason, it reminded her of all the blood in her life. Of all the death. Her parents. Too many friends to count. The wounds her foster family inflected. And little Brian and his family.

The truth was, she sensed secrets deep within her. What she was. And why The Department had spent so much money paying every person in her life. All of it was tied to what Caine wanted from her, but she couldn’t understand what it could be. A being as powerful as him couldn’t possibly care so greatly about her.

Unless you are his child, as the fae Hunter suggested.

Her stomach twisted. No, there had to be another answer.

The smell of pine invaded her senses as she ventured further and further into the woods. There were no sounds other than the pounding of boots against the earth and her own breathing filling her ears. The birds and creatures of the woods remained silent, as if afraid.

She stopped as she reached the edge of the treeline. There it was. The farm. Within that barn, her lovers and her people waited to be rescued.

A movement caught her eye on the hill just beside the barn. People were moving about. Something large was set on top of the flat, grassy hill.

She lifted her hand to cover her eyes from the glare of the setting sun. What was it?

A guillotine? She slid through the shadows, moving away from the barn and closer to the hill. Dread built within her. A body was hauled and tossed beside the deadly contraption. A big body. 

She felt sick. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. 

Alec? Ryder? Kade? Don’t worry, I’m coming!

Unsheathing her sword, she held herself still, counting her enemies. There were only three of them: two who had carried the body and one who stood looking out over the sky.

A second later, a white winged angel flew to the hill. It took Sharen a second to recognize the blonde. Fuck. It was the angel who had let her leave. She had no doubt the woman was warning the people of her approach.

Why the hell did I trust an angel? 

Her demons always said she trusted too easily, and yet again, they were right. She’d made a mistake. Now, she just needed to make sure no one but her paid for it.

A minute after the angel arrived, the people on the hill began to move frantically. Grabbing the body on the ground and putting it on the guillotine.

Sorry, assholes, but no matter how fast you move, it won’t be fast enough.

Sharen clenched her sword more tightly and started up the hill with measured steps. She no longer had the benefit of surprise, but she couldn’t wait and risk one of her demon’s lives while coming up with a better plan.

For several long seconds, no one saw her. Eventually one pointed to her, and then the others turned to face her. No one made a move towards her. They didn’t need to. She was coming straight at them.

A dark cloud moved above her, hovered above the hill, and then stretched out. The sky above the farm grew as dark as night, and a frigid wind blew. The air stunk of powerful magic.

She shivered and rounded her shoulders, trying not to let the wind cut beneath her jacket. But the wind was unlike anything she’d seen before. It plucked at her clothes and flesh, leaving her in pain. What kind of magic is that? And why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like it?

She continued until she was halfway up the hill and then she paused. Grey and black clouds spread out above the sky, and a tunnel of black rose up just above the hill like a slowly moving tornado. She spotted Darla standing next to the guillotine, or at least the shapeshifter who wore the young woman’s face.

Her teeth clenched together. Unable to help herself, her gaze slid to the man whose neck rested in the guillotine. Alec.

Tears stung her eyes. With the smallest movement, they could take his life. They could easily send him back to the demon-realm, where it would be years before they had a chance to save him again. Perhaps longer without his brothers to help.

How could she stop his death?

And then, she knew.

Two big angels with cold eyes shifted to stand on either side of her Alec. One rested a hand on the handle of the guillotine.

She refused to look at the blonde angel, afraid to waste her energy on the spineless woman who had helped her only to ruin her anyway. Instead, she focused on the bastard pretending to be the witch.

“Sharen,” the creature called, its voice eerily similar to the young woman.

“Shapeshifter.”

Its eyes widened. “I—I’m not—“

“Let’s not play this game. I know what you are, and I know Darla is dead.”

The creature stared, then, at last, something came over its face. “Fine. No games then. Today this demon is going to die, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. "She stared. “You didn’t lead me up here to kill him. You brought me here because Caine wants me.”

His expression gave nothing away.

Her voice rose, taking on a slight desperation. “I’ll give myself up willingly in exchange for his life and the lives of the others.”

The shapeshifter smiled. “That would be so simple, wouldn’t it?”

Her palms sweat as she held her sword. Why wasn’t he agreeing to the trade? This is what they wanted, right?

“None of this makes sense if it wasn’t to lure me here. Not taking my people or trying to capture me.”

“That’s because Caine is much smarter than you are.”

She glared. “If he doesn’t want me, what does he want?”

“He wants what’s inside of you,” the shapeshifter said, shouting over the wind.

“Inside of me?”

He nodded. “And do you know how he can get it?”

“I’m guessing if he’s the psychopath we all know he is, he plans to cut it out of me,” she said, striving to hide her fear behind bravo.

The shapeshifter tilted his head. “No, I’m afraid Caine has something worse for you planned.”

Worse than cutting something out of me?

And then everything happened so fast. One second they were talking, and the next the angel had moved. The blade in the guillotine was a flash of silver, and then Alec’s head was severed.

Her scream tore from her lips.

The female angel screamed.

Rage blinded her. Raising her sword above her head, she ran toward her enemies. A male angel grabbed the shapeshifter, and they all lifted into the air, just out of her reach.

“Get down here and fight me!” she screamed, her voice filled with tears.

“Afraid not,” the shapeshifter said, and then, the male angels began to carry the treacherous creature away.

She collapsed onto her knees beside Alec’s body. The female angel stared at her with terrified eyes.

“Fight me,” Sharen said, but instead of it coming out a threat, it was a desperate plea.

The angel shook her head of blonde hair.

“Renata!” the shapeshifter shouted. “Come!”

“I’m so sorry,” the angel whispered, and then she too flew away.

Sharen watched them leave. Her sword tumbled from her fingers and she turned to Alec. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her breathing came in and out.

She climbed across the grassy hill top, her knees sinking into the bloody grass, and gathered his big body into her arms. Beneath her hand there was no heartbeat. Nothing. Just a stillness that seemed to echo through her own soul.

And the demon whose skin was always warm? It was cold. 

“No! No!” She held him close, moving him, shifting him, as if it might somehow not be true, as if she could somehow turn back time.

Rubbing at her face, tearing at her hair, she couldn’t seem to stay still. It was as if her body was no longer in her control. This was Alec. The man she loved. Her husband. A demon who changed her life forever.

And he was dead because of her. 

He was dead because of her damn cause. Her selfishness. Her need to change the world.

He hadn’t wanted any of this. He hadn’t deserved any of this.

And he’d been killed. To get to her.

It didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be true.

And then, his body began to fade away, turning to ash within her grasp.

“No!” she tried to grab for it, to hold onto any part of him. But the ash slid between her fingertips, swirling around her as every last part of him changed.

At last, even the ash was gone.

She stared without seeing on the hilltop. The wind tearing around her. The dark cloud looming above her. There was no hope left. No goodness remaining in this world. Not with him gone from it.

Her sobbing grew hysterical, ripping from her belly as she collapsed onto her side. He was dead. Her Alec was dead. The man who made her laugh. Challenged her at every moment, and who made her feel like life was worth living was dead.

Dead.

It was impossible. Impossible that he died while she would continue living.

She sobbed harder. Her hope was gone. Her joy and love were gone. She was alone.

Who knew where Kade and Ryder were? Who knew if they had already been sent to the demon-realm?

I’ve lost them all.

Time slipped away from her. She didn’t know how much when she realized that the wind had picked up speed. That it was swirling around her.

Suddenly, a man appeared before her. He had dark hair, cruel eyes, and an inhuman beauty that made her skin crawl. He stared down at her with a gaze as cruel as the wind. It seemed to slice into her flesh, with a possessiveness that made every hair on her body stand on end.

“Sharen,” he whispered her name, but the sound seemed to come from all around her, repeating over and over again in the wind.

He moved toward her, and she watched him closely.

Her heart ached. Her emotions felt numb, and yet, she feared this man so instinctually that it shook her from her grief.

“He’s dead, Sharen. And he will not return.”

“He will,” her voice shook. 

“Only one person decides where a soul goes when it dies. And also which souls are too dangerous to return to any realm. Alec is simply too dangerous.”

“No.” Her heart caught in her throat.

“Yes,” he said, and the word seemed to seal her demon’s fate.

Her grief suddenly had no end. No break. It swallowed her, never to free her again.

She blinked as more tears filled her vision. Alec would never return to her.

Someone tilted her chin up. It was the creature. Her skin crawled beneath his touch, and his eyes bore into hers. “There is no hope.”

And she felt it. Something being pulled from her. Something shimmering and golden. It swirled in the wind. Releasing it didn’t hurt, but it felt like the end of something. Something important.

The immortal being smiled. “That’s it, Sharen.”

Alec is dead. There is no hope.

“Sharen!” A voice tore through the darkness.

She jerked her head from the being. There, at the bottom of the hill, was Ryder.

He would know what to do! He would know how to save Alec!

She felt warmth fill her body.

“No!” The creature screamed.

He jerked her head up to him. His eyes had turned to red. “I will not lose your powers! Not when I’m this close!”

The gold left the wind, tangling back into her like a spool of golden thread.

Her hands clenched.

He yanked her toward him, and suddenly, she couldn’t breathe.

She was dangling in his unyielding grasp. His fingers clenched around her throat.

Grasping her sword more tightly, she stabbed out, burying it in his chest.

The being dropped her with a tortured scream that filled the swirling magic.

And then, Ryder was standing above her, his soul-blade burning with orange flames. He struck out, burying his blade deep into its chest, before yanking it back out.

Sharen rose on trembling legs, and Ryder wrapped one arm around her shoulder, even while he held his sword out toward the creature.

The creature looked down at his body, where her blade still lay buried within him. But instead of blood seeping from his wounds, dark wisps like spiders crawled out. He looked from his wounds to them, his expression furious. Her sword exploded out of his chest and hit the ground.

“This isn’t over.”

Darkness like a cloak of shadows surrounded him, and then, he was gone. The winds and clouds slowly disappeared, and the day grew eerily calm. 

It was... over.

Ryder’s blade vanished, and he pulled her into his arms. Which was exactly when everything hit her at once.

“Alec is dead,” she whispered into his shoulder with a sob.

“Dead?”

The words poured out of her. “They killed him. Severed his head with a guillotine on this hill. And I have no idea why. But they did.”

Ryder pulled back from her. “What are you talking about?”

“They—“

“Alec isn’t here. I overheard them talking. They have him in another location.”

She stared. “I saw him...” She spun, pointing toward the guillotine. But there was nothing there. “I don’t understand.”

How was that creature able to make me see something that never happened? And why would he do it?

Ryder’s voice came, harsh and cruel. “I think they wanted you to think Alec was dead.”

Of course!

They had said they planned to do something to her that was worse than death. They wanted something inside of her, but didn’t want to kill her. Somehow, making her believe Alec was dead was the only way to get her powers.

“Marval said my powers are tied to hope. Maybe the only way to take them from me is to make me feel hopeless.”

Ryder placed his hand gently on her back. “I’m so sorry they did that to you. But Alec is still alive. And I think Kade is too. We just have to find them.”

She hugged him tightly, her relief so overwhelming she couldn’t speak.

They remained that way for a long time. Until, at last, Ryder broke the silence. “Our enemies are still around us, and a lot of our people are being kept in cages in that barn over there.”

She took a shaky breath, drawing on her last reserves of strength. “Then we better hurry and save them.”

They walked down the hill together. She picked up her sword on the way, and he called his soul-blade back. Then, they linked hands, squeezing each other tightly. Taking that one moment to be grateful they were back together.

In her mind, she felt different. She might be facing another impossible fight ahead, but at least she wasn’t doing it alone. 

Which was exactly the moment when the barn exploded into flames.




Chapter Ten

Sharen and Ryder ran toward the flames. She didn't know what she could do to help, but she had to do something. She and Ryder froze as shapes appeared in the doorway. 

Tensing, she clutched her blade in front of her, ready for the next battle. 

Which was when the demons in The Rebellion came rushing out of the fires, carrying other members of their team.

She looked to Ryder.

He shook his head, his expression as confused as her own.

Henry led her team, holding her assistant Riverly in his arms. “Sharen,” he greeted her.

She almost laughed. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you!”

He smiled back.

“Did everyone make it out okay?”

Her gaze ran over the others. Kade and Alec were not among them, but she didn’t expect them to be, even though her heart ached with the realization. There were only a few missing faces among them.

Riverly spoke, her face pale, and her glasses missing. “Kim, Renolds, and Jake were killed in the battle. Everyone else—other than Kade and Alec—is here.”

“Does anyone know where Kade and Alec are?”

Her question was met with silence. Damn it.

Sharen pushed back her sadness. “How did you get out?”

Riverly answered, her voice filled with amazement. “Henry came in. He’d stolen the keys and let us all out when no one was guarding us.”

Finally, something went right! She looked to Henry. “We owe you, big time.”

He nodded. “Don’t even think about it.”

Ryder squeezed her arm. “Our enemies are still around, and this fire will lead them straight to us. If it doesn't, my soul-blade will.”

She nodded. “Put your blade away for now, and let’s head for the woods.” Turning to the waiting crowd, she raised her voice. “Are you all able to run?”

Their voice came together. “Yes!”

Her people looked beaten, bloody, and exhausted, but their strength against such impossible odds amazed her. She felt relief and gratitude fill her heart, and strength pushed away her exhaustion.

Turning, she led them back through the woods even though she knew not everyone could fit into her car, or that they could make it back to town on foot. But a quick call, when it was safer, could bring them the help they needed. And that was enough to keep her going.

She knew the only way she was keeping up with the demons was that her powers fueled her movements yet again. Even calling Lily and giving a quick explanation didn’t slow her down. As they moved through the woods, she hoped like hell that their enemies wouldn’t find them too soon.

But even though she kept looking to the sky, there wasn’t a single angel to be found. 

By the time they reached the road, the reds and oranges of the sunset had been entirely swallowed, and the moon rose slightly on the horizon. Lily was leaning against the side of a bus near her car, her stance that of a woman who did this every day.

“Mrs. Bran—“

“Sharen,” she corrected her student for the millionth time, then threw her arms around her. “I’m glad I can always count on you.”

The woman laughed. “Me too. And I’m glad you caught me before I started boozing.”

Sharen pulled back, laughed, and shook her head.

Her people gathered behind her, and she took a deep breath, turning toward them. “Lily will take you to the refuge. Stay there and try to stay alert. Our enemies likely know about the refuge.”

Riverly spoke, her voice nervous. “Are you sure?”

“We suspected they planted an old man name David there a while ago, but no one has seen him since.” The shapeshifter! No wonder we couldn’t find the old man, he must have shifted faces! The realization hit her like a ton of bricks. “In fact, we might not be looking for the old man at all. One of our enemies is a shapeshifter, so be aware of any unusual behavior in any of our people.”

A hundred questions rose at once.

She raised a hand, and slowly everyone descended into silence. “I know there’s a shapeshifter. Darla never betrayed us. He killed her and made himself look like her. I... I found her body.”

“I knew she wouldn’t have betrayed us,” Riverly whispered, and tears filled her eyes. “That bastard really killed her?”

Sharen nodded.

“Was her death at least quick?”

Sharen thought of the young woman’s body and shuddered. No, it hadn’t been.

“The bastard!” Riverly exclaimed, as if reading her mind. “Don’t worry. We won't stop until we catch him!”

Sharen was amazed by how brave the quiet woman had become. “Yes, we will. We’re a strong team, and now we know what to expect.”

She answered a few more questions from the group before, at last, everyone seemed more tired than curious. It was time to go.

As the people began to load onto the bus, she caught Henry’s sleeve. “Keep an eye out on them. Not everyone has the training that you do.”

“Of course.”

“No, ‘commander?’”

He looked confused for a moment. “Sorry.”

I don’t need to hear it, but usually he ends every sentence with it. “It’s okay. It’s been a long day for all of us.”

As Henry quickly climbed onto the bus, Ryder surprised her by hoisting her into his arms. A little cry escaped her lips, and then she wrapped her arms around his neck, grateful to hold him again.

“Ready?” He carried her to their car, just a short distance away, his expression far too satisfied.

His playfulness warmed her heart. God, had she missed him! “So, you’re going to carry me right over there? But not the whole trek through the woods?”

He laughed. “I’m a gentleman like that.”

She reached up and touched his face. “I’m glad to have you back.”

Leaning down, he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “Me too.”

If only we were all back together.

Her heart gave a painful squeeze. “Now, to find Kade and Alec and kill the bastards who took them.”

Ryder’s brow rose. “Why does it turn me on when you go all badass Hunter?”

She shook her head. “Because you’re a freak.”

They both laughed, even while she could feel the tension singing between them. Yes, they were safely back together, but they could never be happy. Not when the other parts of them were still missing. Maybe even hurt. So they would need to keep going, keep searching for clues. They had no choice.

There’s no rest for the Hunters.




Chapter Eleven

The shapeshifter stood on the outskirts of the demon refuge. He kept his shape firmly in place as he called for an angel. Within moments, Renata teleported close to him. She was one of his father’s favorites, a blonde angel with unexpected powers.

Renata looked at him, her expression guarded. “You called.”

“Bring me to my father.”

She nodded. When she took his hand, he felt a tremble run through her body. Interesting. As powerful as his father thought she was, she still feared him.

The world shimmered around him, and then he was standing in the hall just outside of his father’s chambers. His brow rose at the closed doors.

“Why didn’t you bring me inside?”

“He’s meeting with someone,” she said, her gaze avoiding his. “I must return to my post.”

When she opened the massive doors, instead of allowing them to fully close, he slipped his booted foot between the doors, leaving a small space. Peering through them, he could barely make out his father’s throne room.

A man knelt before the massive, curling black cloud of power that concealed his father from sight. There was something... wrong about the man. Something that bothered even him.

“I thought the angels could handle her without my Hunters. I’ll do better next time,” the human said, his voice shaking.

His father’s anger seemed to swell the room. “Sorcerer, I gave you three days. Three days to walk the earth as an undead before your body falls to pieces. Just a short time to prove that you deserve to be given immortality among my angels. And yet, already, you fail me.”

“I didn’t expect her magic.”

“You should expect that Sharen is capable of absolutely anything.”

The man’s voice shook. “I thought I was just to capture an ex-Hunter. I heard rumors she was your child... but I didn’t know to expect abilities like that.”

“Daughter?” His father repeated. “Interesting.”

He tensed. Sharen is my sister? Is such a thing really possible?

And if he wants her powers, will he want mine too?

“Please, just give me another chance.” The sorcerer whined, drawing him from his thoughts.

There was silence for too long. “I am not a man who gives chances, but since you are the only one with something to lose, I will let you live. But do not fail me again, sorcerer. My son will serve you her people on a silver platter. You and your Hunters need only to destroy them.”

The man on the ground rose. “I won’t disappoint you again.”

“Good.” His father’s voice was filled with mockery. “Because if you do...”

His father pointed to the black awning pit in the back of the room. A shiver ran through his body as he stared at the place his father seldom used. If a soul was thrown into the pit, it could never be reborn again. It could never have any kind of afterlife.

The Soul Destroyer was made to be used against people too dangerous to even become demons. There was no worse fate.

“My son has already earned himself a place in the pit. Will you?” Caine whispered.

He stiffened. My father intends to destroy my immortal soul?

That’s worse than I ever imagined.

Cautiously he allowed the door to close all the way. His father had a plan to finally take what he needed from Sharen. And once he did, he would be even more powerful than before. 

And then, he won’t need me anymore. Is that when he’ll destroy my soul?

The plan his father had laid out was flawless, but without his shapeshifting abilities it would fall to pieces.

That’s one way I can stop him from becoming more powerful.

And yet, if he failed his father, it would end in his death. Either way he’ll destroy me. So what could he do?

He moved through the fortress, ignoring the angels he passed. The only way to ensure his survival was to destroy his father. But as far as he knew, such a thing was impossible. 

Freezing, an answer hit him at once. The Fate. 

He hurried through the fortress and down the many steps into the dungeons.

As he rounded a corner, he came to the guard. “Show me the Fate.”

The angel raised a brow. “The Fate?”

He struck the woman, and she smacked back into the wall, sliding to the floor. Waiting with annoyance, he allowed her to climb unsteadily to her feet.

“Let me say that again, bring me to the Fate.”

The angel hurried to obey, and he gritted his teeth. He was the son of Caine. He may have never visited the Fate before, but no one was to question his authority.

No one.

She led him past the demon’s cell, and her keys jangled as she pulled them from off her belt. With annoyingly slow movements, she unlocked the door and pushed it open.

The shapeshifter grabbed a torch from off a wall and held it out before him as he moved into the stinking darkness of the Fate’s cell. At first he didn’t see her, then spotted the dirt-covered creature cowering from the flames, beside her blanket, which was equally dirty and spread over the ground.

He strode into the room and stared down at her, then glanced back at the guard. “Close the door. I’ll rap when I’m done.”

The angel looked concerned, but closed the door without complaint.

“I have a question for you, Fate.”

The tiny woman raised her head from off her knees and peered at him with hostile green eyes. “Anything for the disgusting son of Caine.”

He kicked her. Once. Twice. A third time, until she lay, little sounds of suffering coming from her like music to his ears.

“I have question for you, Fate,” he repeated.

Her breathing came in pants. “Ask away.”

“You told my father the answer that changed everything. That allowed him to finally get what he wants. Now, you’ll answer the same sort of question for me.” He took a deep breath, knowing that there would be no going back now. “How do I kill my father?”

Those eyes of her appeared again above her legs that she’d curled to shield herself from his blows. He saw pure hatred in her gaze, but knew she could do nothing. The Fate could not tell a lie.

“You cannot kill him.”

His rage flared to life, and he drew back his booted foot.

“But Sharen can,” she hurried out.

He froze, listening.

“At the battle, she can kill him. You need only to betray him to ensure his life is forfeited.”

The shapeshifter stared. “It can’t be so easy.”

She smiled. “All it takes is one death. Just not the person you imagine.”

He knelt down, clutching the torch more tightly. “Tell me everything.”




Chapter Twelve

Alec’s eyes opened as the sound of a tray clattering jerked him from his restless sleep. His soul-blade lay on the ground, the orange flames lighting the cell.

Clenching his teeth, he rose and moved to the tray. The food was disgusting. Moldy bread, a bowl full of God only knew, and a cup of water. But he picked it up and sat down, with his back against the wall and ate every last bite, and drank the disgusting stale water, because he had to. If he didn’t eat, he’d grow weak. And he refused to. Sharen and his brothers were out there somewhere. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see a way out of his situation, he’d figure one out, and he’d save them all.

Tossing his tray to the door, he felt only a little satisfied at the loud clatter. He wanted to break something. To destroy something. Especially the fucking shapeshifter and its master.

A strange sound came, like scratching. He tensed and looked around. He could see nothing to explain the sound. Where had it come from?

The scratching came again, this time louder and longer. He stood and moved around the cell, trying to find the source. At last, he knelt and stared at a spot on the dirt floor. Was it coming from underground?

Hurrying across his room, he grabbed his metal cup and returned to the spot. Using the tool, he started to dig. Minutes ticked by. The scratching continued, and so he didn’t slow.

At last, the earth caved in.

He heard coughing. Acting on instinct, he reached into the small hole, and grabbed whatever was inside, then hauled it out.

A tiny woman, entirely covered in dirt, coughed and coughed as he set her on the ground next to the hole. He stared in shock, not sure exactly what he was looking at. And not sure at all how she’d come to be beneath the ground.

Reaching for her, he began to dust the dirt from her face, scooping it out of her closed eyes, and brushing it from her hair. At last, as the cloud around her began to calm, her eyes opened. Two bright pools of green stared at him from a face thin, to the point of starvation.

“Alec?” she whispered, and her voice cracked.

He frowned. “How do you know who I am?”

She held out one small hand, and he reached out and shook it without thinking. “I know a lot of things. Too many things.”

“You sound like a damned witch, with that kind of meaningless babble.”

A small laugh escaped her lips. Her big eyes widened. “Did I just laugh?”

He nodded, his frown deepening.

She touched her mouth as if in awe. “I can’t remember the last time I laughed. I forgot what it sounded like. What it felt like.” She closed her eyes, and her mouth twisted into a smile.

Fuck. His demon-heart was made of God damn steel, but he felt an immediate protectiveness flair to life. Someone had hurt this child-like woman. Caine. It just gave him another reason to tear the bastard limb from limb.

“Are you alright?” He was surprised by the gentleness in his voice.

“Yes. I’ve just been his prisoner for so long.... and there’s no joy in this place. No light. No happiness.” She looked to his sword. “I’d give anything just for that. A light in the darkness.”

Damn it. “Well, as long as I’m here, you have it.”

Her big eyes focused on him again. “I’ve seen you so many times. I know what you will do and how you will do it, and yet, it’s different to actually meet you. You’re kind. And handsome. And—“

“Married.” He held up his hand, moving the finger with his wedding band, and feeling remarkably uncomfortable with where the conversation was going.

The woman laughed, touching her lips again. “Don’t worry, Alec. I know about Sharen, and I know she holds your heart. I’m meant to be something else to you. A figure representing innocence, and the cruelty of Caine. A shadow that will haunt your thoughts in a way that turns your stomach.”

What the fuck? “I don’t understand.”

“I’m Lachesis, but everyone calls me Lachy.”

He stiffened. “Uh, Lachesis like the Fate who knows the future?”

She nodded. “I’ve been Caine’s prisoner for longer than you can imagine.”

His stomach turned. “Is that how he always seems to be one step ahead of us?”

“A little,” she hung her head, her voice growing soft. “I try to fight him. I throw him off every time I can. But being a Fate, I can’t lie.”

Alec felt a sting of regret for making her feel bad. Reaching forward, he gave her shoulder an awkward pat. “I’m a demon and the bastard got me, so no need to feel bad.”

She looked back up at him again and smiled. “Sharen really is lucky to have you.”

He winced and dropped his hand. Sharen. Where was she? And was she okay?

Then, an idea hit him. “You’re a Fate. Can you tell me about Sharen? Is she safe?”

The Fate, Lachy, shrugged. “I’m not the Fate of the present, so I can’t say. But I can see her future.”

“And...”

“I can’t tell you.”

His brows rose. “Why?”

“Because it would change the course of fate.”

He sighed and leaned back against the wall of his cell. “Of course.”

“But there are things I can do.”

His eyes snapped open. “Like what?”

“Like help you to escape.”

“Shouldn’t you be trying to help yourself escape?”

The look of pure sadness that struck her face made him regret his words. Fuck, it made him feel like a complete asshole.

“Sorry.”

“No,” she said. “It’s okay. The problem with knowing the future is that I can’t quite see my own, but through the future of others, I know I won’t be escaping any time soon. Maybe never.” A tear leaked from her eye, leaving a trail in her dirt covered cheek. 

“I can’t imagine much worse than knowing you have a crappy future.”

She gave him a wavering smile. “I don’t think there is much worse.”

A thought occurred to him. “And we can’t change your future?”

“The future can always be changed.”

“And would I ruin the future if I saved you?”

Her brows rose. “I don’t think so... but I also don’t think it’ll happen.”

He smiled. “Well, that might be because you don’t know me too well. In this escape plan of yours, let’s adjust it so we both make it out?”

There was something in her eyes that he couldn’t quite read. “Okay.”

“So how will this happen?”

Instead of answering him, she crawled over to his sword and stared into the flames. “I miss light. I miss warmth.” Raising her hands over the flames, she made a soft sound of contentment and closed her eyes.

Even though he was desperate to return to Sharen and his brothers, he clenched his teeth and remained silent. This poor woman deserved so much. The least he could give her was a moment to feel warm.

“I remember the time before Caine was in power.”

He stared intrigued. “What was it like?”

“It was... wonderful. No one can see it, but there are ten thrones in the throne room. That was where the Immortal Ten sat. They worked together to send the souls to the right places. The good people went to the angel realm. The people who made bad choices, but had good souls, went to the demon realm. There, they were given a chance to move up. During their journey, if they learned enough to do better, when they reached the human realm, they were given another chance at life. A chance to be reborn and try again. And the truly evil... they were locked in the darkest pits of the demon realms, never to return.” She sighed. “This place wasn’t a fortress. It was a palace. The Immortal Ten weren’t chained to their thrones. They lived lives. Had relationships and children. And... things were fair. Death wasn’t a bad thing, just the next phase of life.”

“So how did Caine become so powerful?”

Her eyes opened. “He is an immortal being with one horrible power. He can influence people’s minds. He erased their memories... the world’s memories too. And he took over.”

“Fuck.”

She nodded. “Yeah, fuck.”

He rubbed at his face. “But how do we take down someone like that?”

“We all have our roles.”

He sighed. “If I can get out of here.”

She crawled toward him, and he watched her wearily. “Thank you, Alec.”

“For what?”

“For talking to me. For reminding me of the goodness. And for letting me share your light and your warmth.”

He felt uncomfortable. “You’re welcome to use my sword as long as you wish.”

“I wasn’t talking about your sword.”

“Uh, okay.” He felt so sorry for her. She must really miss company if she thought he was something special.

“Are my brothers safe?”

She continued to stare at him. “None of us are safe.”

Shifting back from him, she stood on legs that seemed to tremble. Then, after a moment she went and picked up his sword. She swung it around, her gaze glued to the flames as she smiled. Then, she handed it to him.

He took it, watching her with pity.

“Are you fast, Alec?”

“Fast?”

“Can you outrun the angels? Can you outrun the burn of metal? The kiss of arrows? The shadow of death? Can you run through stone and dirt? Can you cross the border between worlds?”

He stared at her.

“For Sharen?”

“For Sharen I would do anything.”

She smiled. “Then, Alec...,” her voice lowered. “Run, and don’t look back.”

“What—?”

Suddenly, he heard the scraping of a key in the door. Spinning to his feet, he tensed. The door swung open, and he knocked down the surprised guard. Two other angels waited behind the first. Without thought, he sliced their heads off, then started up the stairs, shouting, “come on!”

He heard the feet of the Fate behind him, but he followed her advice and didn’t look back.

Every angel that crossed his path met the sharp end of his sword. He didn’t know quite where he was going, but saw the light of a window staring out at clouds. Grabbing an angel by the throat, he dragged him to the window. Then, moving behind him, he shifted so his arm was against the angel’s throat.

“This is our exit,” he turned to the Fate.

She looked uncertain.

Sending his sword away, he grabbed her around the waist, then pushed them all out the window. The ground was far below, as he expected. The Fate shrieked, and the angel struggled as the ground grew closer and closer.

Come on, bastard, before we all die!

Suddenly, the white wings of the angel began to flap. They slowed but continued downward. When they were feet from crashing into the ground, Alec released the angel and braced himself for impact.

His feet hit hard, sending a vibration through his legs. But because the angel had slowed their descent, his bones stayed intact. Not releasing the Fate, he started to run for the border, calling his soul-blade back.

Overhead, he sensed the flurry of angels, even in the early morning light. Running as fast as his feet could take him, he had to skid to a halt in the desert sands. Six angels had landed in front of him. 

Backing up, more angels appeared behind him.

“Let me go,” the Fate whispered.

His instincts screamed not to, but he obeyed. She did know the future, after all. 

He expected many things, but not for her to start running between the angels.

His enemies looked confused, most started after the woman. A few remained.

“Lachy!” he shouted after her. What the hell was she doing?

“Go!” she shouted back. “For Sharen!”

His heart twisted, his protective instinct burning, but he did as she commanded. He ran toward the angels, barreling into them before they had a chance to attack. He continued on, his legs pumping.

Arrows hit the ground around him, but none struck their target. Angels tried to pluck him from the ground, but he swung his sword into the air, keeping them at bay. Ahead, he saw the shimmering of the border that kept Caine’s lair from the rest of the world. Putting his last ounce of strength into his legs, he did what he promised he wouldn’t.

He looked back.

The Fate was surrounded by angels. Her expression that of absolute sorrow. He wanted to save her, to go back for her. But there was no chance that he’d be able to take on that many angels.

He hit the magical border, her face, streaked with tears, the last thing he saw.

No matter what happened for the remainder of his life, he would not forget the woman who sacrificed herself for him. 

Her words came back to him, like a whisper of wind, as magic tore around him.  “I’m meant to be something else to you. A figure representing innocence, and the cruelty of Caine. A shadow that will haunt your thoughts in a way that turns your stomach.”

Sure enough, the Fate was right.

She would haunt him. But he’d try to push her to the back of his thoughts. Sharen and his brothers needed him, and he had no idea how to reach them.




Chapter Thirteen

Sharen followed Ryder, barely noticing as he stole a truck from the farm and drove them across town. It wasn’t until they came to an unfamiliar building that the full impact of their situation hit her. They couldn’t go to headquarters or to their home. So where were they going?

“Some place safe,” is all he said, a response that would have irritated her if she wasn’t so exhausted.

Right now I’d sleep in a trash can, if it meant I could recharge just a little.

He led her inside and down the stairs to a basement apartment. His every movement screaming of a soldier on the alert. She walked behind him, muscles tense, ready for any danger that might come their way. Ryder might radiate the strength of a demon, but he was battered and bruised. And even though he tried to hide it, she could sense his exhaustion growing with every step. 

If something attacked them now, they’d be in a lot of trouble.

But to her relief, the hallway was silent. Nothing more than a stretch of blank walls illuminated by dim bulbs.

When he typed in the code on the keypad by a door, she half expected to find a roach-infested, hole-in-the-ground. But when he opened the door and turned on the light, she was surprised to see a more basic version of their home. It was sparsely decorated, but had a relaxed feel that spoke of her demons’ touch.

"Nice—what is this place?"

He grinned. "A demon has to keep some secrets... This place has everything we need for a few days, and even better, a lot of weapons." 

She felt her tense nerves relax ever-so-slightly. “Sometimes I’m thankful you three are so damn paranoid.”

Walking in slowly, she gazed around in gratitude. The one bedroom apartment was set up efficiency style, with a small bedroom to one side, and a main room containing a tiny living room, dining room, and kitchen. 

Basically... a slice of paradise after all they’d been through.

Without another word, he ushered her into the bedroom and led her straight to the bathroom. She felt like she should probably protest... but for the life of her, she couldn’t think of anything better than getting clean and crawling into bed.

He turned on the shower and undressed them both. When he moved her beneath the warm spray of water, he touched her bandaged arm. Pulling back the wrap slowly, they both stared at her perfectly healed, smooth skin.

She ran her hands along his body. The fight at their headquarters had been as brutal as she imagined if he still carried the evidence. The dark bruises decorating his skin looked painful, and the slashes from the angels’ blade had left raised scars over most of his body.

Kissing each wound, she touched him, worshipping him with her lips. She kissed him for every ounce of pain he’d gone through, and because she’d thought never to hold him again.

They cleaned each other with gentle touches, rubbing shampoo in each other’s hair and soap over their bodies. They remained in the water as long as they could, letting it work their aching muscles. When it grew cold, Ryder switched it off, and they dried each other.

Then, she stretched out beside him on the unfamiliar bed, her head on his chest and their hands locked. “I missed you so much.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I missed you too.”

Her heart squeezed. “What are we going to do? They have Alec and Kade. We have to save them. How can we ever be safe with Caine’s angels constantly surrounding us?”

Silence stretched between them for far too long. He finally answered. “How about we kill all of them?”

“Alright, let’s go with your plan,” she agreed.

He laughed, a soft sound. “Now that we have that figured out, I’m going to make love to you.”

Lifting her head, she stared at him.

“Sharen, I need to. I need to be inside of you. I thought—I thought I might never see you again.”

Something within her stirred, a longing to take away the loneliness and fear she’d felt since first seeing the headquarters covered in blood.

Leaning up, their lips met. At first the kiss was soft, tentative, as if exploring each other. And then, it grew harder, deeper. Her lips parted, and his warm tongue swept into her mouth.

She felt her body come to life. It sung beneath his touch. And when his hands moved up to cup her naked breasts, her skin tingled and her nipples hardened. His hands brushed her breasts, lifting her mounds as if to feel the weight. When he moved to her nipples, she gasped as his fingers pinched the peaks, sending heat shooting straight to her core.

He moved so that he was on top. Then, he broke their kiss, moving down her neck.

He sucked a path down her body, making the hairs on her body stand on end. When he came to her breasts, he took her nipples into his mouth and worshipped them with his lips. 

She dug her hands into his hair, and leaned her head back, enjoying ever flick of his tongue, every spark of pleasure his touch brought.

When he started to kiss her belly, her body tensed, knowing what was to come. Her legs spread, and he shifted beneath her thighs. First his fingers teased her, stroking her bare mound. Then, he parted her folds and his fingertips slid along her folds, making her inner-muscles tighten in anticipation.

One finger buried inside of her, drawing a gasp of surprise from her lips. And then, when a second finger joined the first, his mouth lowered to suck her clit.

She never grew tired of this. This feeling that made her remember that she was alive. That made her feel as if her demons weren’t just a part of her heart, but part of her body too.

She pushed against him, rotating her hips to take him deeper. She moved against his mouth in a rhythm, her thoughts scattering with each incredible touch. When he sucked her clit deep into his mouth, she cried out.

This was what she wanted. This was what she needed.

Her orgasm came like an explosion, rocking through her body. Her hands suddenly dug into his hair, and she rode his face and fingers as if her life depended upon it.

When at last her orgasm calmed, he withdrew his fingers and mouth. Moving to lay on top of him, she wrapped her arms around his back, needing his closeness.

His big cock sunk deep into her ready channel, and the feeling, after her orgasm, was both pleasure and pain. But she knew. Knew this man could bring her to the edge again. And she was ready for it.

Her legs wrapped around his back, and his panting filled her ears. His big cock filled her so fully that her tight body seemed to shudder around him each time he pulled out and then slammed back in.

His movements grew more frantic. Her nails dug into his back, and then they were both coming. His hot seed spilled into her body as he roared his release.

She cried his name, over and over again, as her inner muscles squeezed him tightly. Her thoughts spun away, and her toes curled. For too long it felt as if the explosions of pleasure would rip her apart, but then, at last, her muscles relaxed, and the world came into focus.

Holding him closer, she buried her face into his shoulder, breathing in his spicy scent. This man was a part of her. She had missed him as desperately as air.

And then, she started to cry.

She felt silly, but Ryder only stoked her hair.

“I miss them too,” he whispered. “But we’ll get them back.”

She cried harder, everything hitting her at once. She might have Ryder back, but she’d never feel complete until they saved Kade and Alec.

Who would argue with her if Alec weren’t around? Who would sulk about everything but secretly enjoy it if not for Kade?

They were... hers. Hers to love and laugh with. Hers to touch and kiss. Hers forever.

And she didn’t know where they were, if they were hurt, or worse, if they were dead.

We need to find them. No matter what it takes.

When her sobs slowed and finally died away, she felt a little better. “Thanks.”

“Any time.”

He pulled out of her, and tucked her under his arm, wrapping the blanket around them.

“So,” she began, her eyes already closing. “What do we do next?”

Maybe he answered. Maybe he didn’t. She wasn’t sure, because sleep tugged her under.




Chapter Fourteen

Sharen shot awake, sweat dripping down her forehead. 

“It’s just a nightmare,” Ryder whispered sleepily, rubbing her back in the darkness.

“No, it wasn’t.” She struggled to form the words around the tears that choked her throat. “It was a memory.”

He sat up, instantly the grogginess fading from his voice. “Of what?”

She closed her eyes. He doesn’t know, but he deserves too. And yet, it was hard for her to speak. The nightmare brought everything back to her in a rush of fear and pain. “When I was in the portal, we were attacked by Hunters. They killed most of the demons... women, children, they didn’t care. They slaughtered them.”

Ryder’s touch stilled on her back. “You did your best.”

“We were losing. So I did the only thing I could do...” she pressed her face in her hands and a sob exploded from her lips. “I used a spell to slow the Hunters. Those young people who didn’t have a choice, my ex-students, many of them were torn apart by demons. I killed others. Even Rorde. It was—“

“War.”

She nodded, her face still in her hands. How had she not understood this before? The Rebellion she cherished so fully wasn’t just going to be her saving innocent lives. Sometimes she would have to kill too. And after being a Hunter, she had to accept that the lines between good and evil were blurred. Some deaths would not be so simple.

“The first time I saw death was when we killed the men who raped my sister.” Ryder’s voice came soft and vulnerable. “I would have never thought I was capable of something like that. I respected life so much. When you spend as much time in the ocean and with nature as I did, you start to see the world in a different way. And its value changes. So to take a human life? I never would have imagined it.”

He began to rub her back again. “You’d think killing would get easier after that. But even as a demon, I didn’t like it. Even when I felt myself changing... losing the human parts of myself, I wasn’t like my brothers.”

She lifted her head and looked at Ryder in the darkness. Even in the shadows, she could see him. His expression was open. He held back nothing in that moment, not even hiding behind his usual smile or jokes.

“When the attack came in the warehouse, I fought, Sharen. I fought like hell. I killed angels like I was slaughtering sheep, but it wasn’t enough. Seeing everyone surrounded, I’d realized that we were all going to die. And everything went red. All I wanted was to kill as many of them as I could before I died.”

“So what happened?” She whispered the one question that had been plaguing her since they disappeared.

“They brought a demon in... a poison demon. A black cloud covered us, and then... everything faded away. We were knocked out.” He shook his head. “I woke up in a cage and my brothers were gone.”

She crawled into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. “It’s okay.”

He buried his face against her throat. “It’s not. But it will be. I swear to you, Sharen, one day I’m going to take you surfing. I’m going to take you scuba diving and show you the world underwater. We’re going to live normal, happy lives.”

She brushed his hair back from his face. “Is that all you want?”

“More than anything.”

“Then, I promise you’ll have it.”

He laughed. “After all the demons are saved, of course.”

She shook her head, frowning. “We’ll figure something out. Something that gives you guys the lives you deserve. Because I’ve been a complete idiot.”

“Sharen—“

A chill ran down her spine, and every hair on her body stood on end.

“You felt it too?” Ryder whispered.

She nodded. The mood in the room had instantly shifted, and every instinct screamed within her that something was wrong.

They dressed in silence and equipped themselves with weapons. Shoving her phone into her pocket, they stepped out of the bedroom and cautiously headed for the front door.

A second later, it exploded inward as Hunters raced into the room.

Spells came hurling toward them. Sharen muttered something on instinct, and a red shield leapt into place around her and Ryder. A spell that she’d only ever welded in the demon realm. Yet, there it was. Magic that she shouldn’t have been capable of in this world. Magic that she’d never had in the human realm. Hers to command.

Thank God for these strange powers, she thought staring through the chaos of the exploding spells that couldn’t reach them.

She and Ryder both pulled their swords free as spells continued to hurl towards them. Hunters encircled them, but to Sharen’s surprise, the shield held, and she didn’t feel her energy wavering. Within her, the knowledge hit yet again that her powers were growing.

After several long seconds, the magic attack stopped. The Hunters still pointed their splicers at them, but their expressions were uncertain. Their circular blades glowed with the magic that only the most powerful Hunters could wield in the human-realm, but Sharen had stood strong. 

A shadow suddenly moved to block the door.

“Mrs. Bran,” he greeted.

She stared in shock, blinked, and looked again. Sure enough, it was her ex-student, Rorde. How the hell is this possible? He’s back from the dead already? And yet, he didn’t have angel wings.

And... he looked wrong. His skin had a strange green tint to it, and he was thinner, almost weak looking. Black, sunken circles under his eyes made him resemble a corpse more than an angel or a human.

“I killed you,” she whispered, her sense of unease growing.

His eyes grew hard. “Yes, you did.”

“But it doesn’t appear you were given wings.”

Rage came from him in waves. “No, I was not.”

This doesn’t make sense. “So what did the great Caine do for his good, little soldier?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

That doesn’t sound good. And yet, she couldn’t think of an explanation for how he’d returned without becoming a demon or an angel. It was... impossible.

Her gaze moved to the other soldiers. Guilt made her heart ache. None of the faces were familiar. Hopefully the few of her students who hadn’t been killed were safe somewhere.

Because this animal is capable of anything. Like what happened to Alderon...

She leveled her gaze on the sorcerer. “Were you the one who left a message at my door?”

It took him a second before realization dawned on his face. “Ah, yes, the fae Hunter. The traitor. I’m glad you found him.”

In that moment, she realized what she could do for the fae man who had helped her. She could make sure The Department could never hurt him again. 

“Next time you need to send a message, how about using something better than a dead body?”

He laughed. “Well, he wasn’t dead when I left him there.”

Ryder sent her a confused look, but she ignored him. She’d explain about the Hunter and the message later.

“So, what can I do for you?”

Rorde raised a brow. “You know what I’m here for, so let’s stop fucking around. How about you and that demon turn yourselves in? Look around you, you’re out numbered. You have no shot at defeating us.”

She laughed. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m not the same Hunter you knew.”

He glanced at her shield. “I’ve never heard of a Hunter learning to harness magic in the human realm later on in life.”

Now is the time. A chill ran over her flesh. Use your powers to convince them. To get them to see the truth. There doesn’t need to be another bloody battle. Perhaps I can even save some of these young people’s lives.

She held Rorde’s gaze. “That’s because I’m not a normal Hunter.”

“No?”

“I don’t know what I am, but I’m sure The Department does. Based on what they told me and the paperwork I’ve found, they’ve been controlling every aspect of my life from the time my parents were killed.”

Some of the Hunters shifted in their stance. She caught their concerned expressions, but tried to stay focused on their Leader.

“They’ve also paid almost everyone I’ve interacted with. My abusive foster parents. The man who raped me. Everyone. So, excuse me if I’ve lost faith in The Department and their cause.”

“Why would they pay those people?” A young woman asked, her bright blue eyes filled with concern.

“According to The Department, they wanted me to join their cause. They orchestrated most of it to turn me into a victim, to make me feel like I could do something about my world.”

The young woman lowered the splicer in her hand. “I joined after I was jumped by a gang and beaten.”

A man next to her, with shaggy hair and the build of a linebacker, lowered his splicer too. “I joined after my parents were killed by a drunk driver.”

A murmur rose up among the people who surrounded her.

“Shut up!” Rorde shouted, and they all grew silent.

A sense of déjà vu came over her. Just a short time ago she was surrounded by Rorde and his team. She’d managed to convince some of them to believe her, but the results had been deadly for one of her students.

Her chest tightened as she remembered the young woman’s face.

“Oh yes, they haven’t forgotten. Anyone who disagrees with you dies, right Rorde?”

His gaze grew angry. “Samantha brought it on herself. Traitors deserve nothing but death.”

“Being a traitor and questioning what you’ve been told are two different things. My people can question me all they want. They can leave my cause any time they want. Can yours?” A shiver traveled down her spine. “I was a Hunter. A Leader. And I believed in this cause more than I believed in anything. And then I realized it was all a lie. Demons are not all bad. Angels are not all good. But more than that, I learned that The Department is corrupt.”

“She’s trying to manipulate you!” Rorde shouted. “She knows she’s outnumbered. This is her only chance at getting away. Turning us against each other!”

Sharen lowered her weapon. “I don’t think you understand. My powers... they’re unlike anything you’ve seen before... well, perhaps you’ve had a taste of them. But I don’t need to convince your team to believe me in order to escape. I just want them to know the truth.”

“Oh yeah, do you plan to freeze us and unleash your demons on us again?”

The energy in the room shifted. She was losing their faith. And she needed to fix things. Quickly.

“The king of the demons allowed me to take all the innocents from his realm and return them to earth. Your people came... they attacked. Women, children, the elderly. They attacked them all!” She whirled onto the Hunters. “Ask yourself, really ask yourself, what do children do to deserve the demon-realm? Huh? Can you think of an answer? What about babies? What did they do?”

“What are you saying?” the young woman asked.

“The system is corrupt. Caine, the immortal being who decides who lives and dies, is wrong.”

And she saw it. In their faces. Some of them believed her.

She felt it. Energy flowed from them to her and from her to them. The air felt charged, just as if lightning was about to strike, and the air seemed to crackle.

Her head spun. Whoa! This magic... it was what was trying to escape from her all along. Marval was right. Her ability to convince others was a power. It was a skill.

And it could change everything.

“Look into your hearts. See the truth. And take action.” Her powers vibrated in the air, and she saw a glow surround the Hunters.

All but two of them believed her. And they would no longer walk this path.

“I’m done.” The young woman said, throwing her splicer to the ground.

She knew what Rorde would do before he did it.

A whirling black magic leapt from his hand toward the woman.

Sharen sent her magic out. It hit the black spell and shattered it, sending the dark pieces falling like glass to the wood floor. The sound echoed through the room.

The Hunters looked at the floor, then back at their Leader.

“You were going to kill her?” the man beside the young woman said. His jaw tightened, and he threw his splicer. “I’m done too. And if you try using a spell against me, you’ll wish for death.”

To her surprise, she felt a more powerful spell building within Rorde. He lifted his hand, and she sent her magic out. It hit him, knocking him to the ground. His gaze moved, but he lay, no longer in control of his body.

“You don’t need to fear him,” she told the Hunters. “Do what you feel is right.”

They began to file out. The two Hunters who seemed to glow with a red light, looked at her. “We don’t believe you. But we’re not working for someone who would kill us without thought.”

They left the room. After a moment, she dropped her shield and walked toward Rorde, kneeling down next to him. “Tell me, what made you decide to become a Hunter?”

His expression changed.

“I know you had a rough past. I know you did some awful things. But I wonder what it was that triggered those choices. I can’t change your mind, but if I were you, I’d do some digging. I wonder if you also have a folder of people in your life who were paid.”

In an instant she saw a flash of far too many emotions all at once. Fear. Regret. Guilt. And hopeless. Then, his emotions faded, and his expression became guarded once more.

“I know your secret,” he murmured, his lips barely moving.

She stared. Secret?

“Your Caine’s daughter.”

Ryder inhaled behind her. “Lying bastard!”

She caught Ryder’s fist before he could use it, her heart racing. Then, she turned to the sorcerer. “What makes you say that?”

“Your powers. They aren’t normal.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m his daughter.”

Rorde’s cruel eyes focused on her. “Do you want to know why Caine brought me back? He’s given me a time limit. My job is to make you remember who and what you are.”

She felt cold. “I know who I am.”

“When your memories come back, you’ll abandon your demons and your precious cause, and you’ll take your rightful place at Caine’s side.”

Bile rose in her throat. “No. He tried to take something from me already. My powers. My memoires. I don’t know what, but he tried. He isn’t trying to remind me of something. That I’m sure of.”

He stared at her. “If I can’t do my job before my time is up, he’ll destroy my soul for eternity. So, I don’t care what you say. I’m going to do what I’ve been asked to do.”

She rose, staring down at him with pity. “Yet another person in charge who has to rule with fear, huh? I guess you don’t have a choice then... other than to do one good act before your death.”

“Sorry, but I prefer eternal life.”

“Then, until we meet again.”

“Just kill him!” Ryder exclaimed.

“Caine will just bring him back.” She looked away from the young man, pity growing in her heart.

Rorde shouted after them as they made their way down the hall, but it wasn’t until they started up the stairs that Ryder spoke.

“Are you really Caine’s daughter?”

Her muscles tensed. “I don’t know.”



Chapter Fifteen

Alec found himself outside a tiny town in the middle of nowhere. After asking a local, he determined that the part of the border he’d exited out of had brought him to somewhere halfway around the world from where he needed to be.

Of course!

Not only did he have no money or identification for a flight back to their city, the angels would be on his tail soon enough. He couldn’t afford to sit around trying to figure out a way to get home on his own.

Which left him with only one choice. One he detested.

He borrowed a phone and called the angel named Surcy, even though it bothered him to do so. Although she had helped Sharen and was now working for The Rebellion, it went against every instinct within him to ask an angel for help.

Or is she an ex-angel now? I’m not really sure. Either way, he didn’t like it. And he didn’t like her cocky demons either. Sharen said they were all madly in love, but he thought they were just assholes.

Only a few moments passed before she appeared near him, her demons behind her.

“Thank you for coming,” he said, knowing how formal and stiff he sounded.

One of her demons, a tall blond-haired man named Daniel, gave an arrogant smile. “So, you still hate angels, but you don’t mind calling her when you need a little teleportation, huh?”

Alec’s fist clenched. “I’m fucking trying to save Sharen and all the God damn demons.”

He shrugged. “Just saying.”

His rage coursed through his like a wave. “Well, pretty boy, how about I shut you up with a fist to the—?”

“Enough!” Mark stepped forward, adjusting his glasses and drawing attention to the dark shadows beneath his eyes. “We don’t have time for this. We don’t mind helping, but we need to move quickly.”

Alec tried to push down his anger. “Understood.”

Surcy moved forward, her dark eyes filled with interest. Her large, black wings folded on her back, and she smiled. “Okay boys, stay here. I’m going to bring Sharen’s missing man back.”

Triston, a massive man, with mismatched eyes moved forward. “We can’t keep you safe if we aren’t with you. And we have enough trouble without getting dragged into theirs.”

Surcy placed a small hand on his shoulder, and the man’s harsh features seemed to melt. “It’s for Sharen.”

Her demons watched her with pained eyes as she moved forward and took Alec’s hand. “Where do you wish to go?”

Where should I go? Headquarters wasn’t safe. Would Sharen be at their home? Or somewhere else? “The demon refuge.”

“You got it.” Then, she winked at her demons. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back.”

He felt the strangest sensation... almost a prickling along his flesh. And then, trees came into focus around them. She released his hand, and he stumbled a bit, feeling off-balance.

It took him a second to identify the road that led to the refuge.

“I can’t take you inside. It has a protective shield around it.”

He shifted awkwardly. “Uh, no problem. Thanks for taking me this close.”

She smiled. “Of course. I better get back to the demons before they go completely nuts.”

He nodded. “Thanks again.”

Within moments, she teleported away.

Alec took a deep breath, curling his hands into fists. Now, time to see who had survived the battle, how many demons Sharen had saved, and most importantly, whether Sharen and his brothers were here.

Please, let one thing go right. Let them be here and safe.

As if in answer, he heard thunder roll through the sky. He glanced up at the cloudy day. Was it really going to fucking rain?




Chapter Sixteen

Sharen lay bundled in one of Alec’s old sweaters, sitting in a room in the refuge manor. She’d been alert for anything suspicious since arriving, looking for the potential shapeshifter, but everything appeared normal, especially considering all the new demons that had arrived.

The spirit of her people amazed her. They’d gone out of their way to welcome the newcomers and to make them feel at home. Some of them had been dead for a long time, and seeing things like cellphones and televisions had concerned them.

But with such an amazing group of people, I’m sure they’ll come around in no time.

There was a knock at her door.

“Come in!”

Elle entered the room. For once, she wasn’t holding her baby, and Brian wasn’t tagging on along behind her. The little ones are probably already asleep.

“Everything okay?”

Elle nodded, giving a tight smile. “Can I join you?”

“Of course.”

The woman walked across her room in bare feet, her shoulders sagging, and her steps measured. Sharen had come to realize the woman walked the same way, no matter the time of day. She walked as if she was someone who had lived a long and exhausting life... which she had. 

When Elle settled on the window seat next to her, Sharen waited until the woman spoke what was on her mind. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Sure, what’s up?”

Elle stared down at her hands. “I’m so glad to be back on earth. You have no idea how much. It’s not an endless sea of white desert. It isn’t so hot it’s god-awful. And I hope I never again have to pull children with me through that black tar that we are born into in the demon-realm.” She shuddered. “There’s no way to describe that kind of darkness. That feeling of trying to swim for fresh air, but not lose my children as I do. It’s truly a miracle we made it out twice.”

“But?”

Elle looked up. “But many of us don’t feel we belong here either.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“We already lived once. Earth feels... wrong. Not for all of us, but for some of us it feels like we’re wearing clothes that are a size too small.”

Sharen leaned back against the wall, troubled. “I was worried about this.”

Elle held her gaze. “You were?”

She nodded, deciding to screw it and just be honest. “I don’t know if what I’m doing here is right. I mean, none of you should be left in the demon-realm. You were meant to be angels... but not Caine’s kind of angels. So as things are, there’s really no right place for you.”

The woman sighed and rubbed her face. “We just can’t keep going like this.”

Sharen’s stared at her hands hanging over her knees. “Everyone keeps telling me that.”

There was an awkward silence before Elle continued, her voice softer. “Are you going to keep doing this after you find Alec and Kade?”

There’s no point in lying.

“I don’t know. I have to do something, but I can’t continue putting them at risk.”

Elle leaned back against the other wall beside the window seat and looked out at the falling rain. “If it helps, I don’t feel the way the others do. I didn’t feel like I had a whole life with my kids before my husband killed us. This is a second chance to not repeat past mistakes.”

Sharen’s heart squeezed. “That wasn’t your fault.”

“I knew he was abusive. I didn’t leave because he said he’d take them away, but I should have found the strength to run anyway. To start over somewhere he’d never find us.”

“Evil has a way of making us feel hopeless.” She remembered her foster parents, her rapists, and The Department. “We can’t do better until we know better.”

Elle’s mouth twisted into a smile. “I’ve heard that somewhere.”

“Damn, and I thought you’d think I was really clever.”

They both laughed.

And then Sharen took a deep breath, there would never be another chance to ask her question. “I found the place the angels killed you and the kids.”

Elle shuddered, gripping her arms. “That death was even worse than the first.”

Sharen felt her stomach tighten. “And I found the body of the old woman in the apartment.”

Please don’t make me ask if you killed her. Please.

The woman’s hand came to her mouth, and her brown eyes, the same color as Brian’s, widened. “Grandma Lu is dead?”

“Grandma Lu?”

Tears filled her eyes. “She was this nice old woman who was helping me watch the kids. I was working at that secretary job you guys helped me get, and she just adored them.”

“I’m so sorry.” Thank god, I was right. She didn’t hurt the old woman. “Do you know what happened to her?”

She shook her head. “I picked the kids up that day, and she was fine. We started walking home, and the angels ambushed us. I can’t imagine why anyone would hurt her.”

Sharen rubbed her face. She didn’t know either, but at least she knew her demons weren’t turning into bloodthirsty monsters. “Probably the angels.”

“But have you ever heard of them killing humans before?”

No, she hadn’t, but she didn’t have another answer.

“Someone was probably watching us.”

Sharen glanced up. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t believe in coincidences. She was killed because we got involved with her.” Elle rubbed a tear off her face, her voice growing angry with each word. “I guess this is a lesson about involving as few humans in our troubles as possible.”

Unable to help herself, Sharen reached forward and squeezed the woman’s knee. “We’re going to figure this out.”

Elle gave a short nod and rose. “I should get back to my room in case the littlest wakes up and needs to nurse.”

“Everything will be okay,” Sharen reassured her, even though she wasn’t certain herself.

“Of course.” Elle left the room as quietly as she had come, closing the door softly behind her.

Sharen stared out at the rain. What the fuck is the right solution here? What am I not seeing?

Something stirred in the darkness. She narrowed her eyes. Henry and Ryder were out walking the refuge, checking to make sure everything was in order. Was it one of them?

The figure moved closer and closer to the manor. He was big... but who?

She froze. Alec?

Her thoughts flashed to the horrible trick Caine had played on her mind. How she’d watched Alec die. Could it actually be him? Or was it the shapeshifter pretending to be him?

Rising, she ran to the door, flung it open, and ran down the stairs. Not slowing, she barreled open the front door, leapt down the slick steps, and stopped. The rain poured down on her and she was instantly soaked, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t care about anything accept the man who stood just a short distance from her.

He opened his arms. He had taken a severe beating—she could see his injuries even though the rain, and his clothes were torn and muddy.

She didn’t move. “Alec?”

His expression changed. “Sharen?”

She took a step closer. “Prove you are who you say you are!”

“Sharen...”

“Prove it!”

And damn it, she was crying, shaking uncontrollably. If this was the shapeshifter, she would kill him for stealing her lover’s face. And if it wasn’t... a sob built in her chest.

“I’m Alec.” He took a step closer. “Your husband. Your demon.”

“That’s not enough!” she shouted, holding out her hand as if to ward him off.

He moved even closer. “The instant I saw you I knew you were mine. Even though you’re stubborn. And crazy. And a badass.  Even though you’re always wrong.”

“I am not!’ she shouted.

He laughed, the sound rich and inviting. “What else do you need to hear?”

“Something only you would know.” 

He was close to her now, only a few feet away. Almost close enough to touch. And God did she want to touch him.

“You take way too much sugar in your coffee. You’re obsessed with Christmas.” He took another step closer. “You think you’re damaged because of your past, but every bad thing you’ve ever gone through made you who you are... a woman who’s absolutely perfect.” He closed the distance between them and pushed her wet hair back from her face. “And I love you more than anything in this world.”

Her gaze drank him in. His normally perfectly manicured dark hair was a soggy mess. The stubble that usually hugged the lines of his square jaw had grown into a slight beard, and his cheek had a still-healing scar.

When he leaned down and kissed her, her heart soared. Something inside of her opened, pouring out every moment she feared he was lost to her forever. Over and over in her mind she pictured his death. Curling her arms around his neck, she pulled him closer. She needed to know this wasn’t a dream. That he was really back and alive.

When he grabbed her hips and pulled her roughly to him, she jumped and wrapped her legs around his back. Their kiss grew harder and more desperate. 

She was barely aware that he’d carried them up the stairs until they entered the foyer. He kicked the door closed behind them and carried her up the stairs to their room.

Inside, he tore her clothes off, leaving the shreds to fall onto the carpet. She broke the buttons on his shirt, pulled it from his shoulders, and swore as she tried to work the wet button on his pants.

He laughed, pushed her hands away and ripped his pants open, struggling out of the wet fabric. And then, she was in his arms again. Two wet, naked bodies pressing together. Rubbing against each other, struggling to get closer.

When her legs wrapped around his back once more, he spun her so that she was pinned between him and the wall. His hard cock pressed between them. She whimpered as his mouth tore from hers, but then he took one of his nipples in her mouth, and she moaned, arching to give him better access.

Rubbing against him, bouncing against the hot shaft she wanted so desperately inside her, she struggled to pull him inside. But he refused. Moving between her breasts and heating her cold nipples with his warm breath.

She was begging for his cock. Begging for it. And still he refused.

In desperation, she reached down and grasped him.

He groaned, cursed, and commanded she stop. But instead, she held his iron rod tightly and started to stroke.

Roaring, he pushed her hand away, and then, he was inside her, his hard shaft filling every inch of her. But he wasn’t gentle, or slow. Instead, he barreled into her over and over again, thrusting like a wild animal. And she was fucking grateful for it as she dug her nails into his back and met him thrust for thrust.

Her orgasm built and built growing in intensity with each of his thrusts until a scream tore from her lips, and she exploded. Her inner-muscles clenched him as she soared over the edge. He made a guttural roar, and came, his hot seed filling her even as she continued to ride him.

They continued moving against each other for too long before finally slowing and clinging to each other. The sounds of their breathing filled the room.

When at last he drew back and looked at her, he grinned. “So I guess you missed me?”

“Not half as much as you missed me,” she said, but her tone was sad rather than teasing.

He frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“They made me think they killed you.”

He cupped her face and kissed her forehead, cheeks, and finally her lips. “You should know me better than that. I could never leave you.”

She laughed.

“You’re crying,” he said, kissing her wet eyelashes.

“Because I thought you were dead, you ass!” she punched him lightly in the shoulder.

He chuckled. “Come on my little Hunter. I’m going to shower us off, and then go see my brothers.”

She stiffened.

“What’s wrong?”

She opened her eyes. “Kade’s still gone.”

Anger like a blanket came over his face. “They still have him?”

“Yes.”

The way he smiled sent chills down her spine. “Well, when I’m through with them they’ll wish for death.”

“Good.”




Chapter Seventeen

Sharen pushed Alec down in the bath. “You look exhausted. Why don’t you let me do all the work?”

He put his hands behind his head and grinned. “I love this fucking giant tub.”

She laughed. “And here I thought you’d tell me you loved me?” She lowered an inch onto his cock. His eyes widened. “Or that you loved when I did this.” She sunk deeper. 

He swore. 

“Or,” she leaned forward and bit his bottom lip before taking him fully inside of her. “this.”

“Damn it,” his hands started to move to grab her.

But she pushed his hands back. “I’m doing all the work, remember?”

“You mean torturing me?” 

She smiled, and shifted on top of him. “Maybe.”

The door to the bathroom opened. “Didn’t you already take a—?”

Ryder’s eyes widened. “You’re okay.”

Alec shrugged, even with his hands pressed above his head. “I’m doing a little better than okay.”

Ryder looked overwhelmed for one painful second. “I’m glad you made it, brother.”

“I am too.”

“And I wish the first time I saw you wasn’t when you were buck naked.” Ryder grinned. “You know, because naked hugging is awkward hugging.”

Alec threw back his head and laughed. “Rain check!”

Sharen felt her heart warm. Two of her husbands were home safe. And one isn’t, a soft voice whispered in the back of her mind. She closed her eyes, refusing to give in to the sadness. She didn’t appreciate her men when she had them. Never again would she repeat that mistake.

“Is there room for one more?”

Her eyes flashed open, and she shifted in the warm water. “Always.”

He stripped slowly, and she watched him with bated breath. She would never tire of his eight-pack of hard, delicious muscles, or his flat stomach and corded arms. And god did she love seeing his big erection. It filled her with pride to know it was all hers, and to know exactly how much pleasure it would bring her.

“A guy could get an ego with you always staring at his junk,” Ryder joked.

She met his gaze, losing herself for a moment in the happiness in his pale blue eyes. “Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?”

He raised a brow. “I’d rather put my cock where your mouth is.”

She licked her lips. “Try it and see what happens.”

His smile faded. He moved across the room and stood just in front of her, his tip inches from her mouth. Very slowly, she leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his tip. His eyes darkened. And she moved pressing one kiss after another along the underside of his shaft.

When she knew both men were watching her every move, she ran her lips back to his tip and then took him in her mouth, sucking hard.

Alec swore and bucked under her. She continued to take Ryder in and out of her mouth in a rhythm she knew would drive them both mad. And when she could feel the tension singing through the air, she reached up and grabbed his shaft, braced herself on Alec’s shoulder, and started to ride her demon.

Both men groaned as one.

She increased her speed, her body awakening again. Never did she get tired of this. Maybe there was something wrong with her, but she could fuck her husbands all day, every day, and never get tired of the pleasure they brought her. 

Then, she froze. Alec swore. She slowly withdrew Ryder from her mouth, licked him again, and grinned.

“That’s going to cost you,” he whispered.

Pulling his cock from her grip, he moved behind her, stepping into the Jacuzzi-sized tub. 

She waited in anticipation as he pushed her forward and thrust a finger inside of her from behind. Sighing in anticipation, she rubbed her breasts against Alec’s chest, teasing them both.

In answer, Alec reached between them and started to fondle her breasts. She shuddered, her inner-muscles tightening around his cock.

Ryder added a second finger to her from behind. “You missed me?”

She swore. “Yes.”

“Did you miss me inside of you?”

“Yes.”

He added a third finger, and she bit down on a cry a pleasure. “I’m going to fuck you so hard, Sharen. I’m going to fuck you until you can’t remember your own name.”

She whimpered as he withdrew his fingers, and then, she felt him behind her. Gritting her teeth and digging her nails into Alec’s shoulder, she braced herself as Ryder eased inch after inch inside of her.

When he came to his hilt, she knew her eyes had rolled back in her head, and her mind had turned to sludge. She couldn’t think of her own God-damned name as they began to thrust into her as one. All she could do was ride them, hard and fast, until she was coming again, and they were filling her with their hot seed.

Only then did she sag between them, feeling better. Not complete. But better.

They showered, dried each other, and climbed into bed.

An unspoken tension hung between them. Tomorrow they had a lot to deal with, not the least of which was to find Kade. But they didn’t know what other new horrors the day would bring, so they’d try not to ruin their time together by discussing them.

And they didn’t, even though she was sure none of them slept a wink.




Chapter Nineteen

Kade opened the one eye he could still see out of. There was a sound in the darkness. He was sure of it. Straining against the chains that kept him standing, spread and vulnerable, he tensed in preparation.

The shapeshifter moved through the darkness, still wearing Henry’s face. His expression was as dark and cruel as ever.

Without a word, the creature went toward his table of torture tools.

Kade flinched as the man’s hand ran over each of the many things he’d already used on him. Tools he’d never imagined in his wildest nightmares.

“I can’t decide if you really don’t know or if you’re just this stubborn.” The creature looked back at him, his hand curling around the handle of a whip. “So, which is it?”

Kade took several deep breaths, pulled at his reserves of strength, and spit.

The man’s lips curled in disgust. “What a fitting response—from a demon.”

He pulled the whip from the table and flicked the long, black weapon. Kade tried not to flinch again. His back still burned where the crisscrossed marks decorated his flesh.

“Here’s the thing, demon, I no longer need to know how to extract her powers. My father showed me... and he failed.”

Is this good or bad?

“My goal has changed, because I’ve come to realize that perhaps you and I should become allies rather than enemies.”

“In your fucking dreams.”

The shapeshifter chuckled. “Demons have never been accused of being overly wise. Why don’t you try listening first, beast?”

“I’m not interested in anything you have to say.”

“Even if it could overthrow Caine and save your little wife’s life?”

Kade stiffened. 

The man leaned closer to him from behind, his hot breath disturbing as it puffed on his neck. “I believe that I’ve outlived my usefulness to my father. Now I’m no longer concerned with helping him achieve his goal. I’ve created my own. I plan to destroy my father and take his place.”

“And how do you intend to do that?”

“I intend to kill him.”

Kade’s mind raced. Was the shapeshifter telling the truth? Or was this another lie?

“It seems to me a lot of people have tried to kill him and failed.”

The shapeshifter moved from behind him and circled to stand just in front of him. “But no one knows his secrets the way I do. Or his weaknesses.”

I’m not sure about this, but let’s see where his plan goes. “So what do you suggest?”

“It’s simple really. You’re going to call Sharen and help me spring my plan.”

Trust the shapeshifter? “No.”

The creature’s hand tightened on the whip. “You’ll do as I say. Because if you aren’t a good little demon, you’re going to be a dead little demon.”

Fuck. Now what?




Chapter Twenty

Sharen walked the refuge in the early morning, breathing in the scents of the forest. Henry and Alec were asleep after guarding the grounds all night, so she’d taken over. So far, there was nothing the least bit suspicious.

Which was just how she liked it.

Moving to the edge of the protective barrier, she stared out at the rest of the woods. She could feel the pull of the magic this close to it. She was grateful that her witches had been reinforcing it daily to ensure it was strong enough to keep their enemies out. Suddenly, her phone rang. Sliding it out of her pocket, she frowned at the unfamiliar number, but answered.

“Hello?”

“Sharen!”

Her heart lurched. It was Kade. “Are you—are you alright?”

“No, that sick fucking shapeshifter has been torturing me.” He sounded breathless. Pained in a way she’d never heard before.

“Where are you?”

“I escaped. I’m coming for the refuge.”

Her pulse sped up. “I’ll come and get you. Just tell me—“

“No, you’ve got bigger problems. The shapeshifter is in the refuge. He’s going to kill the witches and take down the shield.” 

“No... Kade!”

“And then, Caine and his angels will attack. You need to prepare the demons for a final battle. And you need to use your magic. Do you understand me? You’re capable of ending this, once and for all.”

“How? How do I end this?”

“Set things right. You know how to do it. Deep inside. You might not remember, but instinctually you know how.”

She felt the magic of the protective barrier fluctuate.

Turning, she started run. She thought she had more time. She had to save the witches. But the magic was fading at an incredible speed, drifting into the heavens as wisps of multicolored light.

“Kade, the barrier is coming down!”

“Hang up, Sharen. I’ll be there soon. Trust me. Just prepare the demons for war!”

The call ended. She dropped her phone into her pocket and pulled her sword free.

When she exploded out of the woods, dozens of demons littered the lawn in front of the manor with looks of horror on their face.

“The shield’s failing!” Elle shouted, clutching her children against her.

Someone else ran out of the manor. “The witches are dead. Their rooms are a blood bath!”

Alec and Ryder came out of the manor, swords in hand, their expressions wild.

She reached them, her voice carrying above them all. “The angels are about to attack. The shapeshifter is in the refuge. Warriors, prepare to fight! Everyone else, go to the basement of the manor and hide.”

More demons had begun to flood out of the manor as she spoke, but instantly, everyone shot into motion. Some of them were running inside, some of them were pulling blades free and joining her on the lawn.

Alec caught her by the arms. “How do you know?”

“Kade warned me. He’s coming here now. He said I need to use my magic. That I can save all of us, but I don’t know how.”

He stroked her cheek, his gaze holding hers. “You’ll figure it out.

The sparks of magic that were the shield faded to nothing. Within moments, shadows darkened the sky.

“Use your soul-blades!” she shouted. The angels already knew where they were.

There were perhaps three dozen warriors with her. And in an instant, they clutched swords that leapt with flames.

She took a deep breath, reaching for her magic, for her belief that they would succeed. Strength filled her, and her people turned as if feeling the wave of magic that moved over her flesh.

Clenching her jaw, she raised her sword into the air. “They might think this is a battle they can win, but they’re about to find out just how dangerous we can be!”

They shouted, raising their swords. “Yes, commander!”

The angels gave no warning as they shot down toward them. Instantly, swords clashed against swords and the sound of battle filled her ears. An angel flew toward her, but she ducked and rolled.

He landed in a crouch and gave her a wicked grin. “Ready to die, demon-whore?”

Her lips curled. “Try it, batboy!”

He came at her with all the recklessness of someone who fully expected to overpower her. To her surprise, she easily avoided his blow. Her quickness was a blur. She struck, moved, danced around him, struck again, and then severed his head.

She stared in shock, but didn’t have time to think further as the next angel attacked.

Her demons were close, fighting their own opponents. It scared her, catching sight of them out of the corner of her eye as she fought. They were still healing and exhausted from their capture, as were many of the demons.

They aren’t in any shape to take down dozens of angels.

So, I need to end this. And fast.

When she killed her next opponent, she looked out at the battle. They were outnumbered, at least two to one, and her people were falling with a quickness that terrified her.

What do I do?

And then, spells began to strike the demons as they fought. She turned in horror, only to see Rorde and a dozen Hunters exploding out of the woods.

If I don’t figure out how the hell to use my magic, we’re doomed!

She reached for her powers the same way she’d done in the past. She felt it warm and strong within her, but it was like sand, slipping between her fingertips. She couldn’t grip it, couldn't use it.

Not for a spell as powerful as I need to end this.

Her pulse filled her ears. The screams and cries of battle slices within her heart. Her people would die if she couldn’t save them.

Raising her hand, she formed a wavering red shield around them.

Instantly, the Hunters spells hit the shield and disappeared. At least if they wanted to attack her people, they’d need to get closer. They’d need to make it a fair fight.

But all I did is buy us more time.

And then, above them, the sky darkened. The familiar black and grey swirls told her that Caine was joining the battle.

She swallowed, sweat dampening her body.

An angel attacked and she killed him with the efficiency of a master swordsmen. Her mind focused elsewhere.

Reaching again and again for her magic, she tried to find the source of it, but it remained just out of her reach.

Rorde was suddenly before her. He stood with his hands glowing, and his expression dark. She gasped. His green flesh was peeling in chunks, and his eyes were sunken.

“Rorde?” His name was filled with pity.

His partially exposed teeth moved. “My only chance at becoming in an angel is to destroy you. To open you so that Caine can take your magic. And believe me, I’ll be successful.”

“Is that really what you want to do?”

Again, she saw the flicker of something. “It’s what I have to do.”

She tensed, allowing magic to flow into her hand. A Hunter’s spell, simple, but effective.

Rorde sent the swirling mass of black magic out, but instead of hitting her, it flew behind her. Turning, she stared at where Alec stood. His eyes were widened in shock, and his sword tumbled from his fingertips.

Screaming, she sent a powerful spell toward Rorde and his Hunters. They leapt out of the way as it exploded, sending earth flying. Running toward Alec, she caught him as he fell.

Touching just beside the deep burn on his chest and stomach, anger filled her.

“I’ll be okay,” he whispered.

She touched him. A red glow slid over his skin. He would be safe. For now.

A spell hit her. She flew back, her head striking the hard earth beneath her. For a second she couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe. She looked up and saw Caine coming for her, not far above her. 

A mass of swirling blackness cloaked him from the view of the others, but he stood just above her, looking down. His dangerous beauty chilled her to her core. 

“Your demons are losing,” he said. His words were whispered, but carried on the wind that swirled around her, as if part of nature itself. “They will die. Your lovers. Your friends. All of them.”

“No.”

She tensed, knowing she could rise, but she remained lying down, feeling her powers coursing through her. Something was changing within her, something familiar and strange.

Perhaps it was seeing his face... it was as if incased in them were memories she’d lost long ago. She could do things. She knew. She could stop him, but how? The solution was right there at her fingertips, but her memories swam away.

Caine flew lower over her, and the sounds of battle died away. Soon, his face was just inches from her own. “Give me what I need, Sharen. Release it. And all this can end at last.”

“What do I need to do?” she whispered.

He smiled. “The simplest thing in this world. Accept that you have lost. Accept that there is nothing left for you in this world anymore.”

She closed her eyes and reached out, touching his face.

His eyes widened. Memories flowed into her as cracks of light came over his face. Within him, he hid the truth of what she was and what she could do, and she began to riffle through his stolen memoires, grasping the pieces she needed.

He shouted, breaking free from her. “That was a mistake! You’ve become too dangerous for your own good, and now, I must lose what I wanted. But you too will lose Sharen... your life. At least this one. But be ready, I’ll be there in your next life, waiting all over again.”

She smiled, knowing what she must do.

Her thoughts filled with an image. The solution to everything. Time froze. And she imagined it, with tears falling from her cheeks, getting caught in her lashes. She imagined what she never could before. The solution to it all. 

She had to put everything back into its rightful place. That’s all it would take. She had to embrace the hopes and dreams that her demons didn’t even see. The possibilities they didn’t know existed.

And she needed to make things right.

She felt her magic like golden water spring from within her heart. It ran out, flowing over the battle field, flowing over her people, and the angels, and the Hunters.

Things would be right at last.

Time moved slowly. Caine’s expression of horror filled her sight.

He withdrew back from her golden light, further and further. And she knew he intended to escape. Yet if she tried to stop him, she would lose focus on her task, which she refused to do.

And so, he’ll escape. To attack us another day.

Ryder suddenly leapt over her. And before she could react, his blazing sword sliced Caine’s head off.

Her mouth dropped open in shock. Ryder hit the ground near her, breathing hard, his expression intense.

Within moments, Caine’s body turned to clouds, and faded, disappearing into the darkness. Not turning to ash like the demons, but simply transforming into nothing.

She didn’t know what she imagined would happen with Caine’s destruction, but not this. It was as if the man never even existed.

And yet, he’s finally gone.

It’s over.

But it wasn’t. Caine’s death was just the beginning. She still needed to set things right.

Climbing slowly, carefully, to her feet, she felt her magic continuing to flow out of her. And to her surprise, the fighting had stopped. Everyone was staring down at their bodies covered in gold. 

And then, the angels and Rorde began to scream. Their swords vanishing. Their bodies melting. And where once they stood, demon-like creatures crouched upon the ground. They were red, two foot tall beasts, with horns, and an inability to speak. Beings she recognized as Level One and Two demons. These were the forms the worst kinds of people took. 

Their rightful forms.

The ground rumbled, caving beneath the low level demons as her people scrambled back. And then, the creatures were gone. The earth shook again, and the gaping holes closed, leaving no traces that the low level demons had ever existed.

The Hunters looked between where the angels had stood and where her demons waited, ready to take them on. Without a word, the Hunters turned as one and fled.

She had no doubt they would never see them again.

But she wasn’t finished. Not yet. 

Her people emerged from the basements of the manor. The old, the young, the women, the children. Everyone was covered in the golden light.

They moved across the grass to join the wounded warriors who had fought so hard to protect them. In the air there was a sense that everything was about to change, that a miracle was taking place.

Taking a deep breath, she willed her magic to finish what it had started. To finish making things right.

And there, before her eyes, they changed. Dark wings sprouted from their backs, and an inhuman beauty lit their flesh. 

Now, things are right once more. My people are the angels they were always meant to be.

Everyone stared down at themselves in wonder. And she wondered if they too felt as if the world was finally the way it should be.

Her gaze swept over them. In one corner, to her surprise, one of Caine’s angels remained. The blonde who had rescued her, only to betray her. 

Sharen watched as fire leapt onto her wings, burning spots as she cried out.

When the woman looked up, her gaze met Sharen’s, and then she turned and ran. Disappearing into the woods. 

She’s been given time to prove herself still.

She looked out at her people. They had gathered together, and they looked both amazed and confused.

She smiled, wishing she had all her memories. Wishing she knew more than that her magic wanted to make things right.

And then, she caught a movement in the woods. Kade came limping out. His body a broken, bleeding mess, a blade clenched in his hand.

She smiled and ran to him.

Everything was right once more. Everything was being put back into place.

She reached him, gently pushing herself into his arms. He held her for a moment, and she pulled back.

“You’ve missed everything, but I’m so glad.”

His blade dove into her stomach. Her eyes widened. He pulled it out again, and stabbed over and over. She fell back, the sword still buried inside her. Her golden magic faded. Her warmth faded.

A numbness swept over her.

“Shapeshifter,” she whispered.

Kade’s mouth curled into a smile.

And then, Alec severed his head from his body.

Before the shapeshifter’s body even hit the ground, Alec and Ryder knelt over her. Their black wings spread behind them.

“Sharen!” Alec exclamined. “Sharen, it’s okay. You’re not human. This won’t kill you. You’ll be fine.”

And yet, she knew she wouldn’t be. She’d used her power. Her magic was tired. Gone. She no longer felt the strength of being something else... she was merely, mortal. And this wound would kill her.

“Sharen!”

She turned her head.

Kade was crawling towards her. Black wings on his back. He kept trying to rise, but couldn’t.

It seemed to take an eternity to reach her. And then, he was there, tears streaming down his face. “I tried to beat him here. Damn it, I tried.”

Her husbands gathered above her. She looked at each of their handsome faces. Her heart swelling with love.

I have them back. Safe. Now everything is right with my world.

Coughing, she felt the blood that rolled from her mouth.

Ryder wiped it away, his tear filled eyes above her.

She felt Alec trying to stop her bleeding. She heard someone shouting for help.

Reaching up with hands covered in blood, she touched each of their faces. “It’s okay. You lived. I put things right. That’s all I needed.”

Darkness filled her vision. She was falling, somewhere cold. Somewhere she’d never been before.

And she knew, that was the end of her life.




Chapter Twenty-One

Kade had done everything he could to reach Sharen before the shapeshifter. But it hadn’t been enough. He’d run until he couldn’t run anymore. He’d walked until he could only crawl. And then he crawled without stopping.

Just on the edges of the forest he’d felt her magic sweep over him and felt confused when the wings had sprouted on his back. But still, he hadn’t slowed. He needed to warn Sharen.

But even after everything, I was too late.

He and his brothers held their wife, their tiny human wife. She didn't breathe. She didn't have a heartbeat.

The others said she was dead. 

They wouldn’t hear them. There was no way that the woman they loved with every ounce of their hearts could no longer be alive.

It was impossible.

And so, they held her, not caring as the day faded to evening. They held her.

The others moved about them, but Kade couldn’t see anything except her face. Her pale, expressionless face.

Her blood cooled. Her body was like ice. And yet, they couldn’t let her go.

“What—what now?” Ryder whispered, breaking their shocked silence.

After several moments of silence, Alec answered. “She wasn’t human. I don’t know if she was part angel or demon, or witch... I don’t know. And without Caine to pass judgment on souls, I don’t know where she’ll go either.”

“But we’ll get her back.” Ryder said, the words filled with certainty.

And they would. If they had to pluck her from the heavens, or from the pits of the demon-realm, they would save her. They wouldn’t stop searching until she was with them again.

A strange feeling overtook Kade. 

He stiffened. Looking up. His brothers had the same look. It was if a jingling was filling their ears. A calling.

The demons... who now wore angel wings, stopped in their tasks.

“We need to go,” someone said.

And then, everyone began to flap their wings.

He had the urge too. The overwhelming urge to go. To follow the call.

Looking to his brothers, he asked the question without words.

“Let’s go,” Alec whispered.

Kade gathered Sharen in his arms. And although his body ached, it was nothing in comparison to his soul or his heart.

They lifted into the air, dozens of dark-winged angels. They flew toward the horizon, and then like an instinct, they teleported. In a new place, far from where they started, they rushed forward and passed through a magical barrier that shimmered like Sharen’s golden magic. They traveled down toward the earth until they hovered just above a small temple hidden in an ancient woods.

“Where are we? And why did we come here?” Ryder asked.

They settled upon the ground around it, and the instant Kade’s feet touched the ground the building began to glow. A golden light, so like Sharen’s magic, spread out covering the building, the ground, and running over the angels. When it reached Sharen, the magic shuddered.

And then, her eyes opened.

Kade gasped and watched as the golden light streamed into her wounds, through her eyes, her mouth, her ears, and her nose. And then, in shock, he watched her take a breath.

The light vanished.

And they all stood staring at Sharen.

She blinked. She reached forward and touched where her wounds were no longer visible.

“This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen,” she said.

Kade choked back tears. “How what’s supposed to happen?”

She frowned. “I should have been reborn in another body.”

“Reborn?” he repeated, confused.

She looked up at him, holding his gaze. “I don’t know everything, but I know this. I’m one of the Immortals. The Goddess of Hope... and this was not what was supposed to happen.”

For some reason, he laughed and gathered her to him. “I don’t care how it was supposed to happen, just that you’re alive!”

Alec and Ryder were there in an instant, and they held her between them. There was a lot of kissing and touching and more laughter. It was as if every step they’d taken since meeting Sharen had been meant to lead to this.

When at last she insisted they put her on the ground, she stared at the temple, frowning. “It’s like my dream... but why are we here?”

The others looked at her. 

Elle spoke, cradling her angel baby in her arms. “We thought you might know.”

After a second, Sharen’s mouth curled into a smile. “It’s because things are not ready for us yet. I can’t take my place as a judge of mankind yet, for some reason. And you guys can’t join the angels because they’re still corrupt. This is a place we will be safe, for a time, until it’s ready for us.”

Kade expected the others to have questions. To have fears, but instead, they started to walk into the temple like her answer made all the sense in the world. 

He frowned. They were just supposed to accept this?

He squeezed his fist and felt his dark wings curl around him. And then, it struck him. None of this felt strange.

“We were always supposed to be angels?”

Sharen smiled beside him. “Caine has screwed the whole system up, but yes, none of you were meant to be demons. Things won’t change overnight, but this is the first step toward setting the world right.”

Kade shook his head, feeling a wave of exhaustion come over him. “If Caine’s dead, why can’t we just put things right?”

Her smile faded. “I don’t know. I have pieces of my memories... but not enough. I just know the world isn’t safe yet.”

He nodded. I guess that has to be enough for now.

They moved into the temple and were met by druids who welcomed them with confused, but open arms. The temple ran deep underground and had been created as a safe place for immortals in trouble.

It was strange. Kade had more questions than answers, but he also felt safe for the first time in longer than he could remember.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Sharen stood at the very top of the temple, staring out at the sea of forest. She knew in her heart that she and her people would not be safe here forever. This was only a temporary resting place. But there was nothing more she could do now. Being one of the Immortals meant that she could no longer fight.

The idea pained her more than she would ever tell the others.

If Caine had succeeded in gaining her powers, he could have stolen hope from the world. And such a thing would have made it impossible to ever destroy him. She had been reckless not to go into hiding as Marval has warned her. Even though if she could turn back time she’d do it all over again.

But this time things were different. Her demons were with her. Her people were with her. And they were all safe, for now.

She could no longer fight this battle the way she had been doing. She had to wait and be patient. One day it would be her time to battle again.

Because that was the other thing. The thing she told no one.

Caine wasn’t dead.

“Sharen?” she spun to find that Kade had walked the steps to her little tower. “Are you coming to bed?”

She smiled and moved to him, taking his hand. They moved down the many stairs until they reached their room. Throwing open her door, she smiled again at the lovely room filled with everything she could need, a massive bed, and her three demons.

Or were they simply her angels now?

They’d discovered they could hide their wings with glamour, but at the moment, their black wings were spread wide. And the combination of big, half-naked men with dark wings was strangely... sexy.

Alec and Ryder looked up at her as she approached. Then, they closed their wings tightly to their backs. And within seconds, their wings had disappeared.

She smirked. “How does it feel to be angels?”

Alec scowled. “We’re not angels. Angels are winged bats. We’re demons with wings.”

“Demons with wings?” She couldn’t contain her laughter.

“Yes!” he exclaimed, yanking down his boxers to fall around his ankles. “Demons with wings and big cocks.”

She threw back her head and laughed. 

He was on her in an instance. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to laugh at a man when he says he has a big cock?”

That just made her laugh harder.

Suddenly, she was swept up and tossed on the bed.

“Apparently our wife needs to be taught some manners,” Alec said.

Kade grinned and tugged his own boxers down. “I’m all for it.”

Ryder stripped and leapt onto the bed next to her. “How is it that we always say we’re teaching her a lesson, and then she ends up owning our asses?”

Sharen laughed, curling her hand around his erection. “Because we all know who’s really in charge.

She knew what would come next. And for the first time since her marriage to the demons, there was nothing else they had to do. There was nothing else to focus on. Tonight, she’d make love to her husbands, and the next day, and the next day. There would be no more hunting or fighting or running.

They would just have... peace.

For now.

And that was enough for her.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Caine punched the stone floor of his throne room. He was damned weak. He’d died and been born again, which meant he had to gain strength over his powers once more. Dragging himself across the room, he sunk into his throne.

The moment he’d arrived in the throne room, he’d commanded his angels not to interrupt him, and he would not allow himself to be seen by them until he was strong.

A great deal of his forces had been destroyed in the battle, sent into the demon-realm and out of his grasp forever. He would need more angels. More warriors.

Because even though he no longer sensed Sharen’s magic and she was no longer under his thumb, there were nine more Immortals.

As he closed his eyes, he sensed them. His angels worked tirelessly to break them down. This would be their last lives, he’d decided. Since discovering the secret of how to take their powers, he was determined to have what he desired most in this world. 

Yes, it would take time. And yes, killing them was far easier.

But he grew tired of simply torturing them. Of watching them being reborn over and over again. Because that was the thing with the Immortals, they could die, and they couldn’t be judges.

Yet now that he knew how to take their powers from them, he could finally kill them for good. And what was more? Once he absorbed their powers, he would be unstoppable.

Sighing, he looked to his throne room. It was crowded with the tiny glowing wisps that represented souls. Far too many had come to gather since his death, without him there sending them away with his judgment.

Annoyed, he sent all but the most defined of the wisps screaming into the demon-realm. He didn’t care if they were good or bad. He just didn’t want to stare at them any longer.

When those were cleared away, a dozen remained. The wisps that still took human form were more powerful. He would look at these more carefully and determine which would make good, obedient soldiers to join his forces, and which were too dangerous to become angels.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of one and stood up.

It was his son, the shapeshifter.

Fury overtook him. His son had one job at the battle. To kill the demon called Kade in front of her. To make her feel hopeless so that Caine could take her powers.

Instead, he’d watched his father die. And even knowing that his spirit still remained, waiting for an opportunity to use Sharen’s powers to take shape once more and become even more powerful, his son hadn’t destroyed her hope. Instead, his traitorous son had killed the woman herself.

Because he believed it would destroy his father.

My son wanted me dead. And now, he’ll pay.

Calling the shape to him, his son’s eyes widened as they focused onto his father.

“You thought I was destroyed forever.”

“No,” the shapeshifter lied, crumbling to his translucent knees. 

“Yes,” he hissed.

“It was simply a mistake.” His son’s voice was filled with fear.

He knows his fate, and yet he can do nothing to stop it.

“You killed her, thinking you were sealing my fate.” He smiled. “How could you know you were sealing your own?”

“Father, please, I beg of—“

With a flick of his wrist, he sent his son’s soul to the black pit on one side of the room, something he rarely used. The place where souls deemed too dangerous to continue living were thrown into... to be destroyed and never reborn again. The Soul Destroyer.

His son’s soul screamed and screamed, the sound echoing in the room as every tiny piece of his soul was torn and burned until nothing remained.

And then, his throne room was blissfully silent once more.

Caine pressed his fingers together and rested his forehead on his hands. Now back to what matters.

I have to destroy the rest of the Immortals and ensure I’ll rule for eternity.

He smiled. Already he could sense the Immortals suffering. 

This will be too easy.

But first, to deal with the traitorous angel.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Surcy smiled as she ate the last bite of her doughnut. “Oh God, why does sugar have to be so good?”

Daniel looked up from the couch, setting the book down in his lap. “If you’re going to keep moaning like that, I’m going to have to do something about it.”

She leaned back on the barstool beside their counter and raised a brow. “I could use a little activity to work off all these calories.”

He tossed the book, jumped over the couch, but caught his leg and hit the floor.

She laughed, and once she started, she couldn’t stop. Mr. Serious. Mr. Arrogant. Was a pile on the floor! His dark eyes locked on her, while he pushed some of his blond hair out of his eyes.

“That was not funny.”

Triston snickered from his chair across the room. “It was... quite comical.”

That only made her laugh harder. Triston never laughed! 

Mark shook his head and set his book down in his lap. “We’re never going to find the Immortals if we keep stopping for food and,” he blushed, “sex.”

Daniel grumbled as he got off the floor. “No one said you have to stop for sex, but I’m getting tired of all this studying.”

She opened her mouth to answer him when the vibrating began in her chest. Stiffening, she touched the spot above her heart. It grew hotter and hotter, almost painfully so, with each second that passed.

“Surcy?” Mark said, concern in his voice.

Triston was across the room and at her side in an instant. “What is it?”

It’s time. That’s what.

She looked up into his beautiful mismatched eyes. Remembering a time when she saw nothing in his gaze. No emotion. No love. Nothing. He was like a man made from stone. But now, when he looked at her, she saw everything... his very soul.

Her heart ached. “Caine is calling me.”

His expression grew tortured. “You must ignore him.”

Daniel was beside him an instant later. “Of course she has to ignore him! The only reason he’d call her is because he knows about her involvement with us. Going would be suicide.”

And then Mark was beside them. Pushing his glasses higher on his nose, his gaze locked with hers. “Surcy... are you planning on going?”

You already know. You always knew. 

Reaching up, she touched his face, memorizing every line of his handsome features. Then, she turned to Daniel and traced his face, stroking the stubble at his jaw. And finally, she touched Triston. He crumbled against her shoulder.

“You can’t go.” Triston’s voice was tortured.

“I have to,” she whispered.

“The fuck you do!” Daniel shouted. “The fuck you do!”

“Daniel,” Mark began.

Daniel whirled on the other man, grabbed his shirt, and hauled him closer. “We’ll tie her up if we have to. Do you understand me?”

Oh, Daniel. I’m so sorry.

Mark didn’t react in the other man’s grip. Instead, his expression was overwhelmed with sadness. “You had to know this was coming. I mean, I did... that’s why I’ve been working so hard. As long as she’s one of Caine’s angels, she’s his to command.”

Surcy stroked Triston’s hair, feeling a tear track down her cheek. “I’ll be back soon. I promise. But this is my chance to be heard. To try to get him to see that what he’s doing is wrong.”

She pulled Triston back from her and walked toward the window. 

Daniel released Mark and caught her arm. “You can’t just go.”

“I’ll be back,” she reassured him.

His eyes were wild, like a fire burning out of control. “You don’t know that. And... we’re nothing without you Surcy. You’re our heart and soul. You can’t just expect us to let you go.”

“You don’t have a choice.” She gave him a sad smile. “I love you.”

“We love you,” Mark said, the words coming out strangled.

“I won’t let you go,” Daniel said. “I won’t. Eventually, Caine will stop calling you, and you’ll be safe. Please, just give us more time. We can find the immortals. We can—“

“I’m sorry. I really am.” Her heart ached. “Just remember, I love you.”

Her gaze slid over them. Triston stood, as if made of stone. His long hair falling over his face. His arms hanging at his side. She knew he wouldn’t truly live again until she returned, so she made a silent promise to him that it would be soon.

Mark stood, his back straight. He didn’t try to hide his heartbreak like Triston. He stared directly at her, every emotion clearly written across the strong lines of his face. He was her rock. Her strength. She promised him that her absence would be brief.

And then, she turned to Daniel. He held her as a desperate man trying to hold back the waves. He knew that it was inevitable that she go, and still, she saw it in his dark eyes. He willed his hands to keep her there. He believed that if he fought hard enough, he could stop the inevitable. He could keep her there.

But some things are just not in your control, my love.

“I’ll be back, and maybe if Caine hears me everything will be better.”

“No,” he protested, shaking his head, heart break in his eyes.

Tears rolled down her face, and she gathered her memories of them into her heart. Taking a deep breath, she teleported away.

––––––––
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DANIEL COLLAPSED ONTO the ground. His hands held nothing. Nothing but air. 

His Surcy... was gone. 

The others called him a pessimist. He preferred the term realist. But if he was being realistic, he knew Caine would kill her. 

So, for the first time in his life, he ignored every realistic thought that flooded his mind. Instead, he told himself that she would be safe. That she would return to them soon. And that Caine would let her live.

He told himself that over and over again, hoping that if he thought it enough, it would be true. 

But in reality, none of them knew what would become of her. All they could do was wait. 

The End of Book Three. Read On for Surcy’s Story.
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Chapter One

Surcy had been such a fool. She’d given up love, light, and freedom for the most ridiculous thing imaginable—hope. Stupid hope.

And now she was paying for it in a dark cell far beneath the ground. Trapped within four tiny walls like a casket... in a place no one could hear her screams.

A human would pray for death. An escape from the dark and the silence. From the cold. From the loneliness.

But an immortal? There’s no escape for me.

She squeezed her eyes shut as she desperately tried to swallow down the hollow feeling that radiated throughout her chest. But the feeling remained. It pulsed within her, a reminder of her mistake. Of her failure.

Touching the spot above her heart, a sharp pain shot through her arm. A gasp slipped from her lips. She dropped her hand, hating how much her body hurt. All the time.

I’m growing weaker with each day that passes.

A strange panic uncurled inside of her. Instinctually, she called her soul-blade into her hand, then used her magic to make a light blue fire dance along the sharp edge. Instantly, she winced. The light hurt. It burned her eyes after so long in the dark. But sometimes she needed it to chase away the shadows that seized her heart.

After several long seconds, the light grew slightly more tolerable. But then, her prison came into focus. 

Her pulse sped up. The filthy walls looked as if they bled. And even though she knew the dark coloring that dripped down was likely moisture and rust, it still turned her stomach.

She sent her soul-blade away. That was one thing about her prison. The darkness was preferable to the light.

And yet, if her blade gave off warmth, she would have kept it. Despite how the sight of her prison made her heart race and her stomach turn. Because her damp cell was intolerable. 

Angels had a tendency to run cold, but the chill that lay heavy in the cell was unlike anything she’d experienced in her life. It was the kind of clawing coldness that cut deeply, bone-deep.

She was pretty sure even her demons would be cold here.

She shivered, hunching her shoulders even further. But even the stone beneath her sucked the warmth from her body. She pulled her wings closer, but they did nothing to stop the cold. 

How long since she’d felt the warmth of a fire? Of a touch? 

Think of your demons. Of Mark’s smile. Daniel’s laugh. And Tristan’s eyes.

Think of what it felt like to touch them. To be touched by them.

To be loved.

One of her last moments with Mark came to her like a flash of light. Like the scent of warm cookies. Comforting and perfect. 

She smiled in the darkness.

He was working in the garden with his shirt off when she came around the corner. The sight of him made her steps faltered and her thoughts freeze.

She licked her lips and stared, taking in every inch of him. Her demon was stunning beneath the sun’s rays, with so much of his flesh exposed to her greedy gaze. Seeing him like this was like a treat she couldn’t help but reach for. Most days Mark dressed in collared shirts and khaki pants, like an engineer or a scientist who spent his days behind a desk. Usually his clothes only added to his sweet sexiness that drove her wild.

But seeing him like this? In his tight jeans and no shirt? It did things to her. It made her want to touch every inch of him and awaken the wild demon who stretched to life each time he made love to her.

She snuck slowly up to him and trailed a finger along his spine.

He looked back at her. Not the least bit startled. 

“What are you up to, sexy?” she said flirtatiously.

His expression grew serious, and he glanced down at the plant he’d been tending so carefully. “The new starfruit I planted doesn’t seem to be growing well. I think it may need more—“

She sighed. 

He stopped speaking. “Wait, were you flirting again?”

Her lips curled into a smile. “You bet.”

Immediately, he stood, his massive frame towering over her. He dusted his hands on his pants, then reached up and adjusted his glasses. “Does that mean you want to—have sex?”

She laughed. “Aren’t demons supposed to be smooth? You know, good at seducing women?”

His gaze grew intense. “What man could be smooth with you? You’re so damned beautiful. Even after all this time, you take my breath away. I still can’t believe I get to touch you.”

Her breath came out in a rush. “That was pretty damn good.”

“Good?” he frowned, looking confused.

“Just shut up,” she whispered, reaching up and pulling him down to kiss her.

Immediately, his lips became those of a familiar lover. Hard. Experienced. Awakening arousal inside of her that burned brightly. And then...

She froze. What happened next? 

She stiffened. She had no idea.

Her memories of her demons faded and grew dimmer with each passing day. She had no idea if it was the darkness or the length of time that robbed her of her most precious memories. 

I just hope I’m not losing the human parts of myself. 

Stiffening, her hands clenched into fists. The idea tore through her like claws, and her fears were left bleeding like open wounds. Alone in the dark she had no way to calm the terror that such an idea brought.

To lose that side of myself would be worse than suffering an eternal-death.

Her demons had awakened in her a thirst for life. Their love made her enjoy the taste of food once more. The smell of a flower. The beauty of a sunset. Their tenderness had eroded her hard angel exterior until it crumbled, opening her heart to sadness, pleasure, and happiness once more.

I won’t go back to the way I was! 

But what if I am? She could feel the walls growing thicker around her. Whispering that she would never be free again.

Damn it, how much longer can I endure this! Has Caine simply forgotten me?

She stiffened at just the thought of The Judge’s name. It blanketed her anger with fear. Caine was the most powerful being in existence. He determined where people went when they died, and he decided when a person lost the right to an afterlife. An eternal death—the worst fate of all.

He also terrified her. 

Children feared the dark because they didn’t know what it concealed. Caine was the dark. No one saw him. No one touched him. But his powers had touched all of them, tearing inside of their minds to pull out whatever he wanted.

And yet, he’s The Judge. The only one who can change this broken system, and the only one who can order my freedom.

For so long she wondered what Caine had planned for her, but recently she had started worrying that he’d forgotten about her altogether. Time had no meaning for her without the sun's progression, but it had to have been months since he’d ordered her imprisonment. 

Since then, no one had spoken to her. Or even opened the cell door. Trays of food slipped beneath the door had provided her with sustenance and nothing more.

Why did I believe he would treat me fairly? My demons were right to tell me to stay away from the fortress.

And yet, she didn’t regret her choice. She’d had to try! She simply couldn’t live with herself if she hadn’t.

The demon-realm was overflowing with innocents. The angel-realm was more a group of thugs than warriors. Unlike her demons, she didn’t want a new system for the afterlife. She’d hoped to fix the current broken one instead.

But how can I fix it if Caine won’t grant me an audience? 

A slight creaking made her freeze. It was a familiar noise. One she looked forward to each day. My tray should be coming soon. She uncurled her wings and stood on stiff limbs, waiting for the food that would soon slide beneath the door.

Instead, she heard the distinct sound of a key scraping the lock. A key! It can’t finally be happening! Her heart raced, and she held herself tense, waiting for what would happen next.

The door opened and Surcy squinted against the light. An angel blocked the entrance, a dark shadow with dim torchlight behind him.

What does he want? Will he free me?

Or is this something else altogether?

And if he doesn’t let me leave, should I try to escape? Should I—

“Come with me,” he growled.

Freedom! The word blossomed within her chest, breathing life into her soul. Without another second’s hesitation, she shuffled out of the cell, holding up one hand to shade her eyes from the torches. 

In the hall, the angel closed the cell door and led her up the stairs that would take her out of the dungeons. Surcy’s stiff legs struggled with the steps, but she pushed herself forward toward the light, desperate for fresh air. 

At the top, the angel turned, and she realized who had released her. Frink. Her skin tingled as complicated emotions filled her. Seeing someone else after so long alone in the darkness was incredible, but she would have rather seen anyone but him. 

He preyed on weakness. He thrived on suffering. She’d have to hide every uncertain feeling within her and radiate confidence, or else she might not survive him. And she hadn’t come this far just to let one coward stop her.

She cleared her throat. “Didn’t I kill you recently?” 

His brilliant green eyes flashed with rage. “If it were my choice, I would return the favor.”

And if the rumors were true, he’d make it a slow and painful death.

She forced a grin. “But it isn’t your choice. That must be driving you crazy...”

Frink snarled and grabbed her forearm, dragging her down the hall with rapid, angry steps. She struggled to keep up with him, but at the end of the hall, he opened a door and gestured for her to go inside. 

Surcy froze. “This isn’t the throne room.”

His anger rolled off of him in waves. “No kidding.”

It was just another windowless room, although it was a larger one, with a blazing fireplace, a bed, and a bath. But it wasn’t her path to freedom.

I won’t be put off any longer. I need to see a Caine. I need to fight for the people who are depending on me.

And return to my demons, one way or another.

She took a deep breath. “I’m not going in there. Take me to Caine. Now.”

Frink grabbed her by the throat and forced her back against the doorframe. Instantly, her airway was cut off. She struggled against him, clawing at his fingers, but he only squeezed her throat harder. Her vision darkened.

His words came sharp and angry. “You’ll do as I say, one way or another.”

A tear slid down her cheek. Being suffocated won’t kill me, but it sure as hell will hurt.

And after I wake up from this, no doubt I’ll be imprisoned again.

It’s hopeless.




Chapter Two

“You think Caine wants to see you like this?” Frink said, tossing her back.

She hit the ground and immediately began gasping in air. The darkness receded, and slowly her panic eased too. Unconsciously, she touched her throat, and flinched as her fingers grazed her skin.

How dare he! If her demons were there, the angel would’ve been pummeled into a pile of flesh. They didn’t tolerate anyone hurting her. But unfortunately for Frink, she didn’t tolerate it either.

Turning to glare up at him, she unsteadily struggled back to her feet. “If he doesn’t want his prisoners stinking and dirty, maybe he shouldn’t toss them into cells and forget about them!”

He punched her square in the face. 

She hit the stone floor, and lay for a second too shocked to move. Before her imprisonment she would’ve easily avoided the blow. It frightened her how weak she’d become.

Don’t think about it too much. Just focus on getting up.

She looked up at him, rubbing her stinging cheek and trying to sit up. “Ass!”

“Just the kind of language I would expect from a demon-whore.”

If he hadn’t awoken her temper, she might’ve been smart and shut up. But instead, she struggled to her shaking legs and smirked. “Harsh words from an angel with a reputation for having sex with humans ‘just to feel alive.’” 

He swung, but this time she ducked, missing the blow just barely. “Take your damned bath!”

A bath? She glanced at the tub in the middle of the room. That sounds incredible, but I can’t lose my focus.

“And afterwards I’ll see Caine?”

He flashed her a smile that was all teeth. “I guarantee it.”

That’s strangely not reassuring.

She turned away from him, trying to hide her nervousness. Whatever was going to happen, she couldn’t hope to actually fight it. Not in Caine’s fortress. Not with hundreds of angels filling the halls, rooms, and skies. But she could at least face her enemies without months’ worth of filth coating her flesh.

Crossing the room, she paused as she glanced at the steaming water and then back at Frink. The angel had already turned his back. He likes his women human. Lucky for me.

She quickly shed her filthy garments, folded her wings tightly against her back, and climbed into the water. She groaned as the heat sank into her skin and warmed her body. It felt so good. So incredibly good.

She sank beneath the waters, scrubbing her stiff hair, and then moving on to gently wash her black feathers, which were covered in grime. By the time she came back up, the water was cloudy. Picking up the soap at the edge of the tub, she cleaned every inch of her body until she felt better than she had in months. Until the sweet scent of lavender seemed to hang over the entire room.

That’s much better. 

Now to pump Frink for info...

“So,” she began, her gaze going to where he stood, staring angrily at the wall. “Is Caine going to kill me and send me to the demon-realm?”

Frink didn’t answer.

“Wrong, huh? Well, what, he'll command me to serve him again?" Still no answer.

Here goes nothing.

She sighed. “Maybe he’ll be reasonable. I have a lot to tell him. If he would just listen, everything could change for the better. Things can't keep going the way they are. Something has to give." 

He glanced at her for the first time since she’d undressed. “You can’t possibly be stupid enough to think he’ll listen to a word you say.” After a second, he laughed. “You actually do! You think he’ll care that things aren’t fair. You think he’ll want to change.” He shook his head. “You are so freakin' naïve!" 

He’s wrong. I have to believe a being made to be The Judge of all of mankind still has some goodness in him.

Time to find out, one way or another. 

Taking a deep breath, she stood, grabbed a towel and climbed out of the tub. Drying quickly, she donned the simple white gown stretched out on the bed for her. Turning back to the angel, she gave a sharp nod.

“Lead on!”

His nostrils flared in unspoken rage, but he turned and opened the door. 

Time seemed to slow.

Her feet brushed the stone floor as she followed him, her heart pounding. In her mind, she ran through every possible scenario, but nothing she imagined ended with her alive and returning to her demons.

She tried to appear calm and confident, but she was pretty sure she failed. The urge to flee built inside her like a sickness. Her logical mind screamed that her fear was ridiculous, that this was what she’d been waiting for, but her heart refused to listen. It raced so hard it filled her ears, so fast her head felt light.

Come on, Surcy, hold it together. Being brave doesn’t mean you aren’t scared, it means you do it anyway. The old words echoed in her mind. Where have I heard them before? She couldn’t recall, but they kept her moving forward.

Frink led her to the throne room, where The Realm Creator was located. She took a few steps forward before Frink closed the door, leaving her inside to face Caine alone.

I’m finally here.

To face The Judge.

Today I could change the world, or be wiped from it forever.

With sweat sliding down her back, she scanned the massive room carved of gray stone. Waiting to be acknowledged. The ceiling rose so high above them that she could scarcely see the top. She remembered that a hole above them allowed the angels to fly into the room, but she couldn't sense any fresh air coming from above. Instead, something oily and thick hung over the room laced with a scent she’d never noticed before.

Perhaps because the last time I was here I was nothing more than a mindless soldier. Curling black magic cloaked the back half of the room. She’d never seen through the magic, but she knew the man and his throne were concealed within the darkness. Any confidence she had melted away as she sensed him watching her from the darkness. 

Slowly, she dropped her gaze, trying to keep her heart steady. 

The center of the room held the entrances to the realms themselves. They were two swirling portals that stood side by side. One was filled with a pure white light so bright it hurt her eyes, and the other was a black more pure than any on Earth.

The angel realm. And the demon realm.

Beyond both of them, almost concealed by the dark cloud of magic, was the thing that made her sick to look upon. The Soul Destroyer. A place seldom used, to destroy souls found too dangerous to be allowed an afterlife.

“Surcy.” Caine’s voice swept over her. Through her. Dark, dangerous, and threatening. “You have disappointed me.”

Everything I’ve risked, it’s all been for this moment.

I hope my demons were wrong.

Instinct forced her down until she knelt prostate before him, head bowed. “And I have come when called. To explain myself. And for judgment."

Silence snaked through the room.

What will he say? What will he decide?

“You have destroyed your perfection by awakening the humanity within you. You have fallen in love with demons. And you have betrayed me. And for these things, you must be punished.”

And here goes nothing...

“On the surface, everything you’ve said is true, but my intentions are also just as true." She took a deep breath, knowing her own life—her very soul—could very well hang in the balance. "Time has changed you, my Lord. I have met many, many innocent demons, which can only mean that you're sending humans to the demon-realm who don’t deserve it."” She took a deep breath, hating that her entire body shook. “It must be difficult to be the judge of all of humanity, but something has gone wrong. You need to hear these things, so that you can fix the wrongs and return to your former glory.”

After another long moment of silence, his voice came again. “You will be stripped of your wings and returned to Earth.”

Her heart pounded. I’ll lose my wings? It’s a cruel fate, but at least I’ll be with my demons once more. Yet, he didn’t respond to my words.

“But what of the changes I spoke of?”

He continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “But that is not enough, is it? For you have already turned your back on what it means to be an angel." His words were barely louder than a whisper, and yet, they carried through the room like a crack of thunder. “I could destroy your soul... but what good would that do me?”

Her breathing filled her ears. This is not good. If I ran, could I escape?

Not the fortress. Nor the army of angels that circle the skies above me.

“There is a war coming, Surcy, and your demons will play a part. There is only one thing I can do that will both punish you and help me.”

“Please, Caine, please, My Lord...”

Her limbs shook. Her muscles tensing. She had to run, at least try, no matter the odds against her. 

“I will give you what you want. I will return you to your demons. I will take every ounce of the humanity you have stolen over the years, and I will return to them a cold angel. You will have no memories of them. Without your confusing human emotions to drag you down, you will gain their trust once more, and you will betray them. For me.”

She rose, shaking her head. “I will not.”

His cold laugh came, so harsh it wrapped itself around her throat. “That’s the thing, my dear. You don’t have a choice.”

Racing to the doors, she pulled on the handles, but they were sealed shut. Calling her soul-blade to herself, she held it out before her. Ready to fight. Ready to take on the most powerful being in all the realms.

Anything to keep my demons safe.

His voice came, so close she could feel his breath on her ear. “Do you really think I care who is guilty or innocent?”

She spun, holding her sword out in front her and scanning the darkness surrounding her. Where is he? Where is he? She could see nothing.

She tried again. “But that’s the job of The Judge.”

Speak. Show yourself.

He laughed, a cruel, awful sound that came from everywhere but nowhere. “Not this judge.”

He’s mad! My demons were right. He must be overthrown. 

Spreading out her wings, she leapt into the air, heading for the escape in the ceiling. Pushing herself faster and faster, she glanced back to see the swirling darkness barreling after her. She clenched her teeth. No. No! She wouldn’t let him reach her.

Shooting forward, her eyes widened. The hole in the ceiling—it was gone. She slammed into the space it had once been. Beating her wings to keep from falling, she clawed at the stone. 

I’m trapped.

The darkness enveloped her an instant later, and cold hands grasped her throat. As Caine pried into her mind with his cruel, violating touch, she thought of her demons. Tears slid down her cheeks as she focused on their faces. And then, the memory was snatched away. Lost to her forever.

I failed.




Chapter Three

Surcy woke shivering, so cold she thought she must be dead. She opened her eyes and stared at a dark sky filled with snowflakes swirling toward her. 

She began to cry, shaking with a terrible loss that she didn't understand. Tears flowed down her frozen cheeks. It was strange to cry for no reason, and yet, to feel deep inside that she had lost something beautiful and sacred.

But what?

After several long minutes she gathered her wits about her and stood on stiff legs. She found herself naked and alone in a field of pale green grass. Snow drifted lazily from the sky, covering the green grass.

What’s wrong with that picture? Why is the grass so green and new, and yet the snow keeps coming? Behind her, her wings felt strange. They seemed to shiver on her back, as if afraid. She turned to look at them and frowned.

A cold breeze began to stir her feathers, but within moments, the breeze changed into a rustling wind that swirled and clawed at her like a pack of angry birds. The wind whispered of magic and punishment. 

Tremors swept through her body. What is this? 

In horror, she watched as her black feathers were torn from her wings. Pain came sharp and awful. Each feather was like a nail pulled from her fingertips. She screamed, trying to hold her wings, but the wind continued its assault. Deep red blood ran down her wings, painting her remaining feathers. 

Time seemed to slow. Her feathers drifted behind her in a cloud, mixing with the snow, dark smudges against the pure white.

“No!” She sobbed.

But instead of stopping, the wind picked up, harder and faster. 

A primal scream tore from her lips. A sound that continued without end, echoing through her. I need to escape!  

Blindly, she climbed to her feet and began running through the snow on legs that shook, but the vicious wind was everywhere. A whirlwind without escape. Her feathers were no longer just being pulled free, but plucked out as if by angry hands. The pain was mind-numbing. But just when she thought she couldn’t take another moment of it, her entire wings were torn from her back. 

Crumbling to her knees, her mouth opened and closed, but no sounds came out. Pain made every nerve in her body scream. And yet, she couldn’t move. Warm blood ran down her back, soaking her flesh. 

Time passed. She had no idea how long. But she remained kneeling, overwhelmed by her suffering. 

Eventually, the pain was replaced by a strange numbness. Reaching with fingers that shook, she touched her back. There was nothing left. Nothing but bloody gashes that would soon be no more than pale scars. She reached behind her and traced the wounds with her fingers as hot tears slid down her cheeks.

Why did this happen? What cruel being would punish me so?

Her memories were vacant. Empty. And yet, she knew those wings were hers. A part of her always.

I was an angel. But now... now what am I?

There was movement. Light in the distance. She stared at it. Three shapes started toward her across the snowy field.

Blinking through her tears, watching as they came closer and the shapes became men. I don’t know whether to be afraid, or hopeful.

When they saw her, they ran toward her, panic in their gazes.

The first one reached her with outstretched hands, but she cowered back.

He froze, his thoughts written clearly across his handsome face. He didn’t expect her to pull away from him.

“What do you want?” She asked, her voice shaking.

He opened his mouth, then closed it. With a hand that visibly shook, he reached up and adjusted his glasses. “Are you... are you alright?”

She wrapped her arms around her body. “No. I have no memory. No name. And my wings...” She couldn’t finish the rest.

The two other men stopped beside him, and she could feel their stares. 

The first man knelt down. “You’re cold. Let us take you home. We can help.”

I don’t know these men. But then, I don’t know anyone. She nodded.

He swept her into his arms and carried her from the field. She stared over his shoulder. But there, on his sleeve, was one of her black feathers. A tiny one. She plucked it from his clothing and clutched it in her hand. 

At least I have this.




Chapter Four

Mark carried their sweet Surcy in his arms. She shivered uncontrollably, her face ashen, dirty, and tear-stained. He was so grateful they found her. He’d feared they’d lost her forever.

But I couldn’t have imagined that we’d find her, wings and memory gone.

Not that it truly matters.

If she didn’t remember them, they could make her love them again. They would start at the beginning and make her fall in love with them again.

And so what if she wasn't an angel anymore? That made things less complicated. The only real question was what had happened to her.

Everything else can be worked out, as long as we’re together.

He slid into the back seat, with her still in his arms, and settled her in his lap. The amount of blood that coated her back terrified him, feeling cold and sticky against his skin. Immortals could only be killed a couple of different ways, and certainly not from blood loss, but it didn’t make her injuries any less frightening. 

He held her tighter, wishing he could take away her wounds. Wishing he had the power to heal both her mind and her body.

But all I can do is hold her. And keep her safe from this moment on.

At least she didn’t try to pull away. He didn't think he could ever let her go again.

Maybe tonight I’ll finally be able to sleep soundly... 

His eternal-brothers climbed into the car. Daniel took the front seat while Tristan rode shotgun. As Daniel started the engine, Mark saw him look back at them in the rearview mirror. His dark eyes were filled with anguish. 

Daniel’s faith in goodness was always paper-thin. Mark hoped Surcy’s condition wouldn’t completely destroy him. I hope he’s strong enough to fight for love.

Tristan, on the other hand, didn't look back at them, but Mark could feel the tension radiating from him. He doesn’t know what to do with an emotion like this. With this kind of sadness and disappointment. Tristan’s eyes were closed, and his jaw was clenched. He sat unmoving, like a creature carved from stone.

But there’s always so much raging beneath his quiet surface.

That was the thing about eternal-brothers, demons connected together in the afterlife; they always had an inner-sense of each other. Whether they wanted to or not. And his brothers’ misery was so powerful it was nearly suffocating.

Mark wanted to reassure them, but he couldn't. None of them knew what would happen. 

As they pulled away, Surcy looked up at him, and Mark fell in love all over again. She was their world. Beautiful inside and out. Her long dark hair, usually in waves down her back, lay matted around her. Her eyes, normally a stunning hazel, looked weak and bloodshot. Her skin was so white from the cold, it was eerie. But whatever she’d been through, she was still the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 

Our everything.

Mark held her against him, sharing his own body heat. The three demons were always hot, but they blazed the heater, trying desperately to warm her shivering body. Nothing else was more important than her happiness. 

And now that we have her back, we’ll do whatever we have to in order to make her happy once more.

After a time, she spoke softly. “Can you tell me—who are you?” And the vacancy of her gaze twisted his heart.

“Mark.”

“Mark.” She said his name, as if tasting it. “Can you tell me... was I once an angel?”

He nodded at her very slowly.

“What happened to me?”

You fell in love with three demons. “I don’t know.”

“Was it a punishment?”

In all likelihood, yes. “I don’t know.”

Tears stung her eyes. “Do you know who I am?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze held his. “Can you tell me my name?”

This, I think she can handle. “Surcy. Your name is Surcy.”

And I’ve dedicated my life to you.

The pendant that was tucked carefully into his shirt seemed to warm, as if reminding him of his other dedication. 

As if I could ever forget that the future of the world rests in my hands.

He held Surcy tighter. That was the thing about knowing he would die for their cause, it made moments like these even more important.




Chapter Five

Daniel couldn’t believe that Surcy didn’t remember them. Caine had done this to her, the cruel bastard! This was her punishment for loving them.

At least Caine spared her life and didn’t keep her from them forever. But what should they do now?

It had taken them so long to earn her love. To convince an angel that they shouldn't have been turned into demons. First, she fought for them because it was the right thing to do. Then, she helped them, because she couldn’t bear to see them continue the way they were.

And at last, somehow, they had convinced her to love them.

Which I don’t think I can do again.

He understood how women fell in love with Mark. Even during their first lives, the time before their deaths, he’d heard stories of the many women who loved Mark. But he and Tristan were not so lucky. 

His brother, Tristan, for all the years he’d lived, had never fallen in love with a woman until Surcy. It wasn’t that his heart was made of stone; it was simply that his focus had been protecting those that needed him, not on what would make him happy.

But for me? I’m just a straight-up asshole.

Okay, so maybe that was a bit harsh. But he was definitely hard to love. At least according to every woman who gave up on him over the years. Who told him he was incapable of love. 

They said he chased danger. That the fire within him was too wicked to control. That he would go down in flames one day for his reckless ways.

And they were right.

Yet, with Surcy? I fell in love with her as unexpectedly as she fell in love with me. I found her innocence frustrating, her constant moral compass annoying, and her belief that she could save the world? Completely ignorant. But God how I loved her.

And eventually, not only did he love her, but the way he saw the world changed. She taught him there was something beautiful about innocence, something admirable about a strong moral compass. When she had saved their world? He realized he’d been a coward for not trying to do the same.

As he gripped the steering wheel and turned onto the freeway, he couldn’t help but look back at her again. The incredible creature, who gave up her safety, and turned her back on her own kind for them, was gone.

We’ve lost her forever.




Chapter Six

Tristan would kill those angel bastards for this. He would tear them from the heavens and shred their wings for what they have done to her. When she left to face Caine, she was so certain he would treat her fairly. That he would forgive her for loving us.

They begged her to run away with them. To hide.

Unfortunately, at the core of her being, Surcy believed Caine would want to hear her out. She had stubbornly refused to let it go. Her eyes had twinkled with certainty, her chin raised in confidence. All would be well, she had said.

That was a year ago, and until tonight, they hadn't seen her since.

Every day since then, they paid witches to search for her. They bribed vampires and shifters to prowl every dark corner of the world. And they never stopped looking.

Never.

Daniel's history with the witch Summer had finally paid off. She came to them, swearing that she had finally felt Surcy’s presence in a field outside of town. They’d come there, not knowing what they would find. Yet, they’d hoped for a miracle.

When Tristan saw her, he thought all was right with their world once more, that the other part of their souls had been returned to them. 

Until he saw that her wings were gone. Being an angel was the most important thing to Surcy. She saw it as her calling, and with her three demons by her side, she spread peace, protecting those who needed it the most.

What will happen now? Without her wings, would everything go back to the way it was?  What if she turns away from us? 

His stomach twisted. If I were a betting man, I’d put it all on the thing that makes the most sense. Before the week is out, Surcy will leave us. 




Chapter Seven

Surcy let her mind drift as she rode through the city in the back seat with the three men who had found her. After the one in the backseat introduced himself and told her her name, none of them spoke, and that was fine with her. 

What was there to say? That all she had left to remind her that she was an angel was a black feather and painful scars on her back?

Shuddering, she squeezed her eyes shut for a long minute. She couldn’t think of that now. If she did, she might fall apart again.

Focus on the present. 

She still didn't know if the strange men could be trusted, but something deep inside told her she was safe. There was just something... kind about them. She even drew unexpected comfort from being held in the strong arms of the man named Mark. 

They continued driving in silence as they left the woods behind and entered a bright city. She stared out the window without seeing, until they drove through a tiny gate into a lush landscape of plants and trees. There was a kind of quiet splendor to the wildness of the plants and trees that made her feel as if they had entered a sanctuary. What a strange place.

She sat up slightly as a beautiful home rose up in the midst of the stunning garden. The home was larger than she expected in the city, like a charming brick manor untouched by time. 

One of the men turned off the engine, and they all stared at the dark manor. There was something in the air that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but the man holding her looked strangely relieved.

“We’re home,” Mark whispered, opening the door and carrying her out into the chilly night.

He carried her through a simplistically decorated home with high ceilings, brick walls, and modern furniture. It was a strange combination, like two worlds coming together, but she liked it. Glancing at Mark, she could somehow picture the man in this house, feeling perfectly comfortable.

When he took her down a hall and came to the end of it, he froze before a wooden door.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking at his pained expression.

Her words seemed to wake him, and he reached for the handle. “Nothing. I just haven’t been in here for a long time.”

She wanted to ask him more. But the questions wouldn’t leave her tired lips.

He took her into the room and put her gently on a bed with a white comforter. White curtains hung from its four posters, creating a simple beauty she might have enjoyed at any other time. It’s how I’d decorate my own room. She stared out the large balcony windows, her thoughts wandering.

She heard Mark draw a bath for her. 

“Do you... need help?” He gestured from her to the bath.

“No,” she whispered, then laid her feather gently down on the white comforter.

He nodded, went to some drawers, and laid clothes out on her bed, cautious of her feather. “If you need anything, I’m just a call away.”

If her heart hadn’t felt so broken, she might have smiled. Instead, she stared at him until he left.

She went to the bathroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at her looked sickly thin and sad. Sweeping her dark hair off her shoulder, she turned and looked at the ugly, red scars on her back, and her skin stained with blood.

A sob exploded from her lips. She pressed her knuckles to her mouth, but the sobs wracked her body.

How—why? She cried harder.

Collapsing onto her knees, she willed herself to stop crying. But it didn’t work. The tears came. No matter how much she begged them to stop. Running in angry streams down her face. Shaking her entire frame. 

She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she finally gained some control. Rubbing at her face, she grabbed the side of the large bathtub and pulled herself up, and then into it.

As she sat in the bath, it was a long time before she could scrub herself clean. And even then, she did it mechanically. Thoughtlessly. 

She felt so empty. So broken.

But when this bath is over, I need to have put my sadness behind me. If I let it, it’ll consume me. And then I’ll never find out how I lost my wings, or how to get them back.

Yet, she gave herself a few more minutes to mourn her soul-shattering loss. A few precious moments to bandage herself back together.

At last, she found the strength of will to climb out of the bath and dry herself. She dressed slowly, finding that the clothing fit her almost perfectly, which seemed odd. She saw that food waited on a tray near her bed, but she didn’t touch it, as hungry as she was. Instead, she picked up her feather, stroking its softness with her fingertip.

What now?

She stood in the center of the room staring without seeing. 

I need something to help me pull myself out of this grief.

Moving to the balcony, her gaze was drawn to the lush gardens of the estate and beyond them to the lights of the city. What will I find out there? She clung to her black feather as if it could somehow protect her from the unknown world.

“Are you feeling better?” 

The deep voice startled her and she spun, gripping her feather protectively.

Mark studied her from the doorway with a small smile.

His smile meant everything. It drew her from her sadness, awakening a warmth inside her that was surprising. She clung to the feeling, like a torch in the darkness.

The stranger was handsome, but when he smiled, he was breathtaking. The kind of man women would throw themselves at. A man like him must have a wife, or a girlfriend. She was surprised by the rush of jealousy the thought brought. He didn’t belong to her.

So why do I feel like he should? 

Hesitantly, she returned his smile, taking the time to really look at him. His hair was light brown and messy, like he had just run his fingers through it. His rimless glasses didn't hide his eyes, a pure blue, like the clearest waters imaginable. And he had the strong build of a man who worked often and hard with his hands.

“Surcy?” Concern caused little wrinkles to gather at the corners of his eyes. “Are you feeling better?

Stop staring and answer him.

“Much better,” she answered. 

“I’ve built a fire in the living room, if you’d like to join us." Even though she was wearing sweatpants, a shirt, and a sweater, she was still cold. The hot bath chased away the worst of it, but curling up before the fire sounded perfect.

“That would be great.” But before she went, she tucked the black feather beneath her pillow. Just in case.

He led her through the hall, but she stopped dead when she spotted the photos on the wall for the first time. The wall held framed pictures of her and the three men who had rescued her. Sometimes she was kissing them—each of them—and sometimes they were holding her. No matter the context, in all of the pictures they were laughing. The pictures made it seem that the four of them were together... romantically.

“Surcy—“ he turned and stopped silent.

“What, what is this? We’re together?” she asked, her head spinning.

After a long, painful second, he nodded.

Yet, there’s nothing in my mind. No memories. No instinct that this is who I am. The realization turned her gut. “I want to know everything you can tell me about myself.”

He looked uncertain. “You’ve only just come back, are you sure—”

“Of course... I have to know.”

Perhaps they can even tell me why I lost my wings? The thought made the scars, where her wings once sprouted, give a painful twist. The corners of her eyes stung with unshed tears, but she pushed her sadness away. Focus on learning how you lost them, so you can get them back.

And so, he led her into the living room where the other two men waited. They sat on a couch before a fire, holding mugs of coffee, and looking remarkably uncomfortable.

It’s strange. I don’t even remember their names.

She settled on the rug before the blazing fire and took a blanket from the couch, pulling it around herself. She stared at the two men, who watched her silently, trying to act normal in a situation that was completely abnormal.

Mark returned with two mugs of steaming coffee in his hands and gave her one, before sitting on the floor next to her.

He looked at the other two men. “She wants us to help fill in her memories.”

The man with blonde hair and dark eyes spoke first. “Not a chance.”

His angry tone drew her gaze to him. This man hummed with an unspoken power, as if he were accustom to commanding every room he entered. He had the build of a well-disciplined swimmer and eyes the color of chocolate. Something about his gaze told her that he judged everyone and everything in his world and found it lacking.

I’m not sure I like him.

“That’s Daniel,” Mark told her. “You love him, despite the fact that he’s a pain in the ass.”

Do I?

Daniel looked away, but she caught the flash of hurt in his eyes. “We can’t just fill her in on everything. It’ll be too much for her right now.”

She stiffened. “I can handle it.”

His angry gaze swung to her. “You were just dropped from Zudessa. Your wings were torn off. You need time to get to know us, or the truth will be too much for you.”

Zudessa. The word blossomed within her mind. A distinct memory came back to her. Of the day she died. There was nothing of her human life, but she remembered awakening in Zudessa and meeting Caine, The Judge. He had looked at her with his black, soulless eyes, and his judgment began. She’d felt it inside her, a cold, violating feeling, like fingers prying apart every moment of her life.

When he’d finished, she was weeping, frightened to her core. He had announced that she would be an angel, a defender of the realms. She would keep the peace by ensuring that those who deserved punishment would remain in The Eternal Darkness, the demon realm, forever.

“Do you hurt?” a deep voice whispered.

Her back gave a horrible throb of pain. Becoming an angel was painful. But so was becoming... actually, she didn’t know what she was now. She couldn’t fly, but did she have her other powers? Was she human? Or something else?

“It,” she struggled for the right response, “doesn’t hurt too badly.”

The deep voice spoke again. “Yes it does.”

Am I that transparent? Or do these men just know me that well?

“And that’s Tristan.”

She had tried to avoid looking at the other man, but at last she was forced to. He stared back at her, his expression unreadable. Tristan was a mountain of man, with long dark hair and mismatched eyes, one blue and one green. There was something breathtaking about him. Unlike Daniel, who oozed disdain, this man radiated nothing, as if his emotions and thoughts were locked up tight somewhere no one could see.

He made her uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t identify. It wasn’t just that his massive size and chiseled good looks gave him a dangerous, inhuman quality; it was that his gaze always seemed to focus on her. He said little, but she could feel his stare.

Who are you? She thought, tearing her gaze away from him.

She took a sip of the coffee, wondering how best to approach these men. Cautiously. “Were we together before my death? Before I became an angel?”

Daniel tilted his head and leaned back in his chair, crossing his ankles in front of him in a strangely arrogant way. “Sorry, babe. As nice a story as that would be, it didn’t happen that way. In fact, when you fell in love with us, we were demons and you were an angel.”

Her coffee dropped from her fingertips and onto the carpeted floor. “You guys are demons?”

The enemy.

Mark swore and ran to the kitchen, grabbing a towel. “Daniel, why the hell did you have to lead with that?”

“She wanted to know the truth,” he said, with a stiff shrug. “Better she knows it right off the bat.”

“That’s impossible.” Her voice shook as she spoke. “I would never... demons are evil.”

“Surcy—” Mark began, but Daniel cut him off.

“That’s probably why you were kicked out of the angel-realm. Because you didn’t just love us, you saved us from the demon-realm.”

She felt sick. “I would never do something like that. Not even for love.”

Mark glared at the other man and touched her knee. “You didn’t save us because you loved us. You saved us because it was the right thing to do.”

Demons are evil. I’m not the one who decides right or wrong. Caine does. I just follow orders. That’s the job of an angel.

“Wh—why was it the right thing to save you?”

Mark spoke gently. “We should never have been in hell. They made a mistake. And you simply... fixed it.”

“I need to lie down,” she stated abruptly, standing and stepping around Mark who was cleaning up her spill.

He dropped the towel and rose. “Do you need—?”

“She needs time to think,” Tristan’s voice was calm, but she could feel his gaze burning through her.

As she walked back to her room, avoiding the happy pictures on the wall, a cold fist squeezed her heart. Demons shouldn’t be able to use their powers on angels. They shouldn’t be able to convince us to believe their lies, but somehow, these demons have tricked me.

I need to escape and return to Zudessa. The other angels will know how to help me.




Chapter Eight

Mark paced the living room. He wanted to punch Daniel in his damned face, because he knew exactly what the asshole had done. He’d tried to push Surcy away. Daniel was scared to lose her again, but that didn’t justify his actions.

Damn it! We just need a little time to remind her why she loved us.

Tristan’s voice was deathly calm. “Well, that was a shit show.”

Mark whirled toward Daniel, who lounged on the couch. “What were you thinking? Did you see how fragile she was? That was the last thing she needed to hear right now!”

After a long moment, Daniel spoke. “Do you two really think it’s a coincidence that after learning about The Immortal Ten she came back into our lives?”

Mark froze. They, and the other members of The Rebellion, had been searching for a solution to the problem of The Realms for some time. They had learned that Zudessa was the location of The Realm Creator, which was as old as magic itself. This was the place all people went when they died. There, they were judged for their sins and placed in either the angel-realm, the demon-realm, or had their souls destroyed.

The system had worked as fairly as it could under the guidance of The Immortal Ten. Until Caine had somehow taken it over. Now, their goal was to find The Immortal Ten and overthrow Caine.

Two impossible tasks.

“What are you saying?” Mark asked, frowning. Confused about the connection between Surcy and The Immortal Ten.

Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I’m saying I think they wiped her memory of us and dropped her back on Earth to use her as a spy.”

A spy?

“Surcy would never do that!” Mark took a step toward him. He’d never been the violent sort, but if Daniel said one more bad thing about Surcy...

“Our Surcy would never do that," Daniel agreed, "but this isn’t our Surcy. They destroyed her, and now we have to be careful.”

Mark started to argue, but Tristan spoke instead. “Daniel has a point. We can’t gamble with the future of this world.”

Has everyone lost their mind?

Mark shook his head. “You agree with what he did?”

Tristan raised an angry brow. “No, he handled that like an absolute fool. But he’s right. We can ease her into this and still be cautious.”

Mark suddenly felt exhausted. Sinking into the chair by the fire, he stared at the flames. “And what if now that she knows what we are she chooses to leave again?" His question hung in the room like a ghost.

After far too long, Tristan spoke. “All we can do now is keep her safe. She’s a disgraced angel. If the other angels find her, they’ll kill her.”

He thinks we might have lost her too.

Daniel rose from the couch, looking frustrated. “You two are so damned emotional. Look, I’ll go talk to her. I’ll tell her we’ll explain it all in the morning.”

Like that will help. Mark waved him off. “You seem to know everything, so why not.”

Daniel swore and stomped through the house.

Mark leaned his head back and closed his eyes. I can’t believe we finally have her back, and we might already have messed up any chance of her loving us again.

After a minute, Tristan spoke, his words tense. “What’s wrong?”

Mark sat up and turned to see Daniel in the entrance to the hall, his face pale. Every warning bell screamed to life.

“She’s not in her room.”

“What?” Mark felt ice run down his spine.

“She’s gone.”

That’s impossible!

Tristan ran for the hall, pushing past Daniel.

“But where could she have gone?” Mark asked, his thoughts moving slowly as if stuck in mud. 

Daniel sagged against the wall and put his face in his hands. “To the angels.”

No. She can’t have. They’ll kill her.

“I fucked everything up,” Daniel said, but Mark barely heard him.

What happens when a disgraced angel is killed?

His stomach twisted. He had heard tales. Horrible tales.

Caine won’t let her be reborn. He’ll destroy her eternal-soul.

Tristan raced back into the room. “We have to go. Now! We have to find her!”

Mark stood on numb legs. “She’s an angel. She could have teleported herself anywhere.”

Tristan punched the wall, sending plaster raining to the ground. “I don’t care! We found her once! We’ll find her again!”

Suddenly, Mark felt a spark of hope. “Daniel, what about Summer? She'd do anything for you? She did it before, she can do it again.”

Daniel stiffened, then slowly nodded.

We’ll be able to find her again! Unless the angels get to her first...




Chapter Nine

Surcy teleported as close to Zudessa as she could. The result left her standing on a tall hill looking down at the formidable structure that housed The Realm Creator. The walls surrounding it were sixty feet tall and made of grey stone. A dome of grey stone and shimmering white magic protected the ancient magic and the castle. A small hole at the top of the dome allowed angels to fly in and out. No angel could teleport in or out of Zudessa. It was a necessary security. 

How will I get in on foot? I guess I’ll learn soon.

Angels with white wings circled the dome like vultures.

Vultures? Where had that thought come from? Angels weren’t vultures. They were eagles of justice, protection, and honor. They guarded Caine and ensured that no one disturbed his important work as the judge of all of humanity.

She rose from her crouched position, looking out at the landscape of red rocks between her and Zudessa. I wish I’d worn shoes.

Those red rocks were polished to a hard edge and they would hurt. She’d been in such a rush to escape the demons that she hadn’t even taken the time to dress properly. She needed to be with her brothers and sisters, the angels. She needed guidance, but more than that, she needed answers.

Nothing to do but get moving.

She started forward and goose bumps erupted on her skin as she stepped through the protective barrier. She hadn't walked ten steps when she felt the wind stir from wings beating high overhead. A second later, an angel landed hard in front of her.

“Brother,” she greeted, feeling a wave of relief. She knew this angel. Somehow. “Frink, I need your help.”

His long dark hair fell in front of his face like a curtain, but as he slowly stood to his full height, piercing green eyes glared at her. She took a step back as his mouth curled in disgust and anger.

“Frink?” she whispered, her voice shaking.

He cocked his head in an almost animalistic gesture. “You’re here to ask me for help?”

She had to stop herself from recoiling from him. Why am I suddenly so afraid? I have nothing to fear from another angel.

“I awoke in a field. My memories are gone, my wings stripped. I need help remembering what happened.”

His expression froze, and his gaze seemed far away. “You don’t remember anything?”

“Just becoming an angel,” she confessed.

The smile that slowly stretched his lips made her nerves crackle. “Then, by all means, let me help you.”




Chapter Ten

While his brothers searched the streets, Daniel went to the one witch who could help. Taking a deep breath, he knocked on her shop door.

Summer opened the door herself and the beads over the windows jangled against the glass. When she saw who it was, her brown eyes widened and her painted lips spread into a wide smile.

“Speak of the devil...” She sounded out of breath. Aroused.

But then, that was exactly why Daniel had come to her. Not only was she powerful, she’d been clear about how badly she wanted him.

Time to use my abilities.

“Summer,” he leaned in closer. “It’s good to see you.”

Each word held a power that few but another demon could sense. His words would move over her flesh like a caress, easing her mind like a few too many drinks. She wouldn’t have to do what he asked, but she’d want to, and she’d enjoy every moment of it. 

She gave a little giggle and leaned against her doorframe. “Is it? And here I thought you’d been very clear there was only one woman for you.”

He stepped closer, resting his forearm on the doorframe just above her head. “Maybe I’ve changed my mind.”

The witch practically melted beneath his gaze. “In that case, why don’t you come in?”

She moved out of his way, just far enough that he had to rub against her as he passed. Revulsion shivered beneath his skin. 

Even flirting with another woman felt wrong. Surcy was the only woman he wanted to touch. Unfortunately, he'd never forgive himself if something happened to her.

Do this. For her.

Moving through Summer's small shop, overwhelmed with the scent of incense burning, he sat at her little table. His gaze slid over the crystals and amulets lining the walls.

I hate this place.

Her hand rested on his shoulder, then slid down his chest. “What did you come here for, Daniel?”

“To see you,” he lied. “And to get help finding someone.”

“Your angel again?” her words came out an angry hiss.

“I already found her. And she no longer wishes to be with me.” He hated that the pain in his voice wasn’t feigned. “But even if she can’t love me, I need to ensure she’s safe.”

Summer was silent for a long moment. Then, her fingers began to graze the muscles of his chest once more. “So once you find her, you won’t be with her?”

“No.”

Another long pause. “Fine, I’ll help. But I have expectations in return.”

He had to hold back a shudder. “Of course.”

She swung her hips in a movement he knew she meant to be seductive and sat across from him. He could feel her power building.

He held himself stiffly when she took his hand and her power sparked against his skin.

“Let me in,” she whispered. “Let me see her as you do, so that I may find her.”

It took everything within him to drop his guard and let her in.

In his mind's eye, Daniel stared at Surcy’s face, memorizing every line: her flawless nose, her high cheekbones, her eyes, always so wide, and filled with emotion.

Running his fingers along her face, he watched in absolute wonder as she gasped.

“Did I hurt you?” he whispered, pulling his fingers back.

She shook her head. “No. I—I just forgot what it felt like to be touched. To feel. Being an angel... it’s so cold. So... lonely.”

“You want me to keep touching you?”

Very slowly, holding his gaze, she nodded.

He ran his fingertips along every inch of her face, his touch little more than a whisper. Her eyes closed and her breathing came in and out faster and faster.

“It’s like coming to life.”

Every muscle in his body tensed and his cock hardened. But he did nothing more than touch her gently. Because even though he was touching her to remind her of what it meant to be human, this moment was for him just as much as her. He wasn’t sure he’d ever truly been alive until meeting her, even before his death.

“Will you—kiss me?” she asked.

Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t have refused her. Moving closer, he brushed his lips against hers. Her breath tasted sweet, oh so sweet.

When her head tilted, her lips slanting to give him better access, he deepened the kiss, his tongue slipping into her mouth. One of his hands moved to her hips, drawing her closer.

He stopped himself, even though it took every ounce of control he had. He shifted back from her, one painful inch after another. More than anything, he wanted to kiss her until her entire body hummed with need. 

He wanted to feel her melt beneath his touch as she clung to him, her thoughts scattering. He wanted to know she was wet and ready. He wanted to reach beneath her flowing skirts and touch her. To feel her rocking against his fingers. To hear the sounds of her moans of pleasure.

But he needed to be sure that’s what she wanted too. Because, somehow, he knew, if he ever touched this woman, he wouldn’t be able to stop.

She opened her stunning eyes and stared right back at him.

“Until now, I never understood why my brethren lie with humans. I thought being an angel was the greatest form of life that anyone could hope to be. But it isn’t, is it?”

Daniel brushed her hair back from her face. “No, there’s nothing in all the realms like being human. And when we touch, when we love, it brings back our humanity little by little.”

Her gaze held his. “Will you make love to me, Daniel?”

His breath caught. Could a demon truly make love to an angel?

The memory tore away and a new image replaced it. He saw Surcy walking in a place without life, a desert that seemed to stretch out all around her. Someone was moving ahead of her, and he could sense her nervousness. When the person paused ahead of her and looked back, Daniel recognized the angel named Frink, one of their enemies. An enemy who wanted to kill Surcy. He was leading her to Zudessa. A place he recognized from Surcy’s description. And the place Daniel had gone when he died briefly before being thrown into the demon-realm.

Shit!

Inside the fortress was The Soul Destroyer. A thing used against people Caine didn’t want to be reborn. If she was taken to it, Caine would take her immortal soul, and she’d be lost to them forever. But how do we reach her there?

The vision disappeared and returned him to the witch’s shop.

“Did you find your answer?” she whispered, turning aroused eyes onto him.

He sprang from the chair, knocking it back. “I need to go!”

Rushing out the door, he heard her call after him, but now wasn't the time. 

"I'll come back," he told her. "She's in danger." 

He would find a way to thank the witch later, but not when Surcy needed him.

Not when her life hung in the balance.

We’re coming, Surcy. Somehow.




Chapter Eleven

Something isn’t right.

Surcy hadn’t been able to shake the feeling. The way Frink looked at her sent goose bumps racing down her arms and had every hair on her body standing on end. Hatred rolled off him in waves, but why would she feel this way about a fellow angel?

I felt safer with the demons.

The knowledge chilled her to the core. She had to turn back, before it was too late.

She stopped walking and waited for Frink to look back at her. “There’s somewhere else I should go before I return to Caine.”

His eyes narrowed. “And where is that?”

“To further investigate what caused the loss of my wings. Such a thing is too small a matter for the Great Caine.”

Turning, she started back toward the border. They hadn’t walked far. If she hurried, but not so quickly as to alert him, she could cross it and teleport back out.

She sensed him behind her. “What’s the matter, Surcy? Your memory coming back?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She increased her speed.

“You don’t.” He spoke, too close behind her. “Then, you don’t remember helping a certain traitorous Hunter and her demons escape?”

“Escape?” That can’t be true. 

“Oh yes,” he said, his voice cold. “And of course you remember what happened when I tried to stop you?”

Her heart had been pounding so loudly in her ears she could scarcely hear anything else. “I can’t even imagine.”

Wind whipped around her and suddenly he was standing in front of her, cutting her off from her escape. “You killed me.” His soul-blade appeared in his hand. “And now, I think it’s my turn to return the favor.”

Her own soul-blade appeared in her hand. “I don’t want to hurt a fellow angel.”

“Then this will be even easier than I thought.”

He swung at her, and her blade met his. The sound of metal hitting metal filled her ears, and her arms shook from the impact. He swung at her from every angel, but each time her blade met his.

They circled each other, her palms sweaty against the hilt of her weapon. She couldn’t remember learning to use a sword, yet it felt natural in her grip.

But am I better than this angel?

Inching backwards toward the border, she kept her blade in front of her. Something within her burned at the thought of running from a fight, but a louder part of her still felt weak and lost in her own body. The last thing she needed at the moment was a fight.

A shadow fell over her and she glanced up to see angels circling above them.

What will I do if I have to face more than one of them? I won’t survive it.

Frink came at her again. She leapt to one side, slicing his arm, and rolling.

He swore. Using his free hand, he touched the trail of blood and glared at her. “You’ll pay for that.”

She opened her mouth to respond and two more angels dropped from the sky in front of her.

“What is it?” a beautiful golden haired angel asked, looking between Frink and her as she continued moving backwards.

“An enemy,” Frink answered simply.

Blades formed in their hands.

Her pulse sped up. I only have one choice.

Leaping back, she crossed the border and teleported to safety. When she appeared in front of the demons’ house, she collapsed onto her knees.

Tears trailed down her cheeks, and she set her blade down in front of her, staring into the darkness. How can this be? My own brethren sought to kill me? They call me an enemy.

In her heart, she felt that she was an angel. And yet, it appeared that she was a friend and champion of the demons instead.

What am I to do now?




Chapter Twelve

Tristan read Daniel's text message for the millionth time, helpless rage boiling within him. Surcy was near The Realm Creator. The place all souls went when they died. Caine’s home and the birthplace of angels.

If the angels found her there, they would kill her without question.

And then my reason for living will be gone. And the streets will run red with the blood of the angels.

“How do we save her?” he asked, feeling his need to protect tightening every muscle in his body.

Kill. Fight. Destroy. His instincts screamed. He needed a target for his anger, or the consequences would be deadly.

An angry demon is a dangerous demon.

Mark shook his head, his helpless radiating from every inch of him, irritating Tristan. “You know we can’t get to Zudessa, not without an angel to teleport us there. If we could have, we would’ve saved her when she disappeared.”

Unacceptable. 

Tristan stared at his eternal-brother, his heart in his throat. “There has to be a way. Before we weren’t certain where they kept her, and Summer couldn’t detect her location, but now we know.”

That has to mean something!

Mark collapsed into the chair near the fire that had died out hours ago, defeat in his expression. “If others could get there, Caine wouldn’t be so difficult to take down. So unless you know an angel who can take us there, I think all we can do is wait and hope.”

An angel? I might not know one that can help, but I know ways of making one help. Even angels had weaknesses.

Clenching his fists together, an idea began to form. “Then, we find an angel. And we make him take us to her.”

We’ll go far from our home and use our demon magic to call the winged bastards to us. We'll make them take us to her.

Mark looked up slowly. “Do you have any idea how insane that is? I want her back as badly as you do, but—“

Tristan would have none of it. “If you have an idea, I will listen. Until then, we go angel hunting.”

Turning, he headed for the door. This might get us caught, but I am nothing without my Surcy.

I am nothing if I cannot protect the people I love.

“Should we wait for Daniel?” Mark asked, hurrying to keep up behind him.

I wait for no man.

“If he isn’t here by the time we reach the car, he’ll have to catch up to us.”

Each second felt like years. Already their Surcy could be caught. Hurt. And they weren’t there to help her.

His instincts roared at just the thought of his beautiful woman injured, and his vision swam with red. He could sense death shadowing his every step. When he unleashed his fury, no angel would be safe.

“Uh, hello.”

Her voice came to him from the living room. Tristan froze, his breath still. He turned and saw Surcy standing there, looking lost and confused.

His fury melted away. His need to save her gone. 

Unable to help himself, he ran to her and pulled her into his arms. Her body felt small and cold, the way it had when they’d first met her. But she was safe and alive. And in that moment, that’s all that mattered.

“I’ll text Daniel,” Mark said, his voice shaking.

Releasing her, Tristan stepped back, searching her face. “You’re alright.”

She moved away from him, her expression uncomfortable. She folded her arms over her chest and rubbed her upper arms before she spoke. “I’m sorry I left, but I...”

“You went back to your own kind.”

Her beautiful gaze met his. “I couldn’t believe that I would choose demons over angels. I thought you must be lying to me.”

“But now you believe us?”

She sighed audibly. “Let’s be honest with each other. I don’t know that I believe all of you. This is scary for me, and difficult to wrap my mind around. But now I know the angels want me dead. So, I reached a decision.”

Tristan held his breath. Is this good or bad?

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever get my memories back, but if I run away from you, I’ll never know why I made the choices I made.” She frowned. “And since I'm not welcome among my own kind anyway...”

You’ll remain with us. The thought breathed fresh life into his heart.

Mark moved closer to her, smiling. “So, you’re joining our side?”

Her jaw tensed. “No, but I won’t stand against you.”

Everything must begin with a first step.

Silence stretched between them.

Mark was the first to finally speak, his excitement clear in the way he fiddled with the chain to his necklace. “That’s wonderful! And with time, I’m sure you’ll come to realize that even though we’re demons, we’re not bad.” 

She gave them a hesitant smile. “I hope so. And thank you for understanding.”

Oh my Surcy, you have no idea how much I understand.

Tristan just hoped she had the strength for what was to come. Because if his many years of life had taught him anything, he knew this, their struggles had just begun.




Chapter Thirteen

When Daniel came home, no one said much. His brothers had already filled him in by text. But still, guilt ate at him. He had almost gotten Surcy killed. And for what? His own foolish pride? His fear?

I really am a broken, fuck-up.

Surcy went to bed and fell instantly to sleep. Thank god. He didn’t think he could speak to her after what he’d done. He needed time to rip his emotions off his sleeve and shove them deep inside.

And I can’t do that with her big eyes staring at me as if I’m some awful demon who’s about to tear her head off.

The three of them took turns watching over her, worried she would run again. Even though no one said it out loud. But we can’t do this forever.

His entire chest ached each time he looked at her, curled up in bed. Her wings gone. Her face pale and thin. She was a shadow of the woman he’d once known. Both on the inside and out.

What happened to her?

And how could I have let it happen?

His cellphone rang, jolting him from his thoughts. Tristan glanced at him from the couch, and tension sung between them.

Reaching into his pocket, Daniel looked at the blocked number, knowing immediately who it was. Swiping the screen, he answered. And waited.

“Have you found one yet?” The familiar woman’s voice came, whispered and intense.

Daniel took a deep breath. “No, we—“

“Then what the hell are you doing! I told you time is essential. We won’t be able to keep our plan from Caine for long.”

“We had a... complication.”

If finding Surcy could be called that.

“A fucking complication? Your brother has the one tool that can help us find them. And I gave you the information you need to use it. There’s no excuse for any hesitation. Find them! Before it’s too late!”

“We...”

But the dial tone said the mystery caller had already hung up.

“Was it her?” Tristan asked, although his tone suggested he already knew.

“She’s pissed.” Daniel stuffed his phone back in his pocket, feeling as if the weight of the world rested on his shoulders.

Which it did.

They had a goal, an almost impossible task set before them. They had to find and save The Immortal Ten, the ten immortals who had once been the judges of mankind until Caine had mysterious overthrown them. People we only learned about a few days ago. Caine erased their memories, scattering them like lost souls throughout the world.

Finding the immortals and returning them to power was the only way to change the world. And they were the only ones who could do it.

Even though I’m the last person who should have this kind of responsibility.

When Daniel and his brothers had first stared crawling up through the demon-realms after their deaths, his goal had simply been to return to earth and get back the life that had been taken from him. But this time not to fuck it up. But Surcy’s passionate desire to change the system had spread through them like a wild fire, and now, it wasn’t something he could simply walk away from. As much as he wanted to.

But things were different now. In order to protect their plan, they would need to keep it a secret from Surcy. But could they do that?

Probably not.

And if she told Caine what they planned, it would put the entire Rebellion at risk and the future of mankind.

Which we can’t do.

Daniel glanced over at his brother. Tristan was staring in the distance, his expression far away.

“How are we going to do this with her here?” Daniel asked.

Tristan spoke slowly, as if this was exactly the problem he’d been considering since she’d returned. “She needs to be reminded of the cause, of why we do this. We should pursue the first of The Immortal Ten with her by our side. She doesn’t need to know the significance of the person, only that he or she needs our help.”

Of course!

It made perfect sense. One of the many differences between Surcy and the other angels was that she didn’t simply follow the brainwashing ideas of Caine. She didn’t just see the world in black and white. She saw all the areas of gray and often got lost in them, just as the humans did.

Mark came back into the room, and Tristan stood, leaving to take his place by Surcy's bed. His brother said little as he grabbed a drink and collapsed onto the couch.

Too bad I’ve got to make this crappy day even worse for him. After all the pressure he already feels.

“Our mysterious informer called.”

Mark stiffened. “What did she want?”

“To find out why we haven’t started looking for the immortals yet.”

His brother touched the silver chain around his neck, a nervous habit he’d had as long as Daniel had known him. “I wish we could focus on Surcy and forget all of this, but we can’t. It’s too important.”

“I know.”

“But Surcy...” The pained look on Mark’s face was heart wrenching. 

“Tristan came up with a plan.” 

Daniel explained their brother’s idea, glad to finally have some good news to share.

Mark looked relieved. “That’s the perfect way to save the immortals and get our Surcy back.”

But will this really bring her back to us?

Something was bothering Daniel, and he finally realized what it was. “You know... that’s not the best way to bring her back to herself.”

There’s another better way, and we all know it.

An image came to him, of laying Surcy back on the bed, and spreading her pale thighs. Of reaching out to stroke her wet folds while she chanted his name.

He loved to drive her wild. He challenged himself to make her orgasms longer and harder each time. And he knew exactly what she liked.

He’d place his mouth on her hot core and lick her slowly, then press hard kisses that made her entire body spasm. And when her legs locked around his head, he’d suck her clit.

She’d beg him for release, and he’d slide his cock into her slick passage and thrust into her until she exploded. And then, and only then, would he allow himself to release. To come into her eager body.

Shit. He sat up straighter, adjusting his erection. Going a year without sex does strange things to a man.

“What are you saying?” Mark asked, his cheeks turning red.

He was imagining fucking her too!

“You know damn well what I’m saying. She needs to be touched. She needs us to make love to her. That’s the only way to bring her human side back to life.”

Mark rubbed his face, looking flustered. “I’m sure sex with us is the last thing on her mind.”

But we can change that. “That’s only because we haven’t reminded her of how good it was.”

Mark rolled his eyes. “She just went through hell. We are not talking to her about that now.”

Maybe not tonight. But tomorrow is soon enough.

Daniel rose and went to the wet-bar, making himself a scotch. “Our Surcy was a sarcastic, arrogant, funny-as-hell woman who wasn’t afraid of anything. But until we awaken the human in her, she’ll be the distant, thoughtful angel who can’t connect with anything or anybody. You guys can pretend all you want that pulling her into our quest will be enough, but it won’t be. So you'd better accept that now.”

“We need to be patient.”

Daniel walked across the room and clinked his drink against his brother’s. “To patience.”

Not that I have any intention of waiting longer than I have to.

“Get some sleep. Tomorrow we pursue the first Immortal.”

Mark shrugged. “I’m not tired.”

“Neither am I.” 

So they sat together in silence, their arrogant, cocky demon shell peeled back for just a little while. Tomorrow, they’d have to go back to fighting the deadly creatures who tortured the Immortals. 

And try to survive.

All while trying to win the love of an angel.

If I was the praying kind, I would.

But Daniel knew better. The only one who could fix their situation was them.

I think we might be fucked.




Chapter Fourteen

Surcy dressed in jeans and a pale blue sweater. The clothes seemed familiar enough that she knew the brothers weren't lying. She had lived here with them. But what had she been to them? Even more important, what had they been to her?

Their lover, if I believe them. But what was our relationship like?

I guess time to find out.

She pushed her sleeves up and put on her sneakers, ready to get moving. She’d rested well, showered, and felt a little less lost and frightened. Time for breakfast with the three handsome demons.

Taking a deep breath, she walked out into the living room.

The three of them were seated around the table, talking softly, but they stopped when she came in. Feeling self-conscious, she crossed the room and sat at the remaining empty seat. Mark poured her a cup of coffee and Tristan piled a plate high with French toast, bacon, and eggs.

After her first bite of the French toast, she looked up to find them watching her closely.

“How is it?” Tristan asked.

She shrugged. “It's good.”

His shoulders fell.

“What?” she asked, a wave of emotion sweeping through her.

The big man’s mismatched eyes stared at her for a moment before speaking. It was disconcerting how it seemed he could see straight through her. “French toast used to be your favorite food... when you felt more human. You said the sweetness overwhelmed your senses.”

Frowning, she took another bite. It tasted like slightly sweet bread, and that was all. “It’s fine.”

The big man’s long, dark hair fell forward as he sipped his coffee. He didn't look at her again.

Her chest ached strangely.

“Am I really so different than when you knew me?”

Daniel snorted. “Not in the beginning. You were cold as ice and annoying as hell.”

“But then,” Mark added. “You changed, and you started loving everything life had to offer.”

She took a deep drink from her coffee, relishing the heat. “What caused the change?”

Mark cleared his throat, looking at his brothers. “Well,” he said carefully, “you started to help people in need.”

“And you realized that physical touch reminded you what it was like to be human.” Daniel's tone was harsh, defiant. 

Her cheeks burned. “Is that how things began between us?”

“Yes,” Daniel said, locking gazes with her. “You begging me to touch you. To remind you what it was to be human.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said, raising her chin. Daring him to argue.

He didn't disappoint her. “Don’t kid yourself. All an angel wants is to feel alive again. To pick up a piece of French toast and feel the butter melt in your mouth. To have the sugar dance along your tongue. To experience the food, not just eat to eat.”

Her pulse picked up as he spoke, and her gaze slid over from his black sport coat, black shirt, and black pants. He looked like some rich businessman preparing for work. His clothes were almost ridiculously perfect.

“Food’s never been that important to me,” she argued, having a feeling she hadn't cared that much about food when she was human.

Daniel smirked. “But you always loved sex.”

“Daniel...” Mark began in warning.

“No,” she said. “It’s fine.”

“Ignore him.” Mark reached across the table and patted her hand gently, as if she was a fragile child.

Which irritated her.

“Not to worry. Daniel strikes me as the kind of man who uses corny lines to get women into bed all the time, so I won’t take it seriously.”

Tristan laughed, but Daniel looked pleased at her rebuttal. “Maybe there’s some of the old Surcy in you after all.”

She stiffened. Am I changing? 

“Speaking of which,” Mark said, clearing his throat. “We wanted to discuss something with you. Before you... left, you assisted us on our missions. Would you like to continue doing so?”

Missions?

“And what exactly would that entail?”

“Helping people who need us.”

She raised a brow. “People or demons?”

“Are you saying demons aren’t people?” Daniel asked, leveling her with a steely gaze. “Because then you might as well say angels aren’t people either.”

“You know what I meant.”

Mark put down his fork. “It's complicated, but I would say that we assist people, demons and magical beings of every sort who are being tortured by creatures more powerful than themselves.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Daniel's fork clattered on his plate as he stood up. “Maybe instead of just talking about it, we should show her.”




Chapter Fifteen

Surcy took Tristan and Mark’s hands, and they took Daniel’s. Am I really helping demons with a mission? What if they aren’t telling me the truth about their plan? Can I actually trust them?

Images flashed in her mind. Of the pictures on the walls of their house. Of her smiling and laughing. Of her kissing them. Is there any life in which I could love evil men? In the deepest regions of her heart, she knew she could not. If they were evil, she wouldn't have loved them.

“Surcy?” Mark’s ice blue eyes locked onto hers. “If you’re having doubts—“

“No, I’m not.” She reassured him.

Why did I say that?

“Do you know where to take us?” He asked, still watching her too-closely.

She nodded, the image he’d pressed into her mind still fresh. With angels, they didn’t need to know the address or the name of where they needed to go, all they needed was an image. If someone concentrated really hard on a place, an angel could see it. And she had a perfect picture of where Mark wanted to go.

Taking a steadying breath, she teleported them. 

A second later, they were standing on the roof in a city far from their own. A fog lay heavy over the crowded buildings as far as she could see, but the smell of the salty ocean came to her, light and teasing. 

“So what is it that we’re looking for here?”

Mark pulled a necklace from beneath his shirt and stared down at it. She saw a flash of a silver pendant with swirling colors that moved within a large stone for a brief moment before he wrapped his hand around the gem. Squeezing it tightly, his breathing became rapid.

Something’s wrong.

She reached out a hand for him, but Tristan caught her wrist. Her reluctant gaze moved to the big man. He shook his head in warning.

What’s going on? What are they not telling me?

A second later, Mark gasped and his eyes flashed open. 

She took a step back, her heart pounding. His blue eyes were now swirling silver pools. He looked without seeing and his mouth moved, speaking words no one could hear.

The gem fell from his hand, landing against his chest, and the swirling silver disappeared, replaced by blue eyes once more. He would have sagged to his knees, but Daniel caught him.

“What did you see?” Daniel asked, his voice tense.

Mark took several deep breaths, blinking slowly. “I—I saw her. I know who she is and where she is.”

She?

Daniel grinned and clapped him on the back. “Then, let’s go find her.”

“Is this the woman we’re here to help?”

Daniel and Tristan exchanged a glance, but Mark spoke first. “Yes, and it’s very important. She needs our help."

He turned and led them all toward the door on the roof. He pulled the handle, but it wouldn't budge. 

“Locked.” He grinned back at her just before he pulled again. The metal on the door creaked as he bent it back and yanked the door open. 

Wow. That was... I don’t know.

Her cheeks flamed again. She bowed her head as she walked past him, trying to hide her embarrassment.

Did I just find his strength attractive?

The demons followed her down the dark stairs, the only sound their steps on the concrete. 

When they emerged onto the street below, Surcy hesitated. The sidewalks were filthy, but more than that, a general sense of danger and misery hung over the streets like a cloud.

“This way,” Mark said, leading them to the left.

They passed a homeless person lying sprawled on the sidewalk. Down the first alley, six people crowded around a fire burning in a trash can. Trash crunched beneath their feet as they walked. A chill settled beneath her skin that she couldn’t quite shake.

“What is this place?” she whispered.

Daniel answered. “It used to be a thriving city, before it was cursed.”

“Who would do such a thing?" 

His gaze slid to hers, but before he answered, she saw them. Angels walked in a group along the opposite sidewalk. Their wings folded gracefully on their backs, although hidden from the sight of the humans by magic.

“There’s your answer.” Each of Daniel’s words were laced with bitterness.

She frowned. “That can’t be true. An angel’s job is to protect humanity from the cruelty of demons, but not to interfere with their lives otherwise.”

Daniel smirked. “And yet, they do it all the time. All at the whim of that bastard Caine.”

One of the angels turned and looked straight at her. She stiffened, waiting to see what they would do. Surely they would recognize one of their own kind, even without her wings. Yet his gaze moved on.

Her heart twisted. Were my wings all that made me an angel? What am I if even my own kind don’t recognize me?

And then an even more disturbing thought made a shiver run through her body. It’s a good thing they don’t recognize me, since now they see me as an enemy.

“Are you all right?” Tristan asked.

She folded her arms over her stomach. “Of course.”

“It’ll get easier,” he promised.

For reasons she couldn’t explain, his words brought her comfort.

They walked until they left the main part of the city and moved to a neighborhood filled with tiny, rundown houses. When they reached the end of a cul-de-sac, Mark gestured to one particularly awful looking house.

“She’s there, in that house,” Mark said, pointing.

“And what will we do once we see her?” Surcy glanced between the house and her demons.

Mark spoke as if to himself. “We'll save her from the angels.”




Chapter Sixteen

Mark felt the Sight moving through him, whispering to him. The ancient magic came to him, more powerful than anything he’d felt before. It showed him a woman preyed upon by the angels. She couldn't see them, yet they tortured her all the same. 

He recognized her as the Goddess of Love, one of The Immortal Ten and the first god they intended to help.

They had learned that Caine had devised a special cruelty for The Immortal Ten. Each time they were reborn, he erased their memories and sent his most faithful angels to make their existence pure misery.

And to guard them. Just in case.

As the four of them came closer to the house, the shadows shivered and deepened. Chimes hung from the broken-down porch, their tune sad as the slight breeze pulled music from them. Large trees crowded the front yard, their branches hanging and twisted in an eerie way that reminded him of a graveyard. What a wretched place.

As they continued down the sidewalk, he realized that the house had once been a light blue. The peeling paint whispered of a time of happiness, of hope.

Caine destroys beauty and goodness everywhere he goes.

Without thinking, Mark's gaze swept to Surcy and something twisted in his chest. Caine hadn’t destroyed her. He might think he had, but he was wrong. They would help her. Even if she never remembered who she was, they would do it to remember what true goodness could be. 

“Angels,” Daniel hissed the warning.

They paused on the sidewalk. Sure enough, two angels fluttered lightly onto the fence on either side of the house. Perching like sinister gargoyles.

Guards.

“What do we do?” Mark shifted, tucking the ancient and one-of-a-kind necklace beneath his white shirt.

“Keep walking, but don’t look at them. They’re invisible. If we act like we see them, they’ll know we aren’t human.” Daniel started forward, and they followed.

That’s the thing about demons, we can never tell them from humans unless they slip up and use their magic. 

She stiffened. How do I know that?

Surcy squeezed between him and Tristan. “Why are angels guarding a house? Is the person inside in danger?”

Daniel laughed behind her, his deep voice cheerless. Angry. “They’re keeping her prisoner.”

Her shoulders tensed. “I don’t believe that.”

And you won’t, not unless you see it with your own eyes.

“What’s the plan?” Tristan asked. “We can’t help her if we can’t get close. And there’s probably more of them inside.”

Everything was quiet for a moment, and then Daniel spoke up. “I’ve got a plan. Follow me.”

Uh oh. This doesn’t sound good.

Mark hurried after his brother, his anxiety rising. Daniel liked to act without thinking, but if they tipped Caine and his minions off to their plan, they might not be able to save the other immortals. They needed to do this smartly, and he wasn’t sure Daniel should be the one leading them.

But you don’t have a better idea.

He swallowed the bitterness rising in the back of his throat. The stone path leading up to the house was overrun with weeds. As they drew closer, misery and despair tightened around them. 

What would the locals do if they realized this woman, this house, and these angels were the reason their entire city had gone to hell? The angels were a curse staining their lands.

He felt a rush of air and heard the flutter of wings. His hands twitched. He had five weapons hidden on his person, but he wanted more than anything to call his soul-blade to him. The deadly weapon was like a part of his body, and he welded it with certainty. Unfortunately, if he used it, every angel in the area would come straight to them. Instead, he clutched his hands into fists, and pretended not to notice the angels that now shadowed their step.

If we look at them, all is lost.

As they climbed the porch stairs, the wood creaked beneath them. The worn, warped wood sagged with each step. 

When Daniel rapped on the door, Mark jumped, startled. The angels were close enough behind him that he could feel their breath on his neck. 

Please let this be a good plan.

A minute passed. Daniel knocked again.

A woman’s voice came from the other side of the door. “What do you want?”

Her voice sounds tired, like she's in pain. Mark felt a calmness settle about him. His life had not always been easy either, and once he even contemplated ending it. His soul recognized this woman’s suffering.

“We’re from the church.” Daniel lied. “We’re here to meet the people of the neighborhood and offer our help.”

“Help?” the woman sounded suspicious. “What kind of help?”

“Well, once we know what you need—food, clothes, money, any—“

Locks clicked and the door slid open a crack. Dark brown eyes peered out at them. “Do I have to listen to your religious crap?”

Daniel chuckled. “No, ma’am. And that’s a promise.”

Her door opened all the way and Mark saw a flash of shock on Daniels' face before he hid it behind a mask of pleasant indifference. Mark's chest ached. The woman looked like a great beauty destroyed by drugs and a rough life. Her dark brown hair was a tangled mass behind her head, as if it had been put up weeks ago and forgotten. From the smell, that was probably when she’d bathed last. 

Her face was thin, and yet her cheeks were swollen as if from a medication destroying her body inside and out. Dark lines wove beneath her eyes, and a massive bruise darkened her throat. More bruises littered her arms like a virus.

She eyed the group up and down, judging Daniel's smart suit. Mark could tell that she liked what she saw. “Well, come in and tell me more about this money you’re hoping to give me.”

She let them in and closed the door.

Inside, his gaze slid past two angels who lingered in the doorways. Even though he didn’t meet their eyes, the hatred rolled off of them in waves. Their hatred suffocated the room.

Empaths.

He shivered. It made sense, and yet, it was such a cruel thing. Empaths were rare creatures capable of sensing the emotions of others and changing them. The fact that Caine was using them for such work sickened him.

Yet another reason for us to overthrow the bastard.

The woman retreated to a futon couch against the back wall of the tiny room and threw herself down on it. Drug paraphernalia littered the top of the box in front of the futon.

Her gaze caught his, and she smiled, although her eyes were wild. “I don’t remember any church with such handsome missionaries before.”

He smiled back at her. “We’re pretty new.”

Since there was nowhere else to sit, Daniel pulled a blanket off the couch and spread it on the floor to protect his clothes from the stained carpet.

“Well, I’m glad,” she said. “Most missionaries tend to stay away from my house. I see them go to the others, but not mine.”

“I’m sorry.” Mark was sorry about her being left alone here, but more than that, he was sorry they hadn’t come sooner.

“Name’s Carys,” she said, after a quiet moment. She touched her hair, her hands shaking.

One of the angels detached himself from the wall and knelt down beside her. He whispered in her ear. “Ask them for money. You need more drugs. You’re nothing without drugs. That’s why your mom took your sister and left you here, because you’re nothing. Not even your own family loved you.”

The angel's hate-filled words filled the air, rolling over them in waves so powerful that Mark had to clench every muscle in his body to stop from growling in anger. His mind and emotions battled. He felt deep inside that this woman was unworthy of help, but his mind asserted that it was the empath’s magic influencing him, not the woman herself. 

No wonder this woman turned to drugs.

He dared to glance at Surcy, even knowing she was a distraction. He could see how hard she was trying not to look at the angel, but he could read her shock from several feet away.

Likely she can’t believe an angel would poison a human’s mind like this.

“So,” Carys began. Her eyes lit up and her mouth smacked in an odd caricature of a smile. “About that money.”

“Of course,” Daniel reassured her smoothly. “But first, we’d like to know a bit about you.”

The woman sighed and reached for a half-burnt cigarette off the box in front of her. Lighting it, she stared at the ceiling for a long second. “You want to hear a story that will make you like me or do you want the truth?”

“The truth,” Tristan said, his tone unyielding.

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Taking a long draw of her cigarette, she puffed the smoke out in front of her, her gaze distant. “They say my mama was cursed the day I was born. My father died on the way to the hospital and the accident left my sister disabled for life. After that, mama lost her money, her house, her life of privilege."

She flicked the cigarette and ashes floated across the box. "Eventually she lost her mind. She brought man after man home, hoping to find a new daddy for us, but no one ever stayed around long enough. They didn’t mind my sister, but they said there was something wrong with me. They were probably right. People get hurt around me. People die.”

She took another draw of her cigarette, pain darkened the bags beneath her eyes. “One day I got home from school and she and my sister were gone. I've lived here ever since, but I couldn’t finish school. Couldn’t keep a job. In fact, I only did one good thing my whole life. Everything else—everything I touch is poisoned.”

When she stopped talking, Daniel and Mark exchanged a glance with their brother. Was this truly the Goddess of Love?

They heard the sounds of the lock on the front door and a second later, a little girl with a backpack came in. The resemblance to her mother was uncanny, but the little girl was cleaner. Her clothes looked used but far nicer than the rags her mother wore, and there was an unexpected innocence to her face.

Her mother cleared her throat and put out her cigarette. “Mandy, how was your day?”

The little girl dropped her bag on the floor and ran to her mother. When she was in her arms, the strangest thing happened. Mark's necklace heated against his chest, and a light wrapped around the woman and her child. No one else could see it, but goose bumps erupted on his skin. 

In the golden light that surrounded them, the mother no longer looked dirty and sick. She looked beautiful: long brunette hair, a heart-shaped face, a healthy glow, and a smile that lit her from the inside out.

This. This was the Goddess of Love.

But just as quickly as the magic revealed her, it faded, leaving behind the sickly woman, a shadow of the goddess.

The angel reached for the child in her mother’s arms. He almost touched her, but then, he hissed and pulled his hand back, as if he’d burned it.

He turned to the other angel. “Her protection is still there. Weak, but still there.” The harsh words were too quiet for the woman to hear, but Mark heard what the angel said, and hatred rushed through the demon even stronger.

The other angel shook her head, tossing her long golden hair behind her back. “Caine wants her dead soon. He’s tired of waiting.”

“We’re breaking her down as quickly as we can!” The male angel shot back.

Mark watched the angels without them knowing, but then his gaze moved to Surcy. Her shoulders trembled, her expression one of disbelief.

The little girl drew back from her mom as if she just realized there were three men and a woman in her house. “Who are they?”

“People from the church come to help us,” the goddess responded, running her fingers through her daughter’s hair.

“Actually,” Surcy said, surprising them all, “We can go to the store now. We could pick up whatever you need.”

The girl’s eyes widened, and she spun to her mom. “Can we? Can we?”

The male angel leaned over Carys, spouting his poison in her ear. “Leaving the house is dangerous. Do you want to be hurt? To die? To abandon your child as your mother abandoned you?”

Fear uncurled within Mark’s stomach, but he pushed the magical feeling away.

The goddess’ smile fell away, broken by the angel's harsh words. “I don’t—I don’t know if I can." 

“Please,” her daughter whispered.

The goddess hesitated.

“Please,” her daughter asked again.

After a moment, the mother gave in to her daughter's pleas. “Just a short trip though, okay?”

As the little girl squealed with joy, Mark looked to Surcy and his brothers. If they could get out of sight of the angels, they could teleport the mother and child away. They’d have to explain everything later, but it would save their lives.

Unfortunately, without a bit of luck, they wouldn’t be able to shake them all. If that happened, he hoped Surcy was prepared to watch the demons kill her own kind.




Chapter Seventeen

Surcy tried her best not to look at the angels torturing an innocent woman. Well, she didn’t know if the woman was innocent or had committed some crime by Caine’s standard, but nothing warranted this. Nothing! Angels were not created to hurt humans. It went against everything inside of her. 

The more her shock faded, the more her anger built. She ached to call her soul-blade to her, to slaughter her brothers and sisters who preyed upon this woman like cats with a mouse.

Humans were meant to be punished or rewarded in the afterlife for their crimes during life, not while on earth.

We are better than this!

Tristan’s powerful gaze flickered to her for a brief moment, and then away. She realized her fists were clenched and that goose bumps were running up and down her arms.

Releasing her fists, she took a steadying breath. What is wrong with me?

As the woman opened bottle after empty pill bottle on her tiny table, her hands shook more and more with each movement. Surcy tried to focus on the emotions befitting an angel... not emotions, the actions befitting an angel. Her job wasn’t to feel, it was to do.

But only what Caine commands me to.

When she was an angel, her job was to search out demons and destroy them to protect humanity from the dangerous creatures. So what was her responsibility now? What was she supposed to do when the angels appeared to the bad guys, and the demons were the good guys?

When the woman couldn’t find any drugs, she stood, her shoulders hunched over. Her daughter took her hand and helped her into her shoes.

“What are we allowed to get at the store?” the girl said, peeking beneath a messy curtain of brown hair.

“Whatever you want,” Daniel answered, with a smile. As he knelt near the girl, 

Surcy couldn’t take her gaze from him. The gentleness in his dark eyes surprised her. "Is there anything you’ve wanted so bad you can taste it?”

The girl hesitated. “Could we get ice cream?”

“All the ice cream you can eat!” Daniel promised.

She laughed and tugged on her mom’s hand. "Let's go, Mom!"

And for the first time, her mother’s hunched shoulders lifted for the briefest moment, as if the weight pressing there had eased. She smiled. “Maybe mint chocolate chip?”

Her daughter squealed. “This is going to be the best day ever!”

Surcy's heart swelled. She touched her chest, a frown tugging at her lips. The feeling warmed her in a way that felt wrong, like she was ice being melted from the inside out.

An angel is meant to be cold. To be unfeeling. It’s how we execute justice without our emotions complicating things.

The words that played in her head. If someone told her them, she couldn’t remember, but she felt they were true deep inside.

Yet, feeling again... felt right.

Mark opened the door, and their small party trickled out. Something tickled the back of her neck. The slightest cold breeze. She stiffened. It was the angel’s breath. They were following them.

Four angels stood on the lawn, all of them massive men with white wings.

White wings meant that they were Caine’s most trusted servants. And most powerful.

How do I know that?

She kept her eyes on the sidewalk as the angels surrounded them.

The little girl began to babble. She was talking about all the things she wanted to buy. Her smile seemed to fill her whole face.

“You can’t go,” an angel with dark eyes whispered behind the mother. “You need your pills. You need your medicine. You know what will happen if you don’t. Think of the pain. Think of your suffering.”

The mother was slowing, her face even paler than before.

Surcy felt something overwhelm her. She strode forward and took the woman’s other hand.

Carys startled, as if she’d been somewhere else. Somewhere far away.

“Your daughter is lovely.” Surcy tugged her forward, keeping her going.

The woman winced. “She’s the only good thing I’ve ever done.”

Surcy pulled her along, faster. The angels were moving closer, whispering amongst themselves. Did they know she was angel? Did they know her men were demons?

“It wasn’t just one good thing you did,” Surcy reassured her, hoping her words weren’t coming out too rushed. Too panicked. “Many right decisions were made to turn her into the smiling, wonderful girl before us.”

“She’s smiling now,” the angel grated out, anger coming from him in waves. “But you’ll ruin her, too. Just like you ruined everything else.”

The woman’s steps faltered. “I’m feeling tired. Maybe we shouldn't go today.”

“Just a little further,” Surcy tugged on her hand. “Look how excited your daughter is!”

Her voice came out soft and weak. “I'll try. If it's just a little further.”

But what’s the plan? We take them to the store, and then what? Return them here to torture the woman some more? And what are the angels’ plans for the child? They want to get to her too, but why?

As they made their way out of the neighborhood, the angels walked behind them in a line.

“There’s something off about these people,” the blonde-haired angel murmured, and Surcy could feel her gaze burning into her back.

“I don’t trust them,” another muttered back.

“Quiet,” a third hissed.

She glanced at her demons. They had false smiles plastered on their faces, but she could sense the tension radiating from them. What’s the plan, guys?

Daniel took her hand and nodded at his brothers.

Leaning closer to her, he whispered in her ear. “In ten seconds, teleport us back to the building top.”

Her eyes widened. All of us?

It was tricky, but she could do it. And she could keep her teleportation path hidden from the other angels.

But am I really going to do it?

Behind her, the air tingled. The angels had called their soul-blades to them.

Shit!

Using her magic, she teleported their party.

Wind swept around them for a moment. She gritted her teeth, and spread her awareness over her entire group, keeping them close. Behind her, she could feel the glowing trail of magic, which would lead the others straight to them. Blowing softly, she sent the path scattering like stars.

When they arrived back on the rooftop, she fell to her knees, dropping Daniel’s and the woman’s hands. Mark was beside her in an instant.

“Are you alright?” he asked, his voice worried.

She nodded.

It shouldn’t have been so hard, but she wasn’t fully recovered from whatever she’d been through. She could feel it in her bones. She needed to heal and regain her strength.

“What just happened?” the woman said, backing away.

“It’s okay.” Daniel turned his attention back to her. “We just brought you somewhere safe, so we could talk.”

The woman pulled her daughter closer and took several steps back. “I’m tripping. I’ve ODed somewhere. That’s what’s happening. This isn’t possible.”

“Mom.” Her daughter looked between her mother and them. “I thought we were getting ice cream.”

“None of this is real,” the woman murmured.

Mark held up a reassuring hand. “Listen, we’re here to help. We know what you’ve been doing. We know about what you can do.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “I’m just a druggie. I can’t do anything.”

“You can sense things about other people. If you touch them, you can see pieces of their past and future. You know who they’re meant to be with.” Mark spoke with absolute certainty, but with kindness.

She shook her head and took another step back. “I can’t. Dr. Marshall says I’m imagining it. That my brain isn’t quite right.”

Surcy’s gaze slid from the woman to the edge of the building not far behind her. She's too close to the edge. I hope Mark knows what he’s doing.

“Your doctor was wrong. Everyone is wrong.”

She took another step back, tightening her grip around her daughter. “They’re not. What I do—it’s not possible. It’s all in my head.”

“No,” Mark slid closer to her. “Just because humans can’t explain your abilities doesn’t mean they’re not real. In fact, all of us have unique abilities.”

The woman stared at all of them, moving back. Far too close to the edge of the building. “This isn’t real. I’m insane. I’m useless.”

Surcy tried to uncurl her wings, but her shoulder only gave a painful twing. We can’t let her get closer. We can’t let her jump!

“Then how do you explain us appearing on the top of this building?”

The woman closed her eyes. “None of this is real.”

“Mom?” There were tears in the girl’s eyes. “I’m scared."

“You don’t have to keep living like you have, being tortured by those bastards. The voices filling your mind with doubts and lies. We can help. Please, give us a chance!”

She opened her eyes, fear and hope warring in her gaze. “What am I then?”

Mark dropped his hand. “The Goddess of Love.”

Something darkened her face. “Liar. I’m no goddess. And no one knows less about love than me. This is all just some twisted trip I’m on.”

Daniel opened his mouth.

The woman jumped back and with surprising quickness, flung herself and her daughter over the edge.

A scream tore from Surcy’s lips. She reached for them, seeing nothing but the daughter’s terrified face, but she wasn’t fast enough.

They fell.

For a second, time seemed to stand still, and then, Tristan leapt over the edge of the building and sped after the humans falling to their deaths. 

As Surcy stared after them, a horrible realization hit her. Not even a demon could survive that fall.




Chapter Eighteen

Tristan grasped the human and her tiny daughter and wrapped his arms tightly around them. The ground was coming too fast. But he was faster.

From one moment to the next, his body became ice cold. Hard.

When his stone feet struck the ground, they broke the sidewalk beneath him, sending cracks all around his feet. A human in a doorway screamed and raced away.

He uncurled his stone wings from around the two humans. And the older of the two turned to look at him, horror in her eyes.

“That should have ended this episode. Why didn’t it?”

“This is not some drug-induced fantasy.” He stood slowly, still holding them in his arms. “We are here to save you and your child from cruel beings that would destroy your lives. If you don't put your trust in us, you’ll both die.”

The little girl burst out crying, but the mom stared straight through him. “What are you?”

“A gargoyle, among other things.”

After a second, determination made her mouth draw into a thin line. “And why should I trust complete strangers?”

“Because already you are feeling better, away from their cruel magic. Tell me I’m wrong.”

Her eyes widened. Then, very slowly, she nodded.

He felt a wave of relief. The angels would already be searching for her, and they weren’t far away. Their rescue would go easier if the woman and her child were willing. A shadow fell over him. He rolled, taking the humans with him.

The angel hit the ground where they had only moments before stood. Her soul-blade was clutched in her hand, and the blonde’s lips were curled in an expression of determination.

“You cannot hurt me, angel.”

She smirked. “But I can hurt the humans.”

His heart thudded frantically in his chest. “If Caine wanted them harmed, he wouldn’t have sent you here to watch them.”

She spun her blade agilely in her hand. “You don’t have a clue what Caine wants us to do, but I will tell you this. Today just became the day these two will die.”

As if to prove it, she rushed toward him. He smacked her with his stone wing and sent her flying back onto the ground. Flapping his wings, he shot into the air, carrying his precious burden. He needed to get them back to Surcy. They needed to see if she had the strength to teleport them home.

When he reached the top of the roof, he saw the shock in Surcy’s beautiful face and the fear in the faces of his brothers. He picked a spot to land, but before he could, Mark shouted.

An angel grabbed his wing. The two humans in his arms screamed as they spun one way. Kicking out, he knocked the massive angel off his wing, but another angel barreled into his back, sending him hurtling toward the ground.

Spinning free of the angel, he stopped their descent just feet from the ground. His senses stretched out as he flew as hard and fast as he could back to the roof. His brothers battled two angels on the rooftop. Surcy stood, frozen.

He landed beside her, his feet crushing the roof beneath his feet. “We need to get them home. To safety. Take them.”

She turned wide eyes onto him. “But all of you—“

“We’ll be fine! Just go!” He didn’t give her another chance to think, he pushed the woman and her child into her arms. “Save them! At all costs!”

And then, he saw the reality hit her. One second she and the two crying humans were there, and the next moment they were gone. 

Be safe.

A shadow came above him and remained. He looked up. A dozen angels crowded the sky. Moving backwards, he and his brothers came back-to-back. Their opponents lay dead upon the ground for only a moment before disappearing. But there were more.

Too many more.

“Mark, you need to go.” Tristan commanded him.

“Not a chance!” Mark sent him an angry glare.

“If they get the God Finder, all will be lost. You need to go.”

Mark dropped one hand from his regular steel blade and touched the chain at his neck. ”One of you take it.”

“Don’t argue.” Tristan’s gaze moved to the sky. “There isn’t time.”

“Without me you’ll die.”

Tristan couldn’t help the smirk that twisted in his lips. “We’ll die anyway.”

A cold rush moved over them. He turned. In the center of them, Surcy stood. Her eyes looked glazed. Her face pale.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Fire leapt into her eyes, and she straightened her shoulders. “Saving your asses!”

Reaching out, she placed a hand on his and Mark’s shoulders. 

Daniel grabbed her shoulder. “You don’t have enough strength to—“

A wind wrapped around them. From a moment to the next, they were back in their apartment. Surcy sagged in the middle of them, but he caught her before she hit the floor. Her eyes were closed and a streak of red blood trickled from her nose.

Damn it!

“Is she okay?” the little girl asked, her voice shaking.

“She will be,” Mark answered.

Tristan carried her across the apartment to her room and laid her on the bed. This wasn’t the first time Surcy had pushed herself too hard, but she’d been stronger then.

The woman he’d found in the field had been thinner. There was a general air of weakness about her that made him wonder even more where she had been kept the last year and what had happened to her. The familiar muscles in her arms and legs were no longer as pronounced, and her face had a sunken quality. 

One day Caine and his followers will pay for what they did to her.

“What now?” Daniel asked

Mark answered without thinking. “We get the goddess to the only place she’ll be safe.”




Chapter Nineteen

Caine stared at the angel kneeling before him who had failed him so badly. His fingers itched to destroy his soul, but with the coming war, he needed every warrior possible on his side.

“Bring me the Fate.”

The angel lifted his dark head, surprise widening his eyes. “Which one?”

Caine cocked his head and raised a hand. The angel went crashing back against the stone wall. He smashed the useless creature against the wall over and over again, relishing the sounds of his bones breaking. He drank in the cries of pain until his eventual silence. Then, he tossed the angel against the floor and stared at him for a long moment. The angel looked like a badly damaged bird. His white feathers littered the floor like snow, and his wings were bent in odd angles.

But what could he expect for asking such a foolish question? For wasting my precious time. There is only one Fate that matters. The one who knows the future. The past and present mean nothing to me.

Unclenching his fingers one at a time, Caine looked to the angel standing guard at his door. The smart fellow had remained standing perfectly still, his gaze locked ahead of him.

“Bring me the Fate.”

“Yes, Judge.” The angel exited through the solid stone doors of the throne room. The doors closed behind him with a satisfying boom that shook the entire room.

Caine remained sitting. The dark powers that floated around him concealed him from the sight of all, but also, just as importantly, hid the nine empty thrones that sat beside him. 

Let no man, angel, or demon see their immortal lord. And let none have memories stirred within their minds, of a time when more than just Caine ruled.

A soul appeared in the center of the room for judgment, nothing more than a shaking wisp of light. In an instant, he determined that the human would add nothing to his army and with a flick of his wrist, he sent the man screaming into the demon-realm.

More wispy souls flooded the room. Their minds touched his, pouring their being into him for evaluation. It took only seconds to decide, and only seconds to send them to their rightful place.

A new soul entered the room. Only, it wasn’t a wisp. It was a woman. A stunning creature cloaked in white light. Eagerly, he leaned forward.

And what do I have here?

Reaching for her, he pried her secrets opened with careless fingers and plucked the parts of her that intrigued him. This woman was strong. Capable. But... his excitement dimmed. She could not be taught to obey. This he knew as surely as he knew that he wished he could keep her for his own. For his army.

With an angry flick of his wrist, he sent her to the demon-realm. The sound of her terrified scream hung in the air long after she was gone.

The massive doors to the throne room opened and the guard dragged the Fate into the room. She fought like a wild animal. But then, she always did. Wordlessly, the angel shoved her onto her knees.

Her hair had once been auburn but after many years without a bath, it lay tangled about her shoulders, dirtied to an off-putting brown. Her pale skin was smudged with more dirt, but when she looked at him, her green eyes still oozed contempt. 

Will I never break her spirit?

“As always, your prophecy has come to pass. An angel and her three demon lovers have begun the first steps of the coming war. They have stolen a goddess from my protection.”

“You mean from your imprisonment,” she spat at him.

A smile curled Caine’s mouth. This was one of those rare times he wished the woman could see him. He wanted her to know how much her useless bravado amused him.

“Tell me what to do. How can I kill the angel and her demons?”

Stubbornly, she raised her chin.

He grasped at the wisps of souls that had been building up in the air above him and pulled them into the center of the room between him and the woman.

“Must we play this game every time?”

Her mouth pulled into a thin line.

He grasped the souls and dragged them to hover above the Soul Destroyer. “What have we here? A teacher. A sick child. A mother. A young father. And an elderly grandmother. All these innocent lives... it would be such a shame to destroy their eternity, all because of your stubbornness.”

When she didn’t speak, he slid the souls lower.

The humans felt their pending destruction like knives through their bodies. Their terrified wails filled the air. Their pain had an instant effect on the stubborn woman. “Stop.”

He raised a brow. “You’ll answer my question.”

Quickly, she nodded.

He tossed the souls into the demon-realm and stood. Licking his lips, he waited, His entire body a ball of tension.

The Fate stood. Her small frame made smaller by the massive angel standing guard over her. “I hate you,” she whispered.

“Do it,” he growled, impatiently.

She closed her eyes, her hands balling into fists. She glared at Caine a moment longer before her head shot back. Her eyes opened and pure golden light poured from them. Every muscle in her body held rigid as her mouth moved, speaking words he couldn’t hear.

He trembled. This was power. True power.

And as much as he hated allowing others such a thing, he gloried in the feel of her magic rolling over him in waves, like the rays of sunlight on a summer day.

A second later, she crumpled to the ground and hurled. He waited, annoyed, as she continued to dry heave onto his palace floor. When at last, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and pulled her knees up to her chin, he sat back down.

“What was the answer?”

The hatred in her eyes warmed his heart. “If you kill the angel and her demons, you will never gain the powers of The Immortal Ten.”

He bit his tongue until he tasted blood. Fuck this insufferable Fate and her inability to lie!

“Take her from my sight.”

The angel grasped her by the hair and dragged her from the room, while she shouted, swore, and threatened him. A waste of words from a prisoner.

Caine moved on. “Elias.” 

The angel on the floor shifted and curl his broken wings around his body. His raspy breaths came in short and fast. “Yes, my lord.”

“Let the angels know. The traitors are not to be killed. But they must be stopped.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Soon they will learn that death would be a kindness compared to what I have planned for them.




Chapter Twenty

Mark drove with Tristan in the seat beside him. In the back, the woman sat silently, with her child’s head resting in her lap. The little girl slept, her tiny snores filling the car. Her face was still sticky from the ice cream she’d eaten earlier. It would’ve been easier to teleport, but Surcy needed to regain her strength, and they couldn’t risk waiting.

“I still don’t understand where you’re taking me,” the woman said, stroking her daughter’s tangled hair. 

Mark stared out at the road, trying to decide how much to say. And how to say it. “There is only one place that Caine can’t reach. We’re taking you there.”

“And this... Caine. He’s the one who wants me dead?”

He nodded. “Caine is The Judge. The man responsible for deciding where each soul goes when it dies. But he wasn’t meant to have that kind of power. He’s abusing it in every way possible. The only way to restore the world back to a time of fairness is to find the gods and goddesses who are meant to make the decision.”

She frowned. “And you think I’m one of these goddesses?”

“We know you are.” Mark’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. 

Her brows wrinkled. “I just... I can’t believe that a woman who’s never been loved by anyone is a Goddess of Love. Whatever the hell that is.”

Mark smiled. “There’s one person who loves you with her whole heart. I’m not sure anyone needs more than that.”

The woman looked down at her child, and the slightest smile tilted her lips up.

Tristan shifted in the chair beside him.

“What’s wrong?”

His gaze flickered to the sky.

It took Mark a second to understand. Are we being followed?

Angels, he mouthed.

Tristan shrugged his massive shoulders, but his jaw was clenched.

Crap. “Text Daniel.”

Tristan pulled out his phone and started typing. He sent messages and received messages over the next few minutes. At last, he set down his phone.

“What’s happening?”

Tristan sighed, loudly. “They have a plan to draw the angels to them instead.”

“A safe plan, or a Daniel plan?”

“What do you think?” Tristan muttered.

Our reckless brother can’t be too crazy with Surcy with him. Right?

Unwillingly, he smiled. Surcy had never been one to sit home quietly. She hated Daniel’s crazy plans, but she was always right there at his side. Mark wondered what she was thinking now.

Two hours later, they pulled off the main road and began the slow drive up the bumpy road. The dark woods had tried to swallow the tiny road over the years, but magic had carved out this path and wouldn’t allow the woods to reclaim it. When they came to the end of the road, Mark turned off the engine, praying that Daniel’s plan to distract the angels had worked.

“Where are we?” the woman asked, her voice loud in the darkness.

“This is as far as we can go by car. We're hiking to the top of this mountain.”

Tristan got out first, and a crisp wind surged in through the open door, catching Mark by surprise. He inhaled sharply and all the scents of green life hit him in a flash. Mark had to fight back the dark memories threatening to tug him under.

I can’t think of the past now. Not with the present looming over us.

Once he was out of the car, Mark helped the woman out. Tristan lifted the sleeping child and cradled her in his arms. The girl snuggled against Tristan's chest without waking.

Mark took the lead as they started up the path. The shadows were deep in the woods at night, but demons thrived in the dark. He took the woman’s hand and led her carefully over tangled roots and small plants. The necklace around his neck grew heavier with each step they took. A full, stunning moon filled the sky, so big and bright it was nearly blue. 

When he was a child, he would have tried to touch a moon like this. He would have tried to pull it from the sky. Against his will, his mind went to his father. 

Don’t think of him. Not yet.

But when he was surrounded by nature, it was nearly impossible not to. Every breath he took renewed him. His senses reached out and touched the plants and animals around them. His head felt clearer than it had in months and strength flowed within his blood.

The ancient woods of my youth are powerful.

And yet, as much as he loved this place, his visit here would be short. No matter that he served an important cause, his exile would have no end.

He moved faster. More sure. But forced himself to slow for the tired woman. He wanted to outrun the overwhelming feelings building within him, but no matter the distance, he couldn’t. 

“Do you wish for us to go the rest of the way without you?” Tristan asked, his voice soft.

Mark took a painful breath. “No. I’m fine.”

As they continued forward, the shadows darkened. The trees grew bigger and thicker, full branches stretching far into the sky. This was a place of ancient magic, a place untouched by humankind for far too many years.

“Are we nearly there?” the woman asked, sounding out of breath.

“There’s still a long way to go,” Mark told her honestly.

“Then,” she huffed. “I need to take a break.”

The last thing Mark wanted to do was take a break, but he steered her to some boulders and sat her down. Tristan stood beside her, still holding the tiny girl. His expression was impossible to read in the darkness.

A tingle spread over Mark’s skin and he stiffened. He didn't see anyone as he looked around, but he knew something in the darkness watched them. “Do you feel that?”

“What?” Tristan asked, sounding confused.

“I don’t think we’re alone.”

Tristan was quiet for a long minute. “I don’t sense angels.”

Mark moved closer to his brother and the woman. “I don’t think they’re angels.”

Out of the darkness, a hundred red eyes flashed to life. The unmistakable scent of rotted death washed over him. He knew the creatures they faced. The guardians of the woods usually only attacked enemies.

He hadn’t realized that his father had identified him as an enemy, but now that he knew the truth, they had no chance at making it out alive.




Chapter Twenty-One

S

urcy teleported herself and Daniel to a wooded area just outside of town. They planned to take the opposite direction from where Mark and Tristan took the woman and child. Daniel grasped her arm, holding her steady on legs that shook.

“I told you not to take us too far.” He sounded angry. “You need to rest. This was just supposed to be a distraction.”

“I’m fine,” she grated out.

He grasped her arm more tightly. “Come on. Let’s start walking. We want to be a distraction, not end up in a fight.”

When she stumbled over a root, he swore and suddenly she was in his arms.

She gasped. “Put me down! I can walk!”

“The hell you can!”

She smacked his chest. “I’m an angel, not an infant!”

To her surprise, he laughed.

“What?” she said, trying to sound annoyed, even though the impact of his laugh was anything but annoying.

“Nothing.” But there was a smile in his voice.

“Tell me,” she demanded.

After a moment, he spoke. “It’s just... when you get mad, it reminds me of the old Surcy.”

She didn’t know what to say. “Was I mad at you a lot?”

He laughed again, the sound deep. It rumbled from his chest in a way that was far too comforting. “I think you liked putting me in my place just as much as I liked you doing it.”

“Or maybe you just drove me crazy?” she teased.

His dark gaze swung to hers, and his expression gentled. For a second she couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t look away. His eyes held so many emotions, so many unspoken words, that it was overwhelming.

Reaching up, she touched his face.

“Surcy, don’t."  The words were wrenched out of him.

“Why?” she asked, needing to know.

“Because... I feel like I’m walking on a tightrope. Trying not to say too much. Trying not to do what I’m not allowed to. It’d take nothing at all to let go and take what I want, And I don’t think you can handle that. Not yet.

Fear made her drop her hand, and she didn’t imagine the disappointment in his face when she did. Leaning her head against his shoulder, she felt nothing but regret.

But why?

The last thing she needed was to make things between them even more complicated. So why do I want to complicate things? She told herself that it was because she wanted to feel human again. To experience things in a real way, like with the French toast. But deep inside she knew the truth. She was curious about the demons. She needed to know what made her give up everything for them.

And somehow I’m sure I could learn the truth in their arms.

She shivered as she sensed the angels in the sky above them. “They’re here.”

He nodded. “Good.”

They continued walking without speaking. Time stretched out in front of them but they didn't slow down. She imagined she was getting heavy in his arms, yet he never showed signs that she was.

“Where are we going?”

His grip tightened around her. “They’ll expect us to go right. There’s nothing this way except woods.”

“So, we’ll walk all night?”

“No. We’ll spend the night at the cabin.”

A cabin? A shiver went through her. All night?

“You’re cold,” he told her.

“A little,” she lied.

More time passed before he slowed and she opened her eyes to a tiny cabin tucked into a tangle of trees. He took the porch in two strides, and at the door, he set her down. She heard the jingle of keys and the sound of a lock turning. Inside the cabin, he closed and locked the door behind them. She felt strangely vulnerable when the heat of his body moved away. In the darkness, she stood frozen by the door, but listened as he moved about.

“Do you need help?”

“Better to let the demon who can see in the dark light the fire.”

She couldn’t argue with that. In an instant, sparks came to life in a tiny fireplace. 

“I’d use my magic to bring fire,” he muttered. “But it’d also bring the damned angels.”

It took forever, but when the flames to grow enough to light the room in their orange light, Surcy felt a measure of relief. 

The cabin was tiny, smaller than her room in their house. It had all the amenities crammed together: a small kitchen, a seating area in front of the fire, and a large bed in the back. She guessed that the door beside the bed led to a bathroom.

“This place is kind of homey,” she said, reaching out and touching the comfortable looking couch.

“You always loved this place.” Daniel stared at the fires, his expression distant.

She moved around the couch, coming closer to him. Drawn to him. Her hands ached to touch him again. To make him smile again. Or laugh. But she stopped short of touching him and sat down close to  the fire.

As if he anticipated her needs, Daniel pulled a blanket from the couch and wrapped it around her. The warmth almost made her moan. 

When she took a deep breath, it wasn’t just the scent of the wood burning that filled her nose, but the scents of the demons lingering on the blanket.

Why hadn’t I noticed their smell before?

They all smelled... masculine. Like sandalwood. And yet, she knew their scents weren’t identical. She was tempted to lean closer to Daniel, but made herself stay still.

“Do you think they’re all right?” 

Daniel sighed. His arms rested on his knees, and his gaze had returned to the flames. “I hope so. But I don’t like sending them without me.”

“You should have woken me earlier. I would have gone.”

“Surcy,” his voice held a strange tension. “You’re not yourself. I don’t know what Caine did to you, but you need to rest, to eat, and to regain your strength.”

For some reason, she felt angry. “I’m not some fragile creature that the three of you have to protect.”

He looked at her, raising a brow. “We don’t have to do anything.”

Her heart thudded a little faster in her chest. “Next time just wake me.”

“You seem to be certain there will be a next time.”

She frowned and chewed her bottom lip. “Well, it sounds like this whole rescuing people thing is what we do.”

He stared at her.

“What?” she asked, annoyed.

“Nothing.”

“What?” She sat up straighter, waiting.

He shrugged. “I’m just wondering how long you’ll hang around us before your delicate angel sensibilities come into play. I’m thinking days, maybe weeks, and then you’ll find something a touch more refined to do to pass your time.”

She stood, dropping the blanket on the floor. “Why are you such an ass?”

He huffed. “I’m not an ass.”

“Yes, you are! I don’t have a memory. I’m trying to figure this out, and you’re acting like it was my choice to forget all of you.”

Like a graceful animal, he stood. Suddenly, she was aware of just how large he was. Too aware. He towered above her. Tristan might have been a giant of a man, but Daniel was easily a foot taller than her, and the muscles that tightened his body screamed power.

“You chose to return to Caine. All because you were stubborn. Because you wanted to see if there was even a shred of goodness in him. No matter how much we warned you. No matter how much we told you not to.” His voice rose with each word he spoke. “And then, you were just gone. Disappearing to a place we could never touch. Leaving us to wonder if you were dead, or being tortured to the point you wished you were.”

Surcy stepped back, more aware of him than ever. “That wasn’t—“

“Now you come back into our lives and just expect, what? What is it that you want, Surcy?”

She was shocked by his anger. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know!” he repeated, closing the distance between them, his eyes burning.

“No, I don’t!” She shoved at his chest, but failed to move him. “And I don’t think you do either!”

“Is that right?” he grated out.

“Yeah,” she challenged.

He moved closer. So close that when she exhaled her breasts touched his chest. “Well, unfortunately for you, I know exactly what I want.”

And then, he kissed her. His big hand wrapped around the back of her neck and held her in place while he devoured her as if there was nothing more he needed in life.

Her body awakened. She kissed him back, clinging to the front of his shirt, pressing herself against him as he controlled their kiss. 

Their mouths battled for control, moving against each other as if they had done this a thousand times before. His tongue slipped into her mouth, and a shudder wracked her body. Her own tongue slid along his, and a deep groan slipped from his lips.

One of his hands grabbed her hip, drawing her against his erection. Instead of feeling panicked, heat uncoiled within her belly. Knowing she was turning him on made her breathless. 

More.

She ached to touch more of him. To unbutton his shirt and stroke the hard muscles of his chest and the chiseled planes of his belly. To unzip his pants and pull his hard length free.

She needed to have him inside her. She ground against his erection, and was satisfied when he broke their kiss and swore.

His lips moved down her neck, leaving a hot trail of fire. She turned her head, giving him access to more of her throat. She was on fire, so hot she felt as if she was burning from the inside out.

Her inner-muscles clenched and she gasped, clasping the back of his neck as he tugged her sweater to one side to suck along her shoulder. Her nipples hardened into twin points as her breasts rubbed against his chest. 

What would it feel like to have his hands on her breasts? Would he use those big hands of his to cup her? She imagined his thumbs brushing her nipples. And then, to her shock, she imagined his hot mouth closing over her eager nubs.

Her hips bucked against him and she knew they had crossed a barrier and wouldn't go back. Soon she would have this big, handsome demon inside her. And somehow, she knew she would have no regrets.

When his phone buzzed in his pocket, they both froze.

He raised his head and their gazes locked. Indecision warred within his eyes.

But he reached for his phone. Sliding the screen, he stared at the message.

“What is it?” she asked, out-of-breath.

He drew back from her, clearing his throat. “They’re in trouble.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

T

ristan closed his eyes and let his magic wash over him. In an instant, he was made of stone once more.

“What the fuck do we do?” Mark asked, shoving his phone back into his pocket.

“What are those things?” the woman asked, springing from the boulder to grasp his brother’s arm.

Wordlessly, Tristan handed the girl to his brother. These creatures were Shadow Hounds, some of the most dangerous beings in existence. Their bites were poisonous to the soul, ensuring that when a person died, they would be gone forever.

There was only one thing that could be done. Mark had to live. He was the only person who could find the other gods and goddesses. And the goddess and her child must live. Only one thing made sense.

“Take them and go.”

Mark stiffened. “No.”

“You know it’s the only way.”

The eyes moved in the dark, coming closer.

“You always say that,” Mark whispered.

“And I’m always right.”

His brother took a step back, clutching the sleeping girl to his chest. “Can they hurt you?”

“No.” Tristan spoke the lie with ease.

Mark nodded. “Then, I’ll take them and come back for you.”

Goodbye, my brother.

“Stay close,” Mark told the woman.

She nodded and they moved backwards.

Tristan stretched out his massive stone wings to their full spread and let loose the roar of a gargoyle, a sound that was ancient and harsh. Dark birds exploded from the trees all around them, filling the bright night sky. His distraction did the trick. All eyes were on him. Mark and the woman shuffled away unseen.

When the first creature stepped out of the shadows, Tristan stared at the dark wisp with two brilliant red eyes. Suddenly, he spotted a flash of sharp teeth forming in the insubstantial body. When it leapt at him, he easily knocked it back with his wings.

The creature whimpered like a dog, but Tristan had no time to relax because two more of the beasts came at him. He ducked, struck one with his wing and the other with his fist. Both flew back. One hit a trunk with a satisfying crunch.

But he already knew. There was no destroying these beings. All he could do was fight as long as possible.

He would fight until he took his last breath, and give Mark and the goddess the time they needed to reach the sanctuary.

As the Shadow Hounds renewed their attack, Tristan's thoughts shifted to his long life. He thought of his birth, when a frightened woman created him from stone. Her fear of the vampires that preyed upon her town drove her to make him, but it was her love for her family that brought him to life. 

Many years passed when he provided protection to the small town. But times shifted and he spent more and more time as a stone figure, no longer taking interest in life. When the small girl’s terrified screams brought him back to life, he had been surprised by the clan of vampires that had overrun the town. He’d fought with all the strength in his heart. But it hadn’t been enough.

He’d been destroyed. Not broken to pieces as many of his brothers before him, but killed in his human form. That’s when he’d died and become a demon.

Meeting his brothers and finding Surcy had melted his stone heart. They made him human once more.

One of the dark creatures sunk its sharp teeth into his wing. His breath froze in his chest as the being’s poison swam through his blood, and he felt pieces of his soul being torn away. He smacked the creature backwards, but another jumped on his shoulder from behind.

In a rush, they overtook him. They were everywhere. Their teeth broke stone and he could feel their hot poison rushing through him.

A young man with sad eyes appeared within the shadows of the woods. Death. He was a being more legend than truth. 

Tristan stopped fighting. There was no choice. No escape now.

Something came crashing through the woods. The animals scattered as a flash of light illuminated the clearing. And there was Surcy, her soul-blade flaming with white light. The dark creatures screamed, scattering from the light.

But she didn’t let them go. She sunk her blade into one after another. Leaping on them. Spinning. Charging. Cutting them to pieces.

Daniel caught his shoulder as he sank to his knees. Feeling empty. There was a touch of pride that his beautiful angel was such a warrior. There was a touch of sadness that the life he had grown to love was now slipping away. And then, nothing.

He grew cold. His stone limbs hardened.

Death moved closer, his pale flesh almost translucent. His piercing golden eyes filled with compassion. He moved unseen through Surcy as she fought.

In a haze, Tristan felt Daniel shaking him, shouting words he couldn’t hear. Daniel's face showed his panic, but Tristan didn't care. He was past caring.

Tristan gazed on Death once more. The young man knelt only inches in front of him, and where he knelt the grass beneath him died.

Tristan nodded. Knowing what was to come.

Tiny wisps of silver light floated up from the dead creatures that now littered the floor. They lit the sky in a display of magic unlike any Tristan had witnessed. And then, the wisps shot toward him, striking him one after another in the chest.

Like bullets, each brought a wave of pain. Blood spilled from his lips, and he cried out. His stone flesh was gone, replaced by his demon one. His wounds were many and severe, painful in a way Tristan had never experienced before.

He gasped, hating the tears that burned his eyes. The wisps continued to fill the sky as Surcy continued her rampage. She had to stop. He would beg her to stop. Whatever she was doing, he preferred death to this pain.

But the words wouldn’t leave his lips.

Daniel’s words were a dull roar in his ears. Desperate, frightened roars.

Death opened his mouth, and a deep but kind voice came to him. “Not today, Tristan. But one day, you’ll be welcomed as a hero to the place of Judgment. Again.” Death rose, a smile on his face. He turned and walked through Surcy. He continued through the woods until he vanished into the trees.

Tristan hit the ground on his side. Warm blood pooled beneath him.

Surcy was suddenly beside him, her glowing sword still in her hand.

“I’m sorry!” she cried. “I’m so sorry. Killing the creatures was the only way to retrieve the pieces of your soul. Breathe for me. I know it hurts, but please, breathe. You’re going to be okay.”

He took in a ragged breath, his gaze filled by her beautiful face. “I—love—you.”

Her eyes widened, and she reached out and stroked his cheek. “Foolish gargoyle.” But there was a tenderness in her voice that filled his heart with hope.

“Where’s Mark and the humans?” Daniel asked.

Tristan didn’t have the strength to turn his head. “Hopefully, safely at the sanctuary.”

Daniel’s voice came, as if from a great distance. “What now?”

And then, everything went dark.




Chapter Twenty-Three

M

ark felt sick as they trekked through the woods. Tristan would be okay. Right? He was a gargoyle. He was strong and powerful and had lived for centuries before his death. Even a dozen of the Shadow Hounds couldn’t kill him.

Right?

“Are we close?” the human woman sounded terrified. 

He didn’t blame her.

“We should be there any—“

The air suddenly tingled. He stiffened, but kept going until he moved through the magical barrier. The magic kept beings from teleporting in and out, which should have reassured him, but he never liked the feeling of crossing it. I guess it’s different now that these aren’t my lands.

A few minutes later, they came out into the clearing, and stepped through the second barrier at the same time. A barrier that keeps all with ill intentions out. As the powerful magic washed over him, the clearing shimmered and changed. Where only woods had once been, a massive white structure now stood.

His heart squeezed. He had been so young and naïve the last time he’d been here. More than anything he wanted to hate this place and these people, but he knew he never could.

As they continued walking, vines reached out and stroked him as he passed. White flowers blossomed, a greeting for a friend long gone. He touched the soft petals, the pain in his chest deepening. There was no place like The Sanctuary of the Druids. Nowhere in the world.

He was positive. He’d spent far too long looking for one.

“What is this place?” the woman whispered, her voice filled with awe.

“A sanctuary for the gods,” he told her.

They moved up the dozen pale stone steps, almost entirely overwhelmed by vines. More vines hung from the massive structure, dangling down. They parted at his approach, revealing the inner-sanctuary.

The air was humid. Heavy. In the center of the room a pool of natural water flowed, crystal blue. Illuminating flowers covered the bottom of the water, lighting it with a beauty unlike any place on earth.

The palace-sized room was filled with jungle-like plants that blossomed with a multitude of colors. The aroma in the air was so rich, so comforting, that his throat closed remembering his childhood spent in such a beautiful place.

Behind the pool of water, a mantel of silver glowing flowers drew his gaze to the alter. On the highest shelf, his staff lay broken in half. Never to glow again. Never to fill with light.

“Son?”

His gaze swung to his right. His father stood, looking older than he remembered him, but no less dignified. His brown and green robes still cloaked him from head to foot, and the vines upon him moved continuously, weaving new patterns even as he stood. The brown staff in his hand was made of dark wood. The ball of magic that flickered at the top of it was a flawless, piercing green.

“You are exiled from this place,” his father said, his deep voice holding no emotion. “Why have you returned?”

Mark held the child in his arms more tightly, and then turned to regard the pale woman behind him. “I have brought a goddess.” 

His father made a sound that could only be described as disgusted. “This, again? My foolish boy. How did I fail you so terribly?”

Mark swallowed hard, his teeth clenching together. “I’m not lying. I was never lying. I found her and I’ve brought her here to keep her safe.” Then, meeting his father’s gaze, he continued. “I intend to find all of them and restore them to power.”

His father didn’t look at the woman. He simply shook his head. “What you want is impossible. Leave this place before the others see you. I would not have your blood spilt upon sacred ground.”

Mark felt something snap within him. He laid the girl upon the mossy ground and took the woman’s clammy hand. She didn’t protest as he led her to the waters.

It took his father a ridiculously long time to realize what he intended.

“No!” he shouted, and the word held power.

His father’s staff burned more brightly, and the vines upon the walls lifted, as if awakening. Waiting for his command.

“You will not place a human in the sacred waters! You will not defile this place more than you already have.”

Mark knew his father expected him to simply obey him. He always had before. He’d always been such a good boy. A dedicated druid. The hope of his people.

So when he took two more steps and gently pushed the woman into the water, no one expected it but him. She hit the warm liquid with a splash that echoed through the room. Around him, vines lifted and shot forward, grasping his wrists and his ankles. Thorns grew, their sharp points cutting into his flesh.

But he didn’t move. He didn’t care.

His gaze was trained on the woman who sank down into the deep waters. Her hair floated around her. The golden flowers wrapped her, holding her to the bottom of the pond. Panic grew in her eyes as she struggled to free herself.

Holding his breath, he waited. Sweat trickled down his back. He wasn’t wrong. He couldn’t be wrong. He wouldn’t have thrown an innocent woman to her death.

“You would kill a human just to prove your point?” His father was closer, close enough for Mark to feel the warmth of the magic dancing on the tip of his staff.

Come on, Carys! Be the goddess I know you are!

Her struggling grew more intense. Bubbles exploded from her mouth. And then, her movements slowed.

His hands clutched into his fists. He willed the vines that imprisoned him to release him, but these plants no longer obeyed his commands. Tugging at his arms, he prepared himself. No matter the cost, if he was wrong, he would save this woman.

“It would be a mercy to kill you,” his father said, his staff glowing more and more brightly as he called his magic to him.

Mark didn’t move. Didn’t speak. He watched the woman, begging her with every ounce of his being, but her eyes grew glossy, and her movements stopped.

He choked on the lump that had formed in the back of his throat. He jerked his arms, sending vines breaking. He kicked at his legs. He had to get free. He had to save her. It seemed impossible that he could have been so wrong. Wrong about everything.

The prophecy he had seen as a child couldn’t be wrong. His second-sight, the one that led him to the goddess couldn’t be a lie.

Was all of it truly in his head as his father had always said?

And then, Carys’ body jerked. Life flared back into her eyes, but it wasn’t just life. It was light. An unexplainable beauty that made tears sting the corners of his eyes. Her human flesh fell away, like petals from a flower. It could have been grotesque, but it was stunning. An old life was peeling away, revealing the beauty within.

And the goddess was beautiful. The flowers released her, and her body rose in the waters.

“This isn’t possible,” his father whispered.

But no matter that all logic said it couldn’t be true. It was. The goddess broke free from the confines of her human self. She pulled herself from the waters, and he took several steps back. Water dripped down her long legs, and soaked her clothes.

Her face had changed. It was still her, and yet, it was as if someone had taken a rock and cleaned it until it shown. A gem hidden by dirt and dust. Her eyes held an inhuman green, yellow quality that rested on him with an intensity that stole his breath. Her smooth skin glowed with health and beauty, and her hair shined.

“I feel... different.” She murmured. “I’m myself, but I’m not.”

He found his voice. “You are an immortal creature. Your role is to judge humanity and give them the afterlife that they deserve. And yet, Caine erased your memories. In his cruelty, he makes you suffer in each of your lifetimes. If he finds you, he will kill you again. This is the only place he can’t reach you. It's protected by the druid’s ancient magic, which is nearly as old as the world itself. You and your daughter need to stay here until I find the others.”

She nodded. “I don’t remember who I was. But I remember before I started taking the drugs. I was so young. Every time I was near anyone, I could sense their heart’s desires. I could see parts of their life path, and how it led to the person they were meant to be with.”

The goddess reached out, and instinctually, he knelt before her. She touched his cheek, her eyes locked onto his. He felt her magic. Flowing around him, through him. Like a powerful aura that radiated love and beauty, he was overwhelmed by it.

When she released him, he sucked in a deep breath, feeling too much, feeling things he didn’t understand.

A smile formed on her lips. “Your angel... she is lucky to have you.”

Behind them, a soft voice whispered, “Mom?”

She moved away from him, taking her overwhelming power with her.

He remained kneeling, his head spinning.

“A goddess,” his father murmured. “This isn’t possible.”

Mark's gaze moved to the old druid and he slowly rose to his feet. “I told you. We didn’t have to just accept the darkness in this world. There was something we could do about it.”

His father’s blue eyes, the same clear color as his own, stared through him. “How?”

Mark didn’t touch the necklace around his throat. The one his father couldn’t see. “I can find them. I could always sense them. I just didn’t know what it was.”

“We thought you were crazy,” his father said. “We thought your ideas would bring about our ruin.”

Mark turned from his father and headed back the way he had come, to where the goddess held her daughter in her lap, speaking softly. “I was never going to ruin the sanctuary. I was never going to ruin all of you. But you certainly thought you destroyed me that day, didn’t you?”

“I’m sorry,” the old man said, his voice cracking. “I couldn’t have known.”

You could have put your faith in me. “I know this goddess, and the others, will be safe with all of you.”

“You have my word,” his father said, his voice overwhelmed with emotion. “This changes everything. There is a chance at defeating Caine. There is a chance at bringing back the world we once knew.”

He glanced back at his father. ”Yes, there is.”

Just outside the sanctuary, he sent his brothers a text.

She got here safely. Heading back.

As he started back through the woods, he began to jog, and then to run. He had saved the goddess and her child. Now he needed to find Tristan. He needed to be sure he’d gotten away.

The trees were blurs around him. His breath rushed in and out. When he broke into the small clearing, he stared and stared. In the center, blood darkened the ground.

Moving without feeling his legs, he came to the spot. Before it, the grass had died. Mark was a druid. A being who never simply disappeared into the afterlife. His people were treasured, and always led to the afterlife by Death.

And the dead grass? It was a tell-tale sign that Death had been there.

He crumpled to his knees. Feeling numb. There were no body, but then, there wouldn’t be. His brother was a demon. His body would disappear. And his soul? The Shadow Hounds would have destroyed it.

How is this possible?

His phone vibrated in his pocket. Numbly, he pulled his phone out. A text waited. We’re all back at the car. 

With shaking hands he texted back, is Tristan with you?

An eternity seemed to pass before he got the most wonderful response in the world, yes.

Stuffing his phone back in his pocket, he stood, smiling. Brimming with relief. When he turned around, a hard fist struck him square in the face. His glasses broke and fell, as he hit the ground. He blinked, staring up in surprise.

Five angels with white wings towered over him.

He recognized the angel from earlier in the day. The big creature smiled. His nose was crooked, and bruises on his face had not yet healed. His wings looked strange, almost off-kilter. “We have a little message for your friends.”

Mark sprung to his feet, but they were on him in an instant. He fought like the devil himself, but no demon could defeat five angels.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Surcy waited impatiently in the back of the car, tapping her fingers on her legs. Tristan was sleeping in the front seat, snoring loudly. Daniel reassured her that by the morning, his injuries would have greatly healed.

But still, she was shocked by the impact seeing him hurt had had on her. She had fought like an avenging angel. There had been no thoughts. No hesitation. She’d simply killed and killed.

How did I know what to do?

It was frustrating to know her memories lived somewhere inside her, trapped. She just wanted them back. She wanted to be who she was before. She wanted to be the woman the demons had loved. Will that ever happen?

Daniel cleared his throat. “So,” he drew out the word. “About before.”

Her gaze flickered to his dark eyes that stared back at her in the rearview mirror. “Yes?”

He stared at her. “Anything to say about it?”

Folding her arms in front of her chest, she raised a brow. “Nope.”

She felt immensely satisfied when his lips curled into a smile. “Good.”

What does that mean? She was thankful he hadn’t pressed for more. Her thoughts were still so scattered and uncertain. She felt something for Daniel. Attraction. Curiosity. But those things weren’t enough of a reason to fall into bed with him. She needed... more.

Truth be told, she felt something unique and different for all three of them.

A chill moved along her flesh raising goose bumps along her skin. For a second, she simply sat stiffly in her chair. And then, she knew. Some magic was warm, some was hot, but the angel’s was always cold.

Opening her car door, she stepped out, ignoring Daniel’s protests. In the bright night sky, she saw the angels as they flew. They wanted her to see them, but why?

They could teleport wherever they wanted. So why fly? What point were they making?

“Surcy?”

She spun. 

Mark stood, gripping the trunk of tree. His face was a swollen, battered mess. His glasses were gone. One eye was swollen closed, and blood ran down his neck.

She raced toward him, catching him under his arm and trying to keep him upright. Tears choked her throat. They’d done this. Those angel bastards had hurt him! Sweet, gentle Mark!

“Brother!” Daniel came at them like a bat-out-of-hell.

He froze in front of them. “Who did this? Where are they?”

Mark spit blood, sagging forward as Daniel caught him. “Angels. Gone.”

Tension radiated from Daniel as they half-lifted, half-dragged Mark toward the car. When he helped his brother in and closed the door, he made a quiet promise. “Someone is going to suffer for this.”

As Surcy climbed into the seat next to them, her thoughts echoed his words. Yes. Someone will pay. At home, they struggled but finally managed to get Mark and Tristan both into bed. The two men looked awful, but they would heal. And most importantly, they’d live.

As she paced the living room, she couldn't stop shaking. She wasn’t scared. Far from it. In fact, she wanted to hurt someone. Badly.

Daniel entered the room. He’d showered. His blond hair looked darker wet, and he hadn’t bothered to comb it into his normally neat hairdo. It spiked all over his head in a way that was far too tempting. He wore no shirt, and a pair of grey sweat pants that hung so low on his hips that her jaw dropped.

“It isn’t polite to stare.”

Her gaze jerked up. And Daniel, damn him, was grinning ear-to-ear.

Her cheeks heated. “I wasn’t staring! I’m just—frustrated!”

“Me too. I’m not used to going this long without sex.”

Her mouth dropped open again. “That wasn’t what I meant at all, and you know it!”

“Whatever you say, sweetheart.” He went to the wet bar and made himself a drink. “Want one?”

It took her a second to answer him. “No, thanks.”

He shrugged, grabbed his drink, and plopped down on the couch. “So, what’s got such a pretty woman so frustrated?”

She rolled her eyes. “How about the fucking angels who beat up Mark? How about Tristan nearly dying from those Shadow Hounds?”

He took a slow sip of his drink. “No one ever said doing the right thing wouldn’t get you bitch-slapped all over town.”

“That’s all you have to say?”

“What do you want me to say?” He stared. “That it isn’t fair. That it isn’t right. What good would that do?”

She shook her head. “But this whole thing is wrong. My mind is a scramble of things I know, even though I have no idea how I know them. And one thing I’m sure of is that demons are the ones that are supposed to be taking advantage of people. They hurt humans and cause chaos, and it’s an angel’s job to keep them in line.”

His mouth curled into a smile that was sexy-as-hell. “That’s the thing. Just because you’re told something enough times doesn’t make it true.”

She threw her hands in the air and stomped over to him, plopping herself on the couch next to him. Without asking, she grabbed his drink and took a long drink. “God,” she winced and handed it back to him. “That’s awful!”

He laughed. “You never did like scotch. You could drink margaritas until you were belting karaoke, but you always turned your nose up at the hard stuff.”

Staring straight ahead, she spoke without thinking. “It’s so weird not knowing who I am, but I bet it’s stranger for you guys.”

“It sucks about as bad as reaching for a steak and getting tofu, that’s for sure.”

She smiled and looked at him. “You’re actually a little funny.”

He winked. “Don’t tell.”

“So, what happens now?”

His humor vanished. “We let them heal up, and then we go help another person.”

We’re going to do this all over again? 




Chapter Twenty-Five

Three days later, Daniel stood on another building, his brothers and Surcy standing beside him. They were on a beautiful tropical island, with a large city weaved throughout the lush landscape. The next god would be found here. 

At least that’s what Mark had Seen. 

His brother’s visions often showed him a place. He’d send Surcy the image through his thoughts, and she could take them there. But it wasn’t until they were closer that Mark could get a clear image. All he knew was that the god would be found in that location.

It’s why all those years as a child he didn’t understand what he was seeing when he used the magic, but he felt it tugging at him, and he knew it was important.

The night was well-lit by the moon and a sky of speckled stars. Below them, lights sprinkled across the city like a reflection of the sky. It was beautiful. The kind of place they would have loved to take Surcy. She loved the ocean. She’d fold her stunning wings and let the waves tug at her feet.

But tonight they weren’t there to make love to her in the sand. They were there to save a life.

Once we know who we are here to save, and where to go.

Mark released his necklace, breathing hard. “I see where he is. And... I think we need to hurry.”

Daniel tried not to look at his brother. As far as he knew, Mark had always had the necklace, but he’d stopped using it a long time ago. He said it had a negative effect on him. Yet, he never told them what it was.

Now, Daniel couldn’t shake the feeling that Mark was doing something dangerous each time he used the powerful magic. He wanted to order him not to, but he knew he couldn’t.

As Mark had explained to him, this was too important not to take whatever risks necessary. Mr. Rule Follower suddenly seems more reckless than me. Daniel didn’t like it.

He yanked open the door on the roof and made his way down the apartment building stairs. It was deja vu of their last rescue. He just prayed it went better than the first.

“This place is kind of creepy,” Surcy whispered.

Daniel stiffened. There was something a little off, but he couldn’t quite place what it was.

“It’s night,” Mark said reassuringly, “and we know we’re doing something dangerous. That’s all it is.”

Surcy wrapped her arms around herself. “And why exactly did we have to do this at night?”

My thoughts too.

A strange look came over Mark’s face. Does he look paler than usual? “He is the God of the Night.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense,” Daniel muttered under his breath. Maybe next time we’ll look for the Gods of Good Coffee.

When they exited onto the street, the sidewalks were busy. Most of the humans looked like tourists, drunk and happy.

I wish.

They moved through the streets, Mark in the lead. Daniel stayed on high alert, scanning the crowds for angels, but he saw none. Still, he wore a short sword, like his brothers, hidden at his back beneath a leather jacket. He missed his soul-blade so fiercely his chest ached at times, but the steel of this sword was strong and well-made.

The best we can hope for.

As he saw a couple kissing, he almost froze. They looked happy, relaxed. 

Sometimes he wondered about the choices they made. He didn’t tell his brothers, but his mind was full of doubts.

They were skilled demons. Capable of manipulation. Strong and intelligent. If they turned away from their goal, if they ignored Caine’s tyranny, they had everything they needed to have a happy life.

Even Surcy. Sort of.

And yet, they risked it all. For other people who will likely never know everything we sacrificed for them.

He hated putting his brothers and Surcy in danger. Their lives had been hard enough. They deserved to stumble through the streets of a tropical city, drunk and kissing.

Daniel almost smiled, but instead, he looked at his brothers and Surcy. Mark still limped a bit. And even though the bruises had healed from his skin, he often winced as he went throughout his day.

Why couldn’t we have waited a couple more days?

But Mark had insisted. It had to be tonight.

They walked for an hour, until they reached the end of the city limits. Climbing up a narrow road that led up a small mountain, they walked closer to each other. There were no streetlamps on the little road, and the woods seemed to close in.

Daniel inhaled the moist air. “Does anyone else smell smoke?”

And suddenly, Mark started to run. They followed. Not asking questions. Not calling out. The sense of foreboding had increased to a level that everyone knew something bad had happened.

They were just waiting to know what.

As they broke out of the jungle, they stared, frozen. A massive mansion, hidden behind a huge stone fence, was burning. 

Daniel felt his blood heat and his pulse race. The flames called to him, just as they always did. He licked his lips, curling his hands into fists. 

I will not.

“This doesn’t look good,” he said, hoping the others didn’t notice the way his voice shook with need. “Come on,” Mark said.

Daniel frowned. “If the god is in there, he’s dead.”

Mark ignored him. Crouching low for a moment, he leapt more than twenty feet in the air and landed lightly on top of the fence. Surcy and Tristan followed suit.

Daniel took a deep breath, inhaling the intoxicating smoky air. A shiver moved over his flesh, and his groin tightened. Cursing his lack of restraint, he leapt onto the fence top beside his brother.

“He’s there!” Mark said, pointing at the window of a room near the top of the castle.

The flames hadn’t quite reached the room, but the dark smoke cloaked the top of the building in a screen.

“The smoke would have killed him.” Daniel told him, knowing without a doubt.

“He’s not dead yet,” Mark said, then turned hopeful eyes to Daniel. “You can still save him.”

Daniel stiffened. “No.”

“Daniel...”

“No!” He growled, anger lacing the word. “You know I can’t.”

Mark’s eyes narrowed. “We’re all making sacrifices.”

“I’m in fucking recovery, Asshole.”

Angrily, Daniel leapt from the gate and started toward the burning house, even though the closer he got the more tempted he became. He wanted to touch the flames. To taste the smoke.

Mark was suddenly in front of him. “You need to. We’ll help you after—“

“This is bullshit.” He turned to face Tristan, whose face was as emotionless as ever. “You two are the ones who made me quit.”

Tristan cocked his head. “You’re hiding your fear behind anger. It's understandable. You don’t want to be a slave to your needs again. But Mark is right, we’re all taking risks. This is a risk for you, but it’s one you’re strong enough to recover from.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Surcy asked, hands on her hips. “If someone’s trapped in those flames, how can Daniel help?”

Mark answered without hesitation. “He’s a fire mage.”

Her brows rose. “So, he can control fire? That’s a good thing, right? Because that’s just about the only thing that can help right now.”

Daniel’s stomach twisted. “You know why you don’t meet a lot of fire mages? Because we have the nasty habit of overindulging in fire and getting ourselves killed.”

“Overindulging?” she said, frowning.

“Fire is like a drug to them,” Tristan replied simply. “And there’s a limit to how much fire their bodies can take. It’s also the reason for Daniel’s death. You can imagine all the fire in the demon-realm. It was very hard for him to resist, but with our help, he recovered from it.”

“Recovered?” Surcy inquired.

“We don’t have time for this!” Mark’s gaze was frantic. “Save him!”

“The angels will know we’re here.” Daniel warned, knowing that he was about to give into the fire. He wanted it so badly that it scared him.

“Who the hell do you think lit this fire?” Mark asked. “They knew we’d be here. They wanted us to find him dead.”

Daniel stiffened. He’s right.

“Tristan, can you take me to the top.” Even though I fucking hate flying.

His brother nodded. In an instant his skin changed to the stunning color of wet stone, and grey wings spread behind his back. Wordlessly, Tristan grabbed him beneath the arms and lifted him up.

Keep your head, Daniel ordered himself.

As they rose higher and closer to the house, the heat from the fire overwhelmed him. It felt so damned good. He closed his eyes, glorying in the smoke and the heat. His mind spun. How had he gone so long without touching fire? He’d thought being exposed to the fireplace in their home had slowly numbed his deep need to indulge, but it had all been a lie.

When Daniel reached the window, he raised his hand and harnessed the power of the flames. Instantly, the fire moved through him. The smoke parted back from the window, and a groan tore from his lips.

Tristan deposited him in the window and flew away. Daniel knew Tristan could endure the high heat, but like most, avoided it when he could. 

For a moment, Daniel didn’t move. Instead, he called the flames to him. They coated his body, racing along his skin. His emotions dulled and his senses awakened. He felt so damned good, alive for the first time since his death. He needed this. He was a fool to convince himself otherwise.

“Is someone,” the man’s voice was interrupted by a series of deep coughs, “there?”

Daniel shuddered. Focus. God damn it. I've got to get him out of here.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

Using his abilities, he parted the smoke in front of him and stared, not believing the sight before him. Those angels are fucked up.

The man had been nailed to the wall. Blood ran from the wounds in his arms and legs, and his head hung, as if he hadn’t the strength to raise it. As Daniel came closer to him, the man lifted his head. His skin was pale beneath the soot that coated him, and as his lips parted, Daniel spotted two sharpened canines.

A vampire is the God of the Night. The Fates must have had a field day with that one.

“Are you here to help, mage?” he questioned, eyelids drooping.

Daniel stiffened, remembering his purpose. “Let’s get you out of here.”

Kneeling before the vampire, he gripped one of the nails in his leg. He hesitated.

“Do it,” the vampire murmured. 

Daniel nodded and pulled.

The vampire’s scream came, raw and choked. He probably screamed like hell when they put them in. 

Daniel didn’t hesitate. He moved to the next one and the next one. He tried to block out the screams of the vampire, but he could still hear them. Knowing that he was hurting an innocent like this turned his stomach, and yet he knew slowing down could cost them both their lives.

The smoke continued to thicken. Daniel pushed it back with his powers, but he could sense the flames devouring the wood in the floors beneath their feet. Soon everything would come crashing down, and he planned for them to be far from there when it did.

Standing, Daniel kicked the dozen or more nails out of the way and reached for the ones going through the vampire’s palms and arms. It took a painfully long time to yank them all out, but when he was done, the man sagged into his arms.

Daniel dragged him through the house, his pulse racing each time the floorboards creaked. When he got to the window, he sent flames shooting out in a signal he knew his brother would understand. Within a minute, Tristan had returned. Silently, he handed the vampire to his brother.

“I’ll return,” Tristan promised.

He nodded, watching as they shot back to the ground.

Daniel turned back to the room and froze. Something was written on the wall in blood, behind where the vampire had been nailed. Moving closer to it, he squinted, struggling to put the words together.

Got yah.

He frowned. Clearly if they had gotten to this room and found the vampire they knew that the angels were involved. What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Reaching out, he touched the wall. It was a mistake. He could feel the fire on the other side of the wall. The heat and power of the flames crashed through him like waves.

He gasped, and every hair on his body stood on end. He forgot the weird message. He forgot his purpose. Instead, he coaxed the flames to tear through the wall. They obeyed, reaching to touch his palm, to sweep over and through him.

His entire body heated. He groaned, feeling his eyes roll back into his head. It felt so good to taste it again, so good to give himself to the magic.

A warning rang somewhere in the back of his head. Fire mages weren’t immune to flames. They could handle a lot of fire, but even they had a limit.

Which is exactly how he died not so long ago.

But the warning drifted away like smoke, and everything grew bright and beautiful. There was no pain, no worries. Nothing but the fire.

He swore it spoke his name. Shouted his name. But the flames couldn’t speak.

His eyes closed, and he felt himself being carried away into euphoria. Into heaven.

And then, the fire was gone. His eyes snapped open. He was in the air. Far from the house. His legs dangling over the sky. The ground far below.

He swore.

Tristan spoke from above him. “Calm brother.”

But the fire! He could still feel it. Taste it. He needed more and he needed it now!

He struck out at the gargoyle who carried him. But the massive stone creature didn’t flinch. Tristan continued to fly him above the castle, in lazy circles.

“Put me down!” he roared.

“Not until you’ve gained control of yourself once more.”

“I’m in control,” he grated out, but Tristan ignored him.

Minutes ticked by. At last, he took a breath that shook his entire body, and then Tristan began to slowly fly them lower. He looked across the estate grounds, to where Surcy, Mark, and the vampire waited. Before his eyes, he saw the most unexpected thing possible. As Surcy and Mark stared at Daniel’s approach, the vampire stood behind Surcy, and a dagger flashed in his hands.

Daniel shouted.

But Surcy and Mark simple frowned.

And then, the blade went through the side of her neck.

Her eyes widened, then rolled back into her head. As the vampire removed the blade, and raised it above his head to strike again, Daniel reached him. Knocking him to the ground, with a roar, he balled his hand into a fist and flames roared to life.

“Don’t!” Surcy shouted!

He hesitated. The vampire’s dark eyes were filled with fear. More than anything in this world, he wanted to wipe the life from them for hurting his Surcy.

“I’m fine.” Surcy touched his arm. “I’m an angel. That hurt, but I’m fine.”

“It still doesn’t change the fact that we were tricked by this traitor!”

Mark grabbed the man by the throat. “He might have tried to kill Surcy, but I wasn’t wrong. This is the god we’re looking for.”

An evil god? Shit. Now what the hell are we supposed to do?

We can’t kill him, but we also can’t put another monster into power.

“Put your fire away,” Mark told him calmly. “And help me with him.”

The instant Daniel's flames vanished, the vampire tried to make a break for it. Mark and Daniel grabbed him and pinned him to the ground.

I hope my brothers have a plan, because we can’t just hold him forever.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Tristan picked up their angel and cradled her in his arms. His brothers had pinned down the treasonous vampire, but Tristan cared nothing for the fate of the man who hurt his angel. His brothers would handle it. He had eyes for only Surcy.

“I’m okay,” she sputtered, pressing her hand to her injured neck.

She’ll live, but her pain is obvious.

“No, you’re not.” But I thank the eternal stones that you weren’t taken from us again. Leaning down, he pressed his forehead against hers.

It was not a gesture she would understand. She never would. But it was what gargoyles did to their mates. It was a way of showing this woman that she was his world, his forever, without ever having to speak the words.

She reached up and touched his cheek, wincing from the movement. “Even your skin feels like stone when you’re in this form.”

He smiled. “Of course it does.”

“But your eyes remain the same.”

“That is the human part of me. My eyes dull when I am in my stone-form for too long.”

Her gaze met and held his. “I like them. I’ve never seen eyes like yours before.”

She likes them? I’m glad she no longer fears me.

“Uh guys,” Mark said. “I hate to break up the moment, but what do we do with him?”

Surcy looked away from Tristan, and the spell was broken. “What’s your name vampire?”

Why should any of us care?

Reluctantly, Tristan looked at the man held against the ground by his brothers. He was thin with a mop of auburn hair and dark eyes. He was as pale as most vampires, and even as a prisoner, he held himself with the typical arrogance of his kind.

In other words, he is nothing special. Could this really be the God of Night?

"Want to answer, asshole?" Daniel asked, pulling the vampire's arm up behind his back for leverage.

“Jasper,” the vampire growled.

“And why did you attack me after we saved you?” Surcy asked, her question an angry accusation.

For a moment, something unexpected flashed across the vampire’s face. 

He didn’t want to attack her.

“Because, you’re my enemy. You all are.”

“We saved your useless life!” Daniel shouted, wrenching his prisoner’s arm harder.

Tristan watched the vampire and knew. “What did the angels threaten you with?”

The man took too long to answer. “Nothing.”

His brothers both began to talk at once, but Tristan continued watching the vampire and the vampire continued watching him.

“If you tell the truth, we could help.”

The man’s head moved side to side for a second before he stopped. “I don’t need any help.”

“Well then, we should stop wasting time and kill you, so that we may move on with our night.” Tristan shifted Surcy to one arm and drew his blade off his back.

The vampire tensed. “Wait.”

He waited.

“The angels have surrounded my home. The second we try to leave, they’ll kill us. They said they would let me live if I could kill her.”

“Coward!” Daniel growled.

Mark sighed, but didn’t release his grip on the vampire. “Do you have any idea what we went through to find you? Do you have any idea how important you are?”

That got the vampire's attention. “What do you mean?”

But Mark simply shook his head. “I’ll explain all that later. Surcy, can you teleport us out of here?”

She’s badly injured.

“Perhaps to town, but not further than that.”

Mark nodded. “Do it. And then we’ll decide what to do from there.”

And so she did.

They spent two tense nights in a hotel in the town, hoping the angels wouldn’t attack them when their guard was down. Fortunately, the cowards didn’t show themselves. Surcy slept and ate most of the time, insisting she was fine, but they made her wait before she teleported them again.

Mark used the time to explain everything to the vampire, who seemed all too excited to be named a god. The vampire irritated Tristan more than he wanted the others to know, even if he had acted out of fear for his life. 

On the third morning, as he sat at breakfast with Jasper and Surcy, something else began to bother him. His brothers were out, checking the area one last time. 

“I still can’t believe you’re an angel,” Jasper told Surcy, smiling too brightly. “I thought all angels were uptight. You’re an unexpected joy.”

Surcy returned his smile. “And I can’t believe vampires are actually real. I thought that was all Halloween fun and whatnot.”

They both laughed.

“Well, I do hope that you’ll come and visit me at this ‘sanctuary.’ It may be safe, but it sounds a bit dull. I could use a beautiful woman to brighten my day.”

She took a sip of her orange juice. “I’m sure we’ll come by again sometime.”

He reached out and patted her hand. “That would be nice.”

Tristan’s gaze clung to where the man still touched Surcy. He was surprised by the strange feeling blossoming within his chest. Could this be jealousy? The emotion was unexpected. And confusing.

“So tell me,” Jasper continued, completely ignoring Tristan. “What sort of relationship do you have with these three crude fellows?”

Tell him you belong to us.

Surcy’s smile fled. “I’m—uh—it’s confusing.”

The way the vampire smirked made Tristan’s hand curl into a fist. “So that means you’re available?”

Tristan reached across the table and plucked the man’s hand from Surcy’s. “She is not available.”

Surcy gave a nervous laugh. “We should get ready. The others will be back soon.”

Does she wish for this vampire’s attention?

The notion bothered Tristan more than he could say. The Surcy who loved them would have shot down Jasper in an instant, but this was not the same Surcy. For some reason, her interaction with the vampire left him feeling agitated.

One day will she seek comfort in the arms of other men?

Anger uncoiled within him. I will never allow it.

“I didn’t mean to upset anyone,” the vampire replied smoothly. “It’s just that none of you seem to be sharing a bed.”

“What we do in our beds is none of your business,” Tristan snapped.

The vampire patted his lips with his napkin. “Unless, of course, I want to invite the young angel to my bed.”

Tristan punched him so hard the man tumbled from his chair and hit the ground, unmoving.

“What the hell?” Surcy rose and reached for the vampire.

Tristan caught her hand. “I’m a gargoyle. But I don’t have a heart of stone. If you touch other males, I will kill them.”

Her eyes widened. “Tristan...”

He leaned closer. “That isn’t a threat. That’s a promise.”

“I—I’m not ready for any of that.”

He released her hand. “Well, when you are, you know where to find me.”

Turning, he strode from the room. Gargoyles were not accustomed to jealousy. Anger? Yes. But not jealousy.

When his brothers returned, no one mentioned the new bruise on the vampire’s face, but Surcy continued to glance at Tristan whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. He didn’t let her know he saw her. He didn’t say a word as they prepared to return home.

All he could think of was whether or not they had made a mistake with their plan. Getting Surcy to help with their cause might change her mind about angels and demons. But would it make her love them again?

They were demons. She was an angel. But at the end of it all, if they couldn’t remind her that they were men and she was a woman, what good would any of it do?




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Surcy had felt strange ever since they’d dropped the vampire at the sanctuary. She’d been shocked by Tristan’s jealousy. Shocked and intrigued. Maybe more than intrigued. 

It was the dumbest thing in the world, but seeing how Tristan had reacted to another man flirting with her had made her see him differently. He wasn’t just a massive demon with a dangerous quality, or a silent gargoyle with far too keen eyes. He was... an attractive man.

She took another sip of her juice, as she sat on the kitchen counter. As far as she knew, the demons had gone to bed. So why am I still awake? Just sitting around. Feeling wired. 

The past few days spun through her mind. Daniel’s kiss. Tristan’s jealousy. Mark's kindness. She wanted to explore her connection to them, but she couldn’t think of a way to do it that didn’t leave her feeling vulnerable and exposed.

It isn’t like opportunities to touch hot men drop out of the sky.

Finishing her drink and rinsing her glass out, she left it by the sink and headed for bed. Halfway down the hallway, a door opened. She froze and took a step back as Tristan came out into the hall, nearly running into her.

He was hot from the shower and he wore a small white towel wrapped around his waist. Too small.

Her jaw dropped. Crap.

The sexy demon turned and stared at her. His entire body stiffened as he stood up straighter. “Surcy.”

She nodded at him, unable to find the words, unable to look away

“Can I help you with something?" he asked. 

Her gaze slid over him. His body was extraordinary. It was no wonder he was chiseled from stone, because that’s exactly how he seemed. Massive. His long, dark hair was still damp, slicked back from his face. His mismatched eyes met hers with unconcealed arousal.

This man made her want things she shouldn’t want.

He encroached on her space, and within seconds had her pressed against the hallway wall. His arms caged her on either side of her head. 

She licked her lips and looked down at the towel he wore. It was barely hanging on him. Tucked loosely. The slightest tug would have it falling to the ground.

“Surcy...”

Her gaze moved up to his dangerous face. The beauty and threat within the chiseled lines made her want to look away. For once, she didn’t.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Taking a deep breath. Deciding to be bold. She looked down at where his obvious arousal was poorly hidden and reached out.

He was trembling. His entire body radiating need like nothing she’d ever felt before.

When she grasped the towel, her eyes locked with his, and she tugged it until she felt it fall to the floor. Unable to stop herself, she looked down.

He did not disappoint. He was long and thick. Beautifully made and absolutely enticing.

Reaching out her hand, she drew one finger along his length.

A groan tore from his lips.

She couldn’t believe she was doing this. She couldn’t believe she closed her hand around his length and stroked him slowly.

He swore, the sound thick with need, and then his lips crushed hers.

His kiss was powerful, a force of nature, his lips strong and experienced. Her thoughts spun away, leaving behind desire and nothing else.

She wrapped one arm around his neck, drawing him closer while she continued to stroke his length. Her inner-muscles clenched as she grew hot with desire.

When their tongues began to battle, she stroked him fast. His hips bucked. He broke their kiss, his breathing coming in and out rapidly.

She knew he was on the edge. She was tempted to fall to her knees and take him in her mouth, to feel him explode within her lips.

An even more tempting vision came to her. If she slid her shorts off and wrapped her legs around him, she had no doubt this gargoyle would ease the aching that consumed her.

“Damn it!”

He pulled back from her, running a frustrated hand through his long hair. His eyes filled with need and regret.

She moved towards him but he stepped back.

“Why are you stopping?”

He closed his beautiful eyes. “I have never wanted a woman more. But you aren’t ready for this.”

Anger rose within her. “I’m fine.”

“No, you aren’t. I won’t take advantage of you.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe I want to be taken advantage of.”

His hot gaze raked her. “I’m sorry.”

When he turned to go, her entire body seemed to shake with frustration. Her gaze remained locked on his perfect ass. She wanted to sink her fingers into it as he exploded inside of her.

But he’s too much of a gentleman.

What she needed was someone to ease this fire within her. Someone who wouldn’t care about her current state of mind.

Tristan slipped into his room and closed the door, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

And then it hit her. She knew exactly what to do.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Daniel sat at the edge of his bed. A lighter in his hands. It was silver and well-made. Mark kept it hidden in a box on the mantel, and thought Daniel didn't know about it. Daniel had always known.

It wouldn’t hurt to use it, just for a moment.

He just wanted to touch the flames and let the euphoria of the fire move through him. It was so damned tempting. How could he not?

Taking a deep breath, he told himself that he’d only light it for a second.

And then someone turned his door handle. Looking up, he saw Surcy slip into his room. She locked the door behind her and turned back to him.

Her long black hair flowed loosely about her shoulder in waves that made him ache to run his fingers through them. Her face looked flushed, her eyes wild. The pink tanktop and shorts she wore sent his blood rushing downward. Her nipples stood out beneath the thin material, just aching to be touched.

When she moved toward him, her long bare legs enticing, he sat mesmerized. She closed her hand around his lighter and took it from his hand. “That seems like trouble.”

He cleared his throat, not wanting her to see the effect she had on him. “My father always said that playing with fire is a good way to get burnt.”

Her gaze ran over him, and suddenly she was far too aware of the fact that he wore nothing but boxers. “But sometimes it’s worth it, right?”

His mouth went dry. 

She dropped the lighter on the floor and reached out, running her smooth hands down his chest. 

Every muscle in his body tensed. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

Her hand continued downward until she clutched his hard length.

He shuddered. “Fuck.”

With careful movements, she leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “Do I have to beg for it?”

When her teeth nipped his lower earlobe, he lost all control.

Grabbing her, he spun her down onto the bed. Their lips locked as his hands grabbed her hips and pressed her against his length. To his absolute approval, her legs wrapped around his back, drawing him closer. She ground against him.

He wanted to make this good for her, to make it last, but it’d been too long. Touching himself was nothing like being inside her, and he wanted her so damned bad.

When he broke their kiss and tore off her tanktop, she threw her neck back, surrendering herself to him. He caught her breasts, cradling them in his hands. Glorying in the feel of them.

They were large. And her nipples were perfect and hard. 

Using his thumbs, he stroked them, drawing a gasp from her lips. He continued to torture her hard nubs, drinking in the sight of her arousal. She threw her head back and offered her throat to him. 

When he leaned down and sucked on one of her nipples, she wrapped her hands in his hair and groaned. He flicked his tongue, licked, and sucked harder, loving how she ground against his length with each movement. When he moved to her other breast, he swore she was already on the edge. 

But he wouldn’t take her so fast.

Pulling off her shorts and underwear, he tossed them on the ground. When he returned, he moved slowly down her body, kissing every inch of her belly, until he was kneeling on the ground before her spread legs.

God, she was beautiful. Vulnerable. Open before him.

Reaching out, he stroked her wet folds. He loved the way her muscles tightened.

When he found her clit, she cried out, begging for release. He would make this good for her, so good that she could never be without his bed again.

Using one finger, he slid inside her tightness before he leaned forward and licked her. 

Her legs curled around his shoulders. He continued to lick her as his finger slid in and out, drawing her orgasm closer. When he added a second finger, she twisted on the bed above him, crying out his name in glorious desperation.

She’s ready.

Standing, he slid his boxers off. Her gaze went to his erection, and he was pleased by the hunger in her eyes. He gripped her hips and eased into her.

She moaned, and her hands grasped the sheets above her head. Inch by inch he took her, loving the way her body held him tight. Just the thought of her, wet and aching for him, made him want to spill his seed right then.

He had to go slow, to wait for her to catch up. He thought of the stock market, thought of baseball. Anything else but the beautiful angel lying beneath him.

As he eased in and out of her, building a rhythm, he ordered himself not to come. He refused to explode before she did.

When he reached between them and began to rub her clit with each thrust of his body, her inner muscles suddenly squeezed him cruelly and she exploded over the edge. His thoughts of stocks and sports spun away, and he cried out as his seed filled her.

His orgasm was hard and long. He didn’t want to stop thrusting into her. He didn’t ever want to leave her again.

When he collapsed on top of her, the room was filled with their heavy breathing. She held him close, and he knew he was a fool to think he could ever be without her in his bed.

But he wondered if she felt the same.

She’d come to him for a reason, and not his brothers, and deep inside he knew it. She wanted to share his bed, but she wasn’t ready for more.

I hope I’m wrong, but I doubt it.

Surcy pushed his shoulder, and he rolled to the side of her. His hands reached out for her, but she was already crawling from the bed. He dropped his hands and watched, not blinking, as she dressed rapidly.

Before she turned back to him, he steeled his heart, knowing what was to come.

“Uh, thanks, Daniel.”

Thanks? Fuck that hurt.

“Any time.”

She hurried from his room as if hell hounds were nipping at her feet. But at the door lingered for one second, in her eyes he saw something. Words that she wanted to say. Her mouth opened. His chest tightened. And then, she turned and slipped out of the room.

He lay on the bed for a long time, enjoying the scent of her. In his mind he imagined everything that had taken place, over and over again, as he tried to memorize every moment of it.

Surcy didn’t love him yet. She’d just wanted to sleep with him.

He wished that was enough for him, but it wasn’t.

His chest ached, but he told himself that he just needed to be more patient. She would come around. Yet, as he rolled to his side, the pain in his chest remained sharp and cruel as if to whisper, and what if she never comes around?




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Caine stood outside the tall stone fence that surrounded the demon’s home. On the street, every light had gone out, stolen by his darkness spreading along the ground like a dark fog. Floating above the fence, he flinched as he slid through their protective barrier. It served to keep him and his angels from teleporting in, but nothing could stop him from simply floating through it.

As he ventured above the overgrowth of a badly tamed garden, he sensed the druid’s magic weaved through it all. Vines attempted to rise up and attach to him, but they moved right through him instead.

With each day that passes, my powers grow stronger.

When he neared the house, he saw a shape upon the balcony of one of the rooms. Instantly he knew it was the angel. His soldier. His property.

As he grew closer, he saw the troubled expression on her face. Such a beautiful face.

When the light in her room went out, she turned and looked back at it, frowning. Does she remember this is a sign of my coming? Does she know the fate that is about to befall her?

She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders more tightly and went back to staring out at the gardens. For some reason, it pleased him that she wouldn’t expect his visit.

Remaining hidden, he moved to stand beside her. She shivered, and he leaned closer, letting his dark magic curl around her. Her breath came out in a puff.

She stiffened, but if she knew he was there, she didn’t react.

And then he made himself visible.

He noticed the instant she saw the dark cloud of smoke that surrounded her. She spun, but it was too late. He grasped her by the throat and knocked her back against the wall.

“Caine!”

She was trying to yell, but his magic caught the sound and turned it into a whisper.

“So, my little spy, what do you have to tell me?”

Her eyes widened. “I won’t tell you anything!”

He smiled. This is fun. “That’s just the thing. As my angel, you don’t have choice.”

Diving into her mind, he loved knowing that no one else could hear her pained scream. He rifled through her thoughts and memories over her time with the demons. Most of it was useless, facts he either knew or assumed, but one thing stood out to him.

What is that necklace?

So that’s how they were finding the gods. It was cloaked in an ancient magic. No one who could abuse the power could see it. If it weren’t for his spy, its existence may have remained hidden from him forever.

Pulling out of her mind, she sagged in his arms.

He dragged her to the bed, but kept his hand closed around her throat.

“You won’t—get away with this,” she panted.

Again he smiled, even knowing that she couldn’t see his face. “That’s the thing. I already have.”

He stripped her mind of the memories that contained his visit, then forced her into sleep. 

When he stepped back from her, he stared. Such a good little angel.

Now he knew their weakness. He just had to get the necklace. They would be alive and they would no longer be a problem to him.

But such ancient magic is usually connected to its host in a dangerous way. Caine wondered what taking the necklace would do to the young druid.

As he left her bedroom, satisfaction surged through him. The war had barely begun, and already he had won.




Chapter Thirty

Summer jerked out of the vision, her heart racing. She sprung from her bed and stumbled into the beads that hung in the doorway between her bedroom and her shop. 

What the hell was that? 

A dark creature. A woman at his mercy. And the way he invaded her mind...

She smacked into the side of a wall and tumbled to the ground, still disoriented. She lay there, stunned, aching in places she shouldn't. Her hip had hit the wall a little too hard and her knees were banged up, but her tears had nothing to do with her physical pain.

That creature... Caine. From Daniel's memories, she knew him, had heard the name before. She knew the woman was the angel Surcy.

She didn’t want to care about what happened to the demon and his lover. Each time she helped him, she knew that he didn’t return her affections. He wanted no one but the angel.

And yet, she’d hoped by helping him it left the slightest possibility that one day he could look at her with half the love he looked at the angel-woman with.

She wiped the tears from her eyes.

That creature had been terrifying, its powers the stuff of nightmares. The idea of it continuing to torture the angel filled her with a fear that chilled her blood.

A smart woman would keep the vision to herself. She would avoid Daniel and the angel. Getting any more involved with a being that powerful was a bad idea.

And yet, she felt the desire to call Daniel and warn him.

What should I do? Risk my life for a man who doesn’t love me?

Or tell no one? She remained on the floor for a long time after the vision, inhaling the sweet smell of her incense and asking herself whether she could really stand by and do nothing. 

Because if I stay quiet, I’m damning them all.

As the sun rose, she knew what she had to do. She prayed she wouldn't live to regret it.

The End of Book One.
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Chapter One

Many years ago...

Mark was just a boy when he came upon the forbidden waters in the sanctuary. The small pond, surrounded by a garden imbued with druid magic, was only for the Immortals to bathe within. Every druid knew that, from the time they could walk. And yet, he was drawn to this place. He always had been. 

Mark stared into the simple pool, transfixed. When he set his staff down in the greenery, the plants rose from where they lay, curling around him like favorite pets. They tangled in greeting with the plants that grew upon his brown robe. Mark smiled and stroked the green leaves, reassuring them.

I’m not here to cause trouble.

The elders were busy, and for the first time since he could remember, no one was in this sacred place. I can finally get close enough to investigate.

He had no intention of touching the waters. Touching them meant death to any but the Immortals. He only wanted to look, to see why they called to him.

He told his father once that magic pulled him to it, that he had dreams of the water calling his name. 

His father had placed a strong hand on his shoulder. “Druids are rare and precious things. There are few of us left. You are the only child to be born from your generation, and you will one day be responsible for protecting this sacred place and for leading your people.”

“But the waters—“

“Are not calling to you.” His father’s words left no room for arguments. “We druids do not interfere with the destiny of the world. We are here only to keep this place safe.” 

“But why? You said the Immortals are long gone, and that Caine will rule forever. So if this place has no destiny, and we have no role to play in all of it, why does this place still exist? Why do we protect it?”

His father smiled, one of his rare smiles, and rubbed his son’s head. “My son, always so full of questions and curiosity. You make your father very proud.”

He smiled up at the man he worshipped with everything in him. The man who was all the family he had after his mother’s death. “And the answers to my questions?”

The old druid knelt down. “We keep this place sacred because it’s our role. It has always been our role. The long dead Immortals change none of that. We are one of only a handful of beings that remember a time before him—a time before he wiped the world of its memories. And so, we must remain here, and remember, but we take no action. Do you understand?”

He didn’t understand. What did it all matter if they kept this place safe for nothing? If they used their powers for nothing? What was the point in weaving their magic into sacred lands that Caine and his followers could never reach, if they had no one to protect?

But his father rose, and walked away, leaving him with troubling thoughts. He knew as a druid his job was to obey, and yet, even then, the waters called to him. They whispered of a destiny not yet fulfilled. And yet, he didn’t understand.

So now, with the elders finally busy, he knelt before the waters, hoping the sacred liquid would finally answer his questions. His fingers ached to touch the waters, to  skim his fingertips across the top. Instead, he curled his fingers into his palm and stretched his senses out, feeling the power humming from his staff beside him, warming him.

He stared and stared. And yet, nothing happened. Nothing changed.

I guess my dreams of Immortals and destiny are nothing but that... dreams.

Grasping the handle on his staff, he rose. But to his horror, the top of his staff brushed the waters.

Heart beating fast, he looked between where the liquid slid down the dark wood of his most sacred item. Would the waters destroy it? 

Beneath him, the pool began to bubble.

He took a step back, watching with wide eyes as the bubbles rose sharply, and then collapsed, leaving the water absolutely still.

A woman’s face appeared in the pool. Her hair was golden, and it flowed down her bare shoulders. Her eyes were strange... so powerful that they seemed to call to him.

“I am Atropos, the Fate of the past. And you, young druid, are going to change the world.”

He couldn’t speak, nor could he move. He simply stood, rooted in place, staring down at the face of a powerful being.

“Your role will not be easy, little one. In fact, we place a great deal on your shoulders. But believe me, it’s necessary. You’re the only one who can do it.”

“What?” he whispered, the word slipping past his lips.

“You will take our gift, and you will learn how to use it. And when the time is right, you shall find the Immortals and overthrow Caine.”

He inched closer to her. For some reason, he wasn’t afraid. Her words rang true down to his very soul. This is what the water had wanted from him all along. This is what his dreams had meant.

Her beautiful face curled into the saddest smile. “I’m sorry for the heartbreak this will cause. I’m sorry for how you will suffer. But Lachey, my sister, told me, long before her disappearance, that you will be rewarded in the end with the most precious thing in this world: love.”

Mark stared, unsure what to say.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

The waters rose up like a hand and grasped him, dragging him down. He was trapped beneath the water, struggling for his life. For the first time, he knew real terror as bubbles of air left his mouth.

But there, before him, a necklace lifted up from the waters. It glowed softly, with an ancient magic. And the stone in the center glistened. It moved to encircle his neck, dropping onto him with a weight that surprised him.

He expected to escape the waters then, but he remained. Struggling, drowning, in fear for his life, until everything went black.

When he awoke, his people stood around him, the boy soaking wet beside a pool destined for Immortals. The pool would have killed any other creature, yet he was alive.

He tried to tell them, to show them, but none of them could see the necklace. He spoke of the Fate and his role in the future. He tried to convince them of what he knew.

The people drew away from him in fear, but he couldn’t stop sharing the message from the Fate. Days passed. Weeks passed.

At last, he was brought before the elders, before his father, to learn his fate.

They’d determined that he’d lost his mind. That he’d never fallen into the sacred waters. That he had no necklace, and no destiny.

And that he also no longer had a place amongst them.

When his father took Mark’s staff, Mark didn’t know what to expect. A staff was like a druid’s soul, carved for them at their birth. It grew as they grew, and it became more powerful as they did. 

So as he stared at his father with the innocent eyes of a child, he didn’t know what to expect. When his father cracked his staff over his leg, the sound echoed through his very soul. He screamed and collapsed onto his knees, clawing at his chest until blood ran down his flesh.

When he lay upon the ground, scared in a way that no one could ever understand, the elders lifted him, while his father explained his exile. They carried him out of the sacred sanctuary, beyond the barrier that safeguarded their protected lands, and they dumped him beside a road.

None of them looked back as he called their names and wept.

Instead, he was a child alone in a world he didn’t understand, with the weight of the world around his neck.

Right then, he didn’t think about how he would find the Immortals or how he would defeat Caine. He only cried and begged for his father. Because even with such responsibility, he was just a boy.




Chapter Two

Surcy stretched out her arms and legs, feeling the sun on her face and the wind in her hair. Her hands reached out further and further. For one glorious moment, she felt like she was flying. She even imagined her wings stretching out behind her. And it was... beautiful. Perfect.

But those aren’t my wings. Just hard concrete.

Her eyes opened, and she felt the building beneath her back. Of course she wasn’t flying. She was an angel with no wings.

Tears tracked down her cheeks. Lying on the roof was the closest that she came to feeling like an angel again. And it was just pathetic.

Why can’t I stop? Why can’t I just accept that I’ll never be the same again?

A tingle ran down her spine. Her gaze moved and connected with Tristan’s. He sat on the edge of their home like he was truly a gargoyle, made of stone, even in his human form. His mismatched eyes held a wealth of emotion for one painful moment, before he closed them. When he opened them once more, he was devoid of all emotion.

Gargoyles are far too good at hiding the way they feel.

And too quiet.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, wiping away her tears.

He rose out of his crouch, still standing on the edge of the building. In the early morning sun, he was like a god. He was tall and muscular, huge in a way that only a gargoyle or a demon could be. His long dark hair hung loosely around his shoulders, and his stance was that of a protector.

A quiver ran through her body. She wanted this man, even though he was a demon. And yet, neither Tristan nor Mark would touch her yet. She wasn’t sure if they were waiting to see if her memories would return, or if they were still worried that she was too fragile, but it drove her mad.

He leapt down from the edge of the building and came close to her, until his shadow blocked out the sun. “If you would like, I can take you flying.”

His words hurt something deep inside her. She didn’t want him to take her into the sky. She wanted her own wings.

“No, thanks.”

He cocked his head. “You miss it. You lay up here each morning pretending to fly. Why not let me help?”

It took her a second to answer. “It’s not the same.”

He nodded, then knelt down beside her. “What can I do for you?”

Her throat went dry. When she and Daniel fucked, she felt... alive for a little while, but the feeling didn’t last. She didn’t understand why. He’d told her that it had changed her in some profound way before, and she wanted that now more than anything. If she couldn’t be an angel, she needed to be human again. Something real.

Leaning up, she ran her fingers through his hair.

His eyes widened, and he stood frozen while she touched him. His hair. His jaw. At last, she pulled him slowly down to her and kissed him.

He groaned, and suddenly, he was kissing her back, desperately, his mouth hard and confident.

When she parted her lips, he rose over her and lay down on top of her. Then, his tongue moved into her mouth.

She moaned, rubbing herself against his hard erection.

He broke their kiss.

She stared up at him, panting. “Please?”

His eyes closed, his jaw locked. “Surcy...”

She slid her hands under his shirt, stroking the hard muscles of his stomach. Then, trailing her hands down, she gripped his cock through his pants.

His eyes flashed open. “Do you love me?”

She tensed.

“Do you?” he asked again.

Her heart hammered. “Tristan, I—“

“You still don’t remember me. You still don’t care for me like that.”

Her hand dropped. “Can’t we just pretend for a little while?”

“You might be able to, but I can’t.” The misery in his gaze was heart wrenching.

“I want to remember. You know that, right?”

He nodded, then rolled off of her.

Standing, he turned his strong back to her, hands clenched.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

She wasn’t sure he’d heard her when his gruff voice came. “Mark wants to talk to us.”

“Okay.”

The gargoyle moved to the edge of the building and leapt off, drifting above the tall trees that surrounded their home. She stared after him, hating the emotions coursing through her. There was nothing she could do to right things between them. It seemed they were tortured both by her touch and by her lack of touch.

So, I guess we’ll just keep pretending.

Rising, she hurried down the stairs that led to the rooftop and walked down the long hallway that had doors leading to each of their rooms. At the end of it, she stepped out into the large living room. Her gaze immediately went to the back wall of massive glass doors and the incredible garden Mark had planted around their home. It grew wild and beautiful, transforming the simple room into something extraordinary.

When she was alone, the view was almost soothing. But in moments like this, it was like something incredible... that she wasn’t a part of.

But apparently I helped plant it. If only I remembered. She turned her gaze away from it, hating how everything seemed to be triggering her sadness.

I need to snap out of this!

A movement drew her gaze. Mark sat quietly on the couch in the living room, and her heart clenched. He must have been using the God Finder again. The circles under his eyes were darker than ever, and he looked pale. 

For a moment, she stood in the doorway, her gaze transfixed by him. Mark was a good-looking man. He wasn’t as broad as Tristan, but he was taller, with tight muscles that bulged beneath his collared shirts. 

When he turned to her, his mouth twisted into a tired smile. “Did you sleep well?”

She’d been having nightmares about Caine lately, but when she woke up, they slipped away like shadows.

“About the same,” she said, walking across the room and sitting in the overly-large chair near the cold fireplace.

“I’ll make you some tea tonight.”

She smiled. “Maybe you need to make some tea for yourself too.”

He winced. “Do I look that bad?”

“Never,” she laughed. “But you do look like you need a good night’s sleep.”

He stroked the chain on his ancient necklace, The God Finder, and looked troubled. “I couldn’t sleep until I knew for sure... and now I do.”

“Knew?” she asked, sitting up straighter. Has he discovered another Immortal?

“Morning!”

Every muscle in her body tensed. Turning, she tried not to stare at Daniel, but he looked so damn good. His normally perfectly styled blond hair was still messy from sleep, and all he wore was a pair of dark boxers.

Her mouth watered. It’d been a couple days since she’d touched him last. If Mark wasn’t in the room, she wouldn’t have been able to control herself. Her hands twitched, wanting to touch his massive biceps, wanting to lick her way down his chest and belly. 

“You look hungry,” he told her, and she didn’t miss the sexual innuendo behind his words. “How about we all sit at the table and have some coffee?”

Mark rubbed his face. “I could actually use some coffee.”

She and Mark moved to the little table, and Daniel poured them all a cup of coffee, and an additional one in front of Tristan’s spot.

Then, Daniel scooted his chair closer to her, smirked, and sipped his coffee. She and Mark added lots of cream and sugar, and then they were all drinking their coffee in silence.

“So, you said there was something you wanted to talk about,” Daniel hedged, looking at the other demon.

Mark nodded, looking more tired by the minute. “But I wanted to wait for Tristan.”

As if on cue, the gargoyle landed on the deck just outside the massive glass doors He folded his grey wings onto his back, before shifting. His wings disappeared, and his stone-colored skin turned to a human tan color in an instant. Then, he opened the doors and strode in. Without looking at her, he crossed the room and sat at the table beside them.

She took another sip of her coffee, waiting for whatever Mark had to say, when she felt Daniel’s hand on her thigh. Tensing, it took all her effort to swallow the liquid in her mouth.

Daniel’s hands stroked the sensitive skin of her thigh, just below her small pajama shorts. Every muscle in her body tensed, and her core heated up. She wanted his touch more than anything in this world. But at breakfast? In front of the others?

We couldn’t. Could we?

His fingers slipped beneath her shorts and into her underwear. 

She was breathing hard as he stroked her mound, not yet entering her.

“I found another Immortal,” Mark said.

Her gaze snapped to him, but she was intimately aware of the fire mage’s fingers stroking her slowly.

“Where?” Tristan asked.

“I can’t say for sure, but I know enough to be able to show Surcy where to go.”

Daniel parted her folds and started to stroke her there, sliding along her wet body. He avoided her clit, just circled and circled it, driving her wild. She spread her legs wider and set her coffee down, gripping the edge of the table.

“Do we know what kind of Immortal it is?” Daniel asked, and she hated how normal he sounded.

She could barely hear Mark’s response over her panting. “Some kind of shifter god. The images that keep flashing in my mind don’t... they don’t make sense, but I’m thinking I might understand them when we get there.”

Daniel ran a soft finger over her clit, and she bit down a moan. Then, his finger continued on, sliding into her.

She was going to lose her mind. She wanted to buck against him. To ride him. But she knew Mark and Tristan couldn’t find out what they were doing. If they did, all hell would break loose.

“So what’s the plan?” Daniel asked, and she swore there was a husky quality to his voice.

She bit down on a string of curses when he added a second finger to the first and began to slowly plunge in and out of her. Every muscle in her body twitched and squeezed, needing more. Needing release.

Mark adjusted his glasses and drained the rest of his coffee, before setting it down. “I need Tristan’s help with a few things, but then we should teleport right there. Maybe this afternoon?”

She nodded, swallowing down her building desire. “Sounds like... a plan.”

Daniel pulled his fingers free, then squeezed her clit while she dug her nails into the edge of the table. “Surcy and I will get ready then.”

Mark nodded and rose.

Daniel put her underwear back into place and finished his coffee.

She stayed sitting, her legs trembling. She waited until Mark and Tristan left through the front door before she was able to breathe.

With Mark and Tristan gone, she turned to Daniel. “That was a dick move.”

In response, he stood, his massive erection right in front of her face. “Want to even the score?”

Damn it. She should tell him no, but she was already reaching for him. Stroking his head through his dark boxers, she loved that precum already coated the material. Pushing the boxers to the side, she pulled him out of one side and leaned forward, taking his tip into her mouth.

His hand dug into the back of her hair and he pulled her onto her knees, forcing himself deeper. Her arousal roared like a fire as he began to fuck her mouth like a man desperate for release.

When he looked on the edge of exploding, he froze, his eyes opening. “You feel so fucking good, you know that?”

Reaching out, he tugged down her shirt. Her braless breasts came out of the top of her tanktop and he swore, pinching the tips. She gasped, and he shoved his dick deeper into her mouth. She gagged around him, and his grip on her nipples grew harder.

“You like it when I fuck you like this don’t you?”

She nodded.

“You like taking my cock deep?” He pulled himself out of her mouth.

It took her a second to answer. “Yes.”

He took his shaft and moved it between her breasts, grasping her mounds and pulling them around him. “You want me to fuck your breasts?”

“Yes,” she moaned.

“I want you to touch yourself when I do it.”

She nodded, sliding one hand into her underwear. She wasn’t surprised to find herself wet, and sensitive, every stroke of her fingers sent desire shooting through her.

And all the while, he slammed his cock between her breasts like a declaration.

“I own you,” he groaned. “Say it.”

“You own me,” she panted.

“Open your mouth.”

She did. Every time he slid between her breasts, his tip entered her mouth. She stroked herself harder and harder, aching for release. Aching for him inside of her.

At last, he pulled back. Grabbing her arm, he yanked her into the kitchen. Pushing her over the counter, he tore her shorts and underwear off.

“Spread your legs.”

She did.

He gripped her thighs and eased into her wet body from behind.

“Stroke your clit,” he ordered.

She reached down and began to stroke herself, even though her muscles were twitching, as if overloaded.

His big cock pushed further, deeper, and she gasped. He was so big. But from behind... he was massive, filling her in a way that was almost painful.

When he came to his hilt, he kissed her back, and then, pulled out, before slamming back in. He rode her like a wild man while she chanted his name. His shaft sent her inner muscles tensing, squeezing, and the feeling was indescribable.

When she began to grind against her fingers and bounce against his dick, her orgasm came like a wave, and she couldn’t stop. It felt so good. Too damn good.

Her vision went white, and she kept screaming his name, squeezing him as she rode the waves of her pleasure.

When he finally came, shouting her name, she swore his warm cum sent her over the edge once more. After several long moments of him plunging in and out, and her riding him like a wild animal, stretched beyond comfort, he fell on top of her.

For a long time, they stayed like that, with him still buried inside of her, breathing hard.

When he pulled out, he gave her ass a slap, and said. “You are one amazing lay. Now, better shower and get dressed.”

He turned and walked away.

She rose up onto her elbows and watched him as he grabbed his boxers and disappeared into his room. She’d wanted this to be about just sex, and nothing else. She’d wanted a way to feel more human without involving feelings, and Daniel had given her exactly that.

So why did her stomach twist as she watched him walk away? Why did she feel alone as she gathered her clothes and went to her room?

This was what she wanted... right?




Chapter Three

Daniel felt like shit as he stood in the shower. How long could he keep this up? He didn’t want to fuck his beautiful angel. He wanted to make love to her. He wanted to hold her and make her laugh. He wanted to tell her he loved her and never let her go.

She would stop letting him touch her if she knew how badly it hurt him, so he hid his feelings. Getting to be with her like this was better than nothing.

Even if I feel like she’s turning a slow knife in my heart.

He’d known Mark had found another Immortal before the druid had even said the words, and he didn’t want to think about it. Their mission put Surcy in danger. It might be the only way to show her that Caine must be overthrown, but he didn’t have to like it.

And so, he’d touched her. Felt her warm body. Plunged into her tight pussy, needing to feel connected to her, if only for a moment.

The others couldn’t understand—they wouldn’t understand—but this is what he needed to do. It was the only way to stop him from completely losing his mind. And so, he touched her and pretended that they weren’t about to step into danger again.

Turning off the water, he dried, styled his hair, and dressed. In the mirror, he saw an asshole. A man with sculpted good looks and an arrogance that hovered over him like a cloak. Most fire mages were good-looking assholes like him. Their exterior helped conceal just how dangerous they were deep inside.

His gut clenched. Going to his door, he locked it and pulled the lighter from beneath his bed. 

Collapsing onto the edge of his mattress, he stared at it, flicking it open and closed. He was going nuts. Touching the fire would calm him.

But you’re clean. You haven’t used fire since you died. Except for when Surcy and the others begged him to call his fire to save that damn Immortal.

If I could use it then, I can use it now. Just a little.

Taking a deep breath, he rolled his thumb. Flames shot from the lighter, and he groaned. Plunging his finger into it, every hair on his body stood on end. This was power, delicious power. And he needed more of it. He wanted to coat his flesh in it and allow the warmth to curl over his body.

Surcy knocked on his door. “They’re back,” she said, her voice muffled.

He closed the lighter and stuffed it back under his mattress, his heart racing. He knew the door was locked, but still, he wondered, what if she comes in?

He raced to the window and opened it wide to let in fresh air, just in case. “I’ll be out in a minute!”

He didn’t understand Surcy’s mumbled response, but he sensed her leave.

Out of danger for the moment, he perched on the window seat to regulate his breathing. His finger looked the same as before, but power hummed through it. Fuck, that was amazing. 

But it was only a finger, and he had only used a little bit of fire. He was fine. The others didn’t have to know. They wouldn’t understand. No one understood how the fire called to him. Standing, he smoothed down the fabric of his well-tailored shirt and went to join them. 

Out in the living room, the other three were equipping themselves with weapons. Surcy could still use her soul-blade without attracting the other angels, so she only carried a dagger on her ankle beneath her jeans. Since the demons couldn’t use their special swords, they slid well-made ones into sheaths on their backs and concealed daggers wherever they could. When they were done, everyone moved closer to each other.

“Ready to go?” Mark asked.

Daniel nodded. “Do we know where and what we’re facing? At all?”

Mark shook his head. “I’ll send Surcy the image, and we’ll teleport there. I’ll know more then.”

Daniel didn’t like any of it, not at all. But he moved closer and took Surcy’s hand, ignoring the tingle that moved through his body at her touch.

Whatever they would find there, he already knew it wouldn’t be good.




Chapter Four

Caine glared at the Fate. She was no longer just a tiny, filthy thing; instead, she was a bloody, filthy thing. Every day since she’d helped Sharen’s demon-scum escape, he’d dragged her out into his throne room and watched as his guard beat her senseless.

Not only did she help a traitor, she allowed one of the Immortals to escape my reach. And both crimes deserved punishment... a lifetime of punishment.

Yet still, when the Fate looked at him, her bright green eyes were filled with defiance.

Will nothing break her?

She spit blood onto his polished floor and lifted her head. Her back was in shreds from his guard’s whip. Her clothes had long ago fallen to pieces around her, and yet, when she opened her mouth, he knew only insolence would spout from her lips.

“Did you get off yet, Caine?”

He didn’t need to send his dark magic swirling. His guard automatically whipped her again, over and over again until he heard a sob explode from her throat.

“Enough,” Caine called, punctuating the command with a swipe of his hand. 

She’s not useful to me unconscious.

His guard stopped and stepped back, whip still in hand.

“Today is not just about your punishment,” Caine said.

She didn’t lift her head. “Yeah, it’s about you masturbating in that fucking black shadow of yours.”

His teeth ground together. “Today you will tell me how to take The God Finder from Surcy’s demon.”

He watched the rapid rise and fall of her blood soaked chest. “I have a feeling today I’ll be bleeding in my cell, like every day.”

Why must we play these games? You cannot lie, and I will get the truth from you.

He glanced up at the pale blue wisps that had gathered on the ceiling of his throne room. With the slightest gesture of his hand, the souls lowered. He neither brought them to the bright swirling hole that represented the angel-realm, nor the dark hole that represented the demon-realm. Instead, he moved them to hang above the Soul Destroyer. 

Before he took the throne from the Immortal Ten, it was rarely used. A soul had to be completely unredeemable and far too dangerous to be allowed an afterlife, to be thrown into the Soul Destroyer. The place was reserved for the absolute worst beings.

He’d heard the Immortals whisper that overuse of it could throw off the balance of the realms, so he’d withheld himself. And yet, lately he had more and more difficulty not using it. When he saw a soul that was strong, confident, and capable... but would never bend to his will, he imagined what they would be like as a demon. Just another soldier in the war against me.

It was easier to flick them into the Soul Destroyer. When the world didn’t crumble around him, he began to accept something: the Immortal Ten may have lied about the consequences of using it too much.

And if they did, there’s nothing to hold me back now.

So, when he brought the soul of a man to hoover above The Soul Destroyer, he watched the Fate’s gaze move to it. The soul flowed with goodness, with strength. This man was capable of amazing things. He would never obey Caine.

He smiled. “Tell me how to get the God Finder from the druid.”

The Fate struggled to climb to her feet. Her legs and arms visibly shook. She slipped in her blood, falling several times, but at last stood. “I won’t keep helping you.”

His smile widened. “You don’t have a choice.”

Turning to the soul, he made a decision there and then. He would destroy it. What did it matter? And then he’d destroy another and another, however many it took to get the Fate to obey him.

No more threats, Fate. You’ll learn I’m a man without limits.

Moving his hand, he watched in satisfaction as the soul lowered closer and closer. The man began to scream as the blackness licked at him, tearing tiny pieces from him that would never exist again. 

Caine closed his eyes, listening to the sound grow louder and more desperate.

“Stop it,” he heard the Fate shout.

“Tell me what I wish to know,” he whispered.

“And you’ll save him?”

“Perhaps not him. But the next one... maybe.”

Caine lowered the man even more and his blood-curdling screams were like music to his ears.

His guard shouted.

Frowning, Caine opened his eyes to see the Fate was racing across the room. Caine opened his mouth to give an order, to do anything, but it was too late.

She slammed into the soul, shoving it free of the Soul Destroyer. To his shock, she fell into the gaping black hole. She disappeared without a sound, leaving nothing behind.

“No!” he rose from his throne and scrambled as close to the dangerous hole as he dared.

The Fate was gone. 

Had a living being ever been destroyed?

His pulse raced. Now, he would no longer know the future. He wouldn’t know where the angel and her demons would go next and he wouldn’t know how to steal the God Finder.

And what will happen in this world without one of the Fates? The thought made his head feel light.

Something within him whispered that there would be consequences.

Balling his hands into fists, he strode back to his throne. No! The Fate was not essential to his plan. She was nothing more than a tool. Sometimes tools broke and had to be thrown away. Her destruction meant nothing to him. And he might not know how to take the God Finder, but—

His smile returned. The easiest answer was that he could simply torture the druid. Everyone had a breaking point. And he would make it his goal to discover the traitor’s.

I haven’t lost all my precious tools... there is always Surcy. He’d look forward to another late night visit of forcing himself into her mind and pulling out her secrets.

He hummed to himself as he continued judging the souls. 




Chapter Five

Mark’s knees shook as he gripped the ancient relic that hung from around his neck and sent the image he’d seen into Surcy’s mind. She stiffened for an instant as the world swept away around them. For a few precious seconds he couldn’t breathe, and then they were standing in the desert, just outside of a massive city.

“Where are we?” Surcy asked, frowning.

He knew instantly, even though he wasn’t sure how. “Outside of Phoenix.”

“It looks like hell,” Daniel grumbled.

And feels like it. 

He didn’t say a word, but he agreed. Already the sun was harsh overhead, and the sand stretching out until it reached the city looked miserable.

“We had better start walking,” Tristan said, his tone neutral.

He’s right. Even though I hate not knowing quite what trouble we’ll find.

They followed Mark’s lead, but instead of walking to the city, he turned and started toward the desert. He felt the indecision of the others, but they followed slowly behind. 

Because they know I’m never wrong about where to find the Immortals.

The God Finder was a gift and a curse. It helped him to know where to go, like a man moving through a dream, but it also had consequences. Everything does.

He didn’t tell the others. They knew he was tired, but he couldn’t let them know that each time he used it the artifact took some of his life force. It frightened him, but not as much as the possibility that it could kill him before he saved all the Immortals.

Then, Surcy will never be safe. Nor will Tristan, Daniel, and the other demons.

So, he pushed back the exhaustion and fear he felt each time he used The God Finder and continued forward. Because his life meant nothing when it came to the well-being of the people he loved. And because this is what I was always destined to do.

The desert looked harsh and unforgiving. He skirted around small mountains of rock and strange cacti. Lizards scurried past as they walked, and every few minutes he heard what sounded suspiciously like a rattlesnake. He knew this path would lead him to her.

They walked for hours under the harsh sun before they reached the base of a small mountain. Not far from it, they could see a paved road and a little dirt road that broke off and headed toward the mountain.

“What are these creepy things?” Daniel asked, drawing Mark’s attention. 

The demon pointed at little figures carved from stone that encircled the mountain, every ten feet or so. They were covered in layers of dirt and grim, yet stood straight and solid, as if cemented in place.

Tristan touched the feathers and beads that were part of the little figures. “They are art made from these lands.”

“And they contain magic,” Surcy added.

Daniel glanced up at her. “What kind of magic?”

“A shield. When we step through it, we’ll sense the barrier created by the magic. They keep angels and other beings from teleporting in... and probably keep this place hidden from a lot of paranormal creatures.”

“So the person who lives here knows magic?” Mark asked, frowning.

“Someone who lived here did,” she explained. “But these are at least a couple hundred years old. I’m not sure if they put them here, or someone else.”

Weird.

They started forward and instantly felt the tingle that told them a shield was indeed in place. It wasn’t as powerful as the one the druids had erected around the sanctuary for the Immortals, but it would do the trick. Moving up the hill, they passed more cacti and red stone. Eventually they reached a dirt path that curved around the side of mountain, big enough to allow a car to travel up and down.

At the top, an adobe building stood silent near a beat-up car in the driveway. Neither the car nor the house looked as if they’d been used in a long time. And wide windows tinted against the bright sun appeared to watch them like eyes, but Mark sensed no movement.

Since they’d rescued two Immortals, Mark fully expected to find angels guarding every inch of this one’s house.

So why weren’t they?

“Uh, is this it?” Surcy asked.

Mark turned, and it took him a second to form the response. The sunlight was at her back, and it bathed her dark hair in a golden light. Even without her wings, Surcy was an angel, a being more beautiful than any woman he could imagine. And... he missed her.

She’d spent a year away from them, taken by Caine. And now that she was back, he thought that his heart would finally heal from her disappearance and he would feel full again. Instead, seeing her when she didn’t remember him hurt him in an entirely new way. He tried to pretend he didn’t think of her... every second of the day, but he did. Only his mission kept him sane.

“Mark?” she asked, his name holding a concerned note.

He cleared his throat. “This is her home.”

“And she’s a shifter?” Daniel asked frowning.

Mark nodded.

“What... like a lizard shifter? Or does she turn into rocks and dirt?”

Mark shrugged. “I’m not sure. I have all these pictures in my mind, but they don’t fit here. I don’t get it.”

“So what should we do?” Surcy asked.

“I guess,” he turned back to the house. “We knock. And keep an eye out for angels.”

“Good plan,” Daniel said, his sarcasm lacing each word.

Mark ignored him and started for the front door. He didn’t know what he’d find inside, probably danger, but this was his best plan. Taking a deep breath, he knocked.

He heard movement inside and sensed someone on the other side of the door. For a long minute no one answered, and then he heard the sound of a chain being pulled. The door opened inch by inch, and the barrel of a shotgun appeared. He held his breath as it swung all the way open, and then, there was the woman from his visions.

Sort of. It’s her... but it’s not.

She was older, with long white hair, and tired eyes. She wore a nightgown and robe, both with seashells on them. And even though there was something sickly about the tone of her skin, her hands on the gun were sure.

“What can I do for you?” she asked, her eyes flashing with a challenge.

Mark held her gaze. “We’re here to see you.”

“Why?” she asked, her eyes running over all of them.

Damn it. Mark hadn’t thought this far ahead. And he really should have.

Daniel shifted closer. “We’re interested in purchasing your land.” He purred the words, a big charming smile on his face.

Mark’s heart raced as he looked between her gun, which was now pointed directly at Daniel’s chest, and Daniel’s grinning face. The fire mage was so damned cocky. Did he really think he could convince her with just a little demon charm?

It helps, but it isn’t fool-proof. He knows that!

The fire mage’s grin widened. “And we aren’t poor chumps. We’re talking about a good offer here. One that will set you up for the rest of your life.”

Her gun lowered. “I’d be interested in hearing what you have to say, but this gun is staying right by my side.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less, ma’am,” he said.

For the first time, she smiled, then gestured for them to come in. “Sorry, the place is a mess. I’ve been sick for a while.”

They entered the room and were surprised by the strong scent of herbs. Everything was fairly neat. On one side of the room, there was a small seating area, with couches with little starfish on them. Bottles with ships and seashells on nearly every surface and a lamp made out of a blowfish continued the nautical theme. Around a slight corner, a kitchen table held different pill bottles and bags of herbs.

“Take a seat,” she said, gesturing toward the couch.

She sat on a big chair, her knitting in a bag next to it, and rested her gun against her leg. Her hand went to a chain around her neck, and as she fiddled with it, he spotted another seashell on the end of it, this one pure white and simple. His feet froze and he stared at it until the others pushed him forward.

They awkwardly shuffled in and squeezed onto the couch, while Tristan remained standing beside them.

“Thanks for hearing us out,” Daniel said, always the smooth talker. “Can you tell us a little more about your land and the history here?”

She laughed. “Well, you’re the straight shooter, aren’t you? Not even a ‘how are you?’ or ‘what’s your name?’”

He smiled. “Sorry, where are my manners? These are my business associates and dear friends, Tristan, Mark, and Surcy. My name is Daniel.”

“I’m Mertal,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”

“What a lovely name,” he complimented, settling back against the couch.

“Thank you. Now, you asked about these lands. Well, they’ve been in my family for generations. And to be honest, they’ve been nothing but a curse.”

“A curse?” Mark asked, his instincts springing to life.

She gave a sad smile. “Every one of us has been born here. And every one of us dies here. Every time we get a chance to leave, something happens and we don’t.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.” Mark stared at her in confusion.

Was this really the Immortal? She didn’t look the way he imagined, and yet, there was something about her that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

“It is bad when you want to see other things,” she said, a sigh slipping past her lips. “Like the ocean. Have you ever been? I imagine the sand between my toes and the sound of the waves. I even hear them in my sleep.”

Mark winced, and more images flashed through his mind. The ocean. There was something about the ocean. But what? Something wasn’t adding up. Something wasn’t making sense.

“You’re not too far from it, just a few hours,” Daniel said. “Why not just go?”

Her wistful expression faded. “Like I said, something always happens. But now, here you all come wanting to buy my lands, and I got to say, I think it might be just what I need to finally escape this place.”

Mark spoke without thinking. “You believe in curses. Do you also believe there are things in this world most people wouldn’t believe?”

Her gaze swung back to him, and he saw her fingers near her gun twitch. “What kinds of things?”

“Like shifters.” He said the words, then stared, waiting for her response.

She threw back her head and laughed. “Like shiny vampires and werewolves and shit? You got to be kidding me, boy. I’m not some damn teenage girl.”

Daniel joined in on the laughter. “Sorry, my pal here is a joker.”

After a minute, she rubbed at her eyes. “Thanks, son. It’s been a while since I laughed like that.”

“You mentioned being sick,” Surcy asked, her voice soft.

The woman’s gaze moved to Surcy, and she smiled. “Yeah. The doctors can’t find anything wrong with me. But I’m always tired. My body aches. And sometimes I see things that just ain’t right. They keep telling me I’m depressed. I’m not depressed. I’m sick.”

“What kinds of things do you see?” Mark pressed.

She spoke after a quiet minute. “Just things that aren’t right.”

Mark felt that prickling again. It moved down his spine.

“Now, you mentioned an offer?”

Mark stood and moved to her window, staring out at the desert. Daniel’s useless chatter drifted away. He touched The God Finder, and the world began to swim around him. The desert faded away, and he was at an ocean. A beautiful mermaid leapt from the waves and flashed him a smile. He stared at her for a long moment, and then realized why her eyes looked so familiar. Mertal? The old woman and the mermaid blurred together, and it hit him, they were one and the same.

Mertal was the mermaid. She was a goddess. The Goddess of the Sea.

His breathing grew more rapid. Caine didn’t need to torture her with angels. Or imprison her like the vampire. He just needed to keep her away from the water. As a mermaid, she would never be free until she was in the water. She would grow old and die without ever knowing why she didn’t feel right. Why her skin felt too tight.

The blurring magic of The God Finder faded away. And he gripped the edge of the windowsill to keep from falling. It was hard to breathe. Hard to pull air in and out.

At the edge of his vision, he saw shapes in the sky. The angels are coming! How did they know we were here?

“Guys!” he said, turning, he realized he’d stopped the conversation. Swallowing, he tried to keep his voice normal. “Lots of big birds out today.”

Surcy frowned. Tristan just stared, and Daniel gave him a look like he was nuts.

“You don’t see a lot of birds out here,” Mertal commented, giving him a strange look.

Which is when he finally saw it hit the others.

Surcy rose. “We should go.”

“But you just started talking about this offer of yours,” Mertal said, wiping her palms on her gown.

Daniel stood and held out a hand to the older woman. “What she means is that we’d love a tour of your lands?”

His demon-magic swelled in the air. Perhaps it was because Mark had just used The God Finder, and every one of Mark’s sense seemed heightened, but he could feel the coaxing magic sliding over her body, moving inside of her like a smoke with a purpose.

The magic was instinctual, like an angel flying. The angels couldn’t detect when they used it, but they tried not to use it too often. It had the risk of someone realizing that they were doing something they wouldn’t normally do and getting suspicious.

“I guess that makes sense,” the woman said slowly, then grabbed her gun with one hand and took Daniel’s hand with the other. “But there really isn’t much to see.”

She and Daniel led the way.

Surcy dropped back beside him. “I can’t teleport out of here either.”

He nodded. “There’s something strange about this place. But, we can’t worry about that now. We need to get her to the ocean.”

“The ocean?” Surcy frowned. “Which one?”

“Any one.” He picked up his pace, his gut tightening as they opened the front door.

The angels were getting closer. It’d be a race to see who reached the border of the shield first.

“This is my garden,” Mertal laughed. “Well, an Arizona garden anyway.”

She held Daniel’s elbow, and he tugged her toward the path leading down the mountain. “Why don’t you show us down there first?”

A cough exploded from her lips. “Alright. But slowly. The dust makes my cough worse.”

Mark’s tension grew like a ball in his chest. They didn’t have time to hobble down the hill. He counted... eight angels coming right at them. All of them were equipped with weapons, but he wasn’t sure it would be enough. To fight, yes? To get the woman and Surcy out safely, he doubted it.

“Let’s speed up,” Mark said, trying to swallow down his panic. “We have another... eh... appointment soon.”

The older woman made a noise of disapproval. “Young people are always in such rushes.”

Daniel continued to speak to her in a low voice, but their pace picked up. They wove around the hill and finally reached the ground at the same time as the angels. The eight massive men struck the ground, folded their wings and hid them with a glamour, then revealed themselves to the woman.

She cried out. “Where the hell did you come from?”

One of the angels was familiar. Frink. Of course’s it’s fucking Frink. How many times do we have to kill this asshole? 

“Well,” the angel began, his long, dark hair falling forward to hide part of his cruel face, “funny seeing all of you here.”

Mark moved to stand in front of Surcy and grabbed the dagger from his side.

“Get out of our way,” Tristan said, pulling his sword from his back. “Or do you wish to die again?”

Frink smiled. “No need to be rude. Especially when we’ve been kind enough to come here with a warning. This old woman just happens to have a very special curse. If she steps foot off her lands, she’ll die.”

“That can’t be possible,” Mark said. Could it? The woman had to have left her lands at some point in her life.

The older woman raised her gun and pointed it at Frink. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you better head out of here.”

“You’ve left your home, right?” Surcy asked, touching Mark’s arm.

Mertal didn’t look back at her. “I have... just not lately.”

“Because every time she gets sicker and older,” Frink said with a smile. “And one more trip out will cost her her life... or at least weaken her enough for us to take what we want.”

What if he’s right?

“Get out of our way.”

Suddenly, Mertal spun and pointed her gun at them. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m going to go back to my house, and none of you are going to stop me.”

I have to believe that I wasn’t sent here for nothing. If I’m right, we just need to get her to the water.

“You have to come with us,” Mark insisted.

She pointed her gun at Mark, eyes narrowing.

Daniel swore and stepped in front of Mark, reaching for her weapon.

The sound of her gun going off echoed around them. Mark’s gaze moved to Daniel, and his jaw dropped. She’d shot him, right through the chest.

“I—I,” she stuttered. 

Surcy raced to Daniel’s side and caught him as he fell. Blood drenched his chest and stomach. More blood splattered their entire group.

That won’t kill Daniel, but not having his help against the angels might kill all of us.

“He reached for me,” the old woman added, lamely.

Tristan grabbed her gun and tossed it onto the desert floor. “If you wish to live, you will leave with us. If you remain, these men will kill you.”

Mertal paled. “But—“

Daniel fully expected the angels to attack in that moment. But they didn’t. They remained on the other side of the barrier, glaring.

“What are they waiting for?” he whispered to Surcy.

She looked up from where she held Daniel. “I don’t think they can cross the barrier.”

That makes no sense. Surcy could.

The old woman spoke, voice shaking. “My papa always said that it kept out anyone who wished to do us harm. Maybe he wasn’t so crazy.”

Mark looked at the little stone statues encircling her property. Perhaps their magic was stronger than he imagined.

Tristan moved to stand closer to him. “What do we do now?”

“We need to get her to the ocean. But Surcy can’t teleport us out until we get to the other side.”

“So, you and I shall fight them, and she will get Daniel and the woman to safety.”

It was the perfect plan. The angels wanted the Immortal and Surcy. If they could get them to safety, Mark and Tristan could handle the rest. 

Mark nodded. “I guess it’s our only choice.”

Tristan slid to Surcy’s side, whispering to her in a low tone.

Frink followed the exchange with narrowed eyes. “You’re making a mistake. You have no idea how bad of one.”

“And of course we trust the word of one of Caine’s thugs,” Mark said, anger rising within him.

Frink smiled, a smile that sent shivers running down his spine. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Help me with him,” Surcy asked the old woman.

Mertel complied, her gaze wide.

They got him standing, braced on their shoulders. His face was pale. His expression grim. Demons might heal from almost anything, but it didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell.

Surcy looked at them and nodded.

Tristan shifted into a fighting stance, and Mark did the same. Then, Tristan transformed. His skin became the color of wet stone, and his stone wings formed on his back. Power flowed from him. Mark’s chest squeezed. He longed for his druid’s staff, but such a thing was nothing more than a dream.

This sword will have to do.

They stared at the angels. Their enemies called their glowing soul-blades into their hands and glared. Tension sung between them.

He and Tristan moved slowly, crossing the barrier a short distance from the angels. 

Instantly, they attacked. Tristan stood his ground, striking sword after sword as if he were a titan of old. Mark fought differently, moving, and weaving through them with the grace of a druid. The angels were fast, and strong, but even though two demons could have never survived against them, they were more than just demons. And they wouldn’t go down easily.

Mark was surprised when Surcy teleported away behind them with the old woman and Daniel. None of the angels rushed after them. In fact, none of them seemed to care.

An angel sliced his arm. He swore and rolled, prepared for the next attack. Two angels lifted off the ground. His gaze moved from them to the one who rushed him. 

Tristan roared and severed the head from one of the angels. Then, the gargoyle turned to face the next opponent, his expression enraged.

Mark parried one sword and sent his blade through the chest of another angel. As he began to pull his weapon back, a sword went through his chest from behind. His blade slipped from his fingers, and blood spurted from his lips. 

An angel’s arm came around his throat. 

“We got you,” Frink whispered into his ear.

The world swirled as he was teleported away.




Chapter Six

Surcy pulled Daniel and the woman with her to the ocean, erasing her teleporting trail, so that the angels couldn’t follow them. When she felt sand beneath her feet, she was breathing hard from the exertion. Opening her eyes, she stared at a sea of brilliant blue waters. 

Her gaze moved to look all around them. White sands stretched out in the other directions. Empty of any kind of intelligent life.  

Thank goodness, we’re safe!

Daniel sank from her shoulders, falling onto the ground. She looked down at him, her fingers itching to comfort him, but he forced a grim smile.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine.”

Of course that’s what he’d say while bleeding everywhere.

Deep down she knew he’d heal, but he didn’t have to act like it was nothing more than a scratch. She longed to ease his pain, if only by a little bit.

But I doubt he’d let me.

And then, she heard someone gasping. Turning to the old woman, she saw that Mertal was grabbing her chest, dragging in deep breaths, her eyes wide in panic.

Please, no...

“Are you alright?” Surcy asked, hesitantly touching the woman’s shoulder. Hoping she was just terrified after shooting a man, seeing a fight, and being teleported by an angel.

A terrified human I can handle. A curse? Not so much.

But this was not just terror. Mertal continued to gasp and grab her chest, her gaze growing more distant with each passing second.

Something was wrong, and Surcy had no idea how to fix it.

“What do we do?” she asked, but when she turned to Daniel, he’d passed out in the sand.

Panic clenched her heart. “Mark said you’d be fine, if we just took you here, so why aren’t you?”

Surcy didn’t understand, and her head felt light. The sun’s rays seemed to grow more intense overhead as she struggled to decide what to do. 

The old woman collapsed, her knees sinking into the wet sands along the shore. Her face growing paler. Her eyes closing.

“What do I do?” she asked again, looking around. But for the first time, she found herself with no one to guide her. Should – should I teleport us back?

No, they’d be right back in the angel’s hands, but she couldn’t just let Mertal die either. 

Taking Mertal’s hand, she knelt down. “I don’t know what to do. You’re some kind of goddess. Taking you here should have saved your life, but I don’t know what else to do.”

Mertal coughed and struggled to speak. “At... least... I got to see... the ocean.”

Surcy looked from her to the water. Some instinct she didn’t understand kicked in, and she swept the woman into her arms. Carrying her out into the water, she continued moving until the waves reached her chest.

The older woman smiled. Her breathing slowed. “I’m in the water. It feels... as good as I always imagined. After all of my dreams about the water, none of them compared to this.”

She smiled, grateful the water seemed to be helping the human.

And then, Mertal grabbed the seashell around her neck. “Let me go!”

Surcy frowned. “But—“

“Let me go!” And now, her voice held power.

Surcy obeyed, releasing the woman. Mertal sank beneath the water. Waves crashed over them, and Surcy lost sight of her under the water. When the foam cleared, the older woman was gone.

Her heart sank. “Mertal? Mertal!”

Looking around herself in a panic, she dove beneath the waves. Over and over again she searched, but there was no one to be found. Time stretched out, and still, there was no sign of her.

Staring in fear at the beach, she saw that the waves had reached Daniel. Stomach turning, she slogged through the water and onto the beach. Dragging Daniel further from the water, she stroked his hair while he lay in her lap. Then, pulled back his shirt to see his wound. Already the skin was pulling together, and the bleeding had stopped.

You’ll be back to yourself in no time.

And yet, she had lost the goddess they’d worked so hard to save. She felt sick, her stomach twisting and turning like a wild animal.

I’ve got to go back and get Mark and Tristan. She just hoped she could grab both of them and safely escape.

Something splashed in the water. Stiffening, she sat up and looked out at the waves. There was nothing... and yet, she’d seen something.

Another splash, and this time she was sure she’d seen a tail.

Gently setting Daniel’s head in the sand, she stood and walked back to the edge of the water. A minute later, a woman rose above the waves. Her hair was the color of the sun’s rays, and her eyes were the shade of a clear ocean. Her shoulders were bare, and her skin pale. She hummed with power.

An immortal creature.

Surcy moved closer, as if compelled by a force more powerful than herself. When she nearly reached the woman, she saw the seashell necklace hanging around her throat.

“Mertal?” she whispered.

The woman smiled. “Mertal... yes, that was my human name. The name I held when I was imprisoned.” She swam closer until she was only a foot from Surcy. “But that’s not who I am. I’m the Goddess of the Ocean, Queen of the Merpeople.”

Surcy’s eyes widened. “A mermaid?”

She flicked her tail, and her blue and green scales sparkled in the morning light. “Does an angel truly not believe in mermaids?”

Surcy felt her cheeks heat. “I’m sorry, my queen.”

The mermaid inclined her head in the most regal way imaginable. “Thank you. Thank you for returning me to the waters and bringing back my memories.”

She looks so happy. Too bad she can’t stay here.

Surcy stiffened at the thought and took a deep breath before speaking. “Caine and his followers will come for you again. There’s a sanctuary we need to take you too.”

The queen reached out and touched her cheek, her hand ice cold against Surcy’s skin. “I will never leave the waters until I return to my throne in Zudessa. But take heart, we will be prepared for Caine this time.”

Surcy nodded, her words caught in her throat.

“You have no idea what it was like to slowly die in a mortal shell, far from my waters. It wasn’t just my body that faded with each day, so did my connection to the ocean. Caine sought to break it from me and take my powers. Over many lifetimes he tried various ways to take my powers, but he didn’t know how. This time, he understood. That should frighten you and your demons. Somehow, Caine has figured out the secret to stealing our gifts. Each of us is different, but this is the lifetime I think he may be successful.”

Surcy swallowed the lump in the back of her throat. “Thanks for the warning.”

The mermaid dropped her hand and smiled. “You’re lucky you’re no longer under his control. Even though I can feel your heart aches at the loss of your wings.”

Surcy felt her heart give a painful squeeze.

“Believe me,” the mermaid said, sinking into the waters. “Nothing is worth the price of your freedom.”

She swam away, her beautiful tail flicking the water as she dove and played within it. Surcy held her breath, transfixed by the power of the Immortal. She was so lovely, and her happiness at being back where she belonged seemed to radiate from within her.

She’s happy. 

Surcy envied her. She still had no idea where she belonged.

Reality came sweeping back to her, and she turned back to the shore. Walking out of the water, she checked on Daniel one more time, then took a deep breath. She needed to snag her demons and teleport back as quickly as she could. And this trip had already taken far longer than she’d planned.

Hold on, boys, I’m coming.

The world shimmered around her as she returned to the desert. Her soul-blade leapt into her hand as she appeared where she’d left her angels and demons... only, the angels were gone. And so was Mark. Only Tristan remained, his expression grim.

“What—?”

“They took Mark,” Tristan said, his tone one of complete disbelief.

“Why?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know, but I think they were after him all along.”

After Mark? That doesn’t make sense. What could they possibly want from him?

She closed her eyes and felt for the angel’s trail. The one that would tell her where they had teleported to, but they’d erased it, as expected.

Opening her eyes, she tried to hide her terror. “I can’t sense where they went, so what do we do now?”

“Bring me to Daniel and the goddess.”

She reached out and took his hand.

His large hand felt warm and comforting as he squeezed hers. “Everything will be okay. Mark is tougher than he appears.”

She hoped so, because she was beginning to realize something horrible. Caine and his angels didn’t seem to know how to be merciful. That wasn’t good, not when they’d taken the demon she was growing to care for.

Please be okay, Mark. Please. We’re coming as fast as we can!

Chapter Seven

Mark landed hard on the ground, coughing blood, and trying to calm his swimming head. One minute he’d been in the desert fighting, and now... what had happened?

We teleported.

Damn it! That can’t be good!

He sensed the angels looming over him and fought his panic. They’d taken him? But why? 

How can I help the others if I’m not with them?

Gritting his teeth, he willed himself to be strong, but he felt awful. Not at all prepared to fight for his life against impossible odds. Wearily his gaze moved over the strange place they’d teleported into. 

Am I in a temple?

He squinted against the bright light that filtered from high above him and peered into the darkness of the room. Moss crept along the ground and walls of the grey brick that made up the building, and the air was tinged with salt. But otherwise, he had no clues as to where he was. The large room was empty, and there were no sounds of civilization that he could hear.

So I’m near the ocean. Well, that doesn’t bode well for an escape attempt.

He shifted slightly and clenched his teeth together to stop himself from crying out. Warmth oozed from the wound on his chest and his arm. As a demon, he could heal from such injuries, but he’d need to rest.

Not fight five angels.

Looking up at them, he watched as Frink moved closer and knelt down in front of him. With his injuries he didn't even have the strength left to scoot away from Frink. He lay there, helpless.

Frink looked Mark up and down and then spat on the dirty stone floor beside him. “I expected more from a druid.”

Mark’s hand shook as he wiped the blood from his mouth. “Sorry to disappoint.”

Frink's smile chilled Mark to his core. “Where’s the necklace?”

Fuck. “Necklace?”

“The God Finder.”

Mark’s heart slammed against his rib cage and it took everything he had not to look down at the magical necklace he wore. The angels couldn’t see it, nor could Caine. How did they learn about it? And how did they know he had it?

Even while the questions swirled through his head, he knew it didn’t matter. All that mattered was making sure it didn’t end up in their hands. If they got it, he couldn’t find the Immortals and couldn’t save them. Everything they’d sacrificed would be for nothing.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, as calmly as he could manage.

Frink’s smile widened. “I bet we could get it by severing your head.”

A couple of the angels snickered behind him.

Mark's vision swayed. He’d lost too much blood. He needed to rest or he'd never heal. 

“Like I said, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Frink’s soul-blade appeared in his hand. “This might surprise you, but I’m accustomed to getting what I want. By the time I’m done with you, you’ll tell me whatever I want to know.”

A shiver ran down his spine. “Do what you have to, but I don’t have the information you’re looking for.”

Frink raised a brow. “Either way, I’ll have some fun. Boys, let’s see how much damage we can do before we kill him.”

Mark closed his eyes. He’d already died once. He’d do it again if he had to in order to save the world.

Even if it was a slow, painful death.




Chapter Eight

Surcy and Tristan sat on the beach, watching the waves, with Daniel still passed out between them. The afternoon temperature was perfect. A slight breeze carried the scents of vegetation and salt water, and the waves crashing against the shore were almost soothing... if they weren’t sitting with a gravely injured man and trying to figure out what to do about the one who had been kidnapped.

“Tristan, we can't just do nothing!" Surcy said, turning to the gargoyle in frustration.

Tristan looked at her, and for a minute his cold mask slipped. “He’s my best friend and like a brother to me. We died around the same time. We were reborn together. It took us years of working together to climb up through the pits of the demon-realm. Without him, a piece of myself is gone. But, we don’t know where they took him, and we don’t know how to find him. We just have to trust that he can find his way back to us.”

Surcy took a deep breath. “No, that’s just not good enough.”

He raised a brow. “Then, what do you suggest we do?”

She picked up a handful of sand and threw it. “I don’t fucking know.”

When she looked at him again, he was smiling. 

“What?”

“You’re swearing again. Like yourself before you were taken.”

She felt her cheeks heat. Probably because I’ve been having sex with Daniel. “I’m just so frustrated! I feel helpless, but we’re not. There has to be something we can do!”

The truth was she was also feeling guilty. She’d grown to care for Mark. He fascinated her. With his glasses and laid back attitude, he felt like a friend she could trust. But when she saw him with a towel wrapped around his waist, and water dripping down his chest. She felt... aroused as hell. He was a handsome, kind man. Even though she didn’t remember loving him, she could imagine that he was an easy man to love.

And I did love him before.

The idea made her feel antsy. The same way she felt when the demons looked at her as if she held their hearts in her hand, as if they were imagining a thousand moments with her that she didn’t remember.

Taking off her boots and socks, she stood and walked across the sand and into the water. Her clothes had finally dried from her earlier walk into the water, but she didn’t care. She just needed to escape for a minute, to clear her head.

Diving under the water, she felt every muscle in her body tense as she kicked further and further out into the sea. I’m swimming while those bastards have Mark. Her heart squeezed, and she clenched her teeth, trying not to scream her frustration.

She needed to save Mark, but how?

Taking a deep breath, she dove back under and swam in the clear water beneath the foam of the waves. And froze. A man stared at her. No, not a man, a merman. His hair was dark, his eyes piercing, and anger swirled around him.

The water surged from him to her, swirled around her, and dragged her through the water. Panic swelled in her chest. The need for air built and built. 

He’s going to drown me!

And then his face was inches from hers. Leaning close, he pressed his lips against hers, and air filled her lungs. She breathed again, and although she should have breathed in water, nothing happened. She inhaled and exhaled normally. At the bottom of the sea.

This couldn't be happening.

Turning to the merman, she stared with unspoken questions.

But then, The Goddess of the Ocean swam through the waves. “Why have you returned?” she asked, power still swelling from her.

Surcy opened her mouth, and the words came out as if spoken above the water. “The angels stole Mark. We don’t know where he is, or how to get him back.”

The power of the goddess grew until the very water seemed to be charged with electricity. “They’re after The God Finder. Your druid friend will not last the night.”

And we can’t save him, unless...

Heart racing, she asked the question she feared. “Can you help us find him?”

After a moment, the goddess nodded. “You saved my life and freed me. I owe you a life debt.”

The water began to swirl around them. It moved faster and faster. A tornado of water rushed at them and then it pulled back. Surcy, the Goddess of the Ocean, and the glaring merman stared at one another, lying on the ocean floor in the myths of the swirling water tornado. The goddess reached down and plucked a seashell off of the sandy bottom. She held it to her lips, and wisps of blue magic moved from her to the seashell. When she was done, she offered it to Surcy.

Surcy crawled across the ground, took the seashell, and looked at the goddess in confusion. 

“It will reveal its secrets to you, but be ready to act when it does.”

Tears stung her eyes for reasons she couldn’t explain. “Thank you.”

The goddess smiled. “Hold your breath.”

“My breath?”

The tornado of water came crashing down on her. She had a moment of panic as she was tumbled through the water at an impossible speed, and then she was dumped out onto the beach.

Breathing hard, she opened her hand and stared down at the shell.

Tristan was beside her in an instant. “Where were you?” He roared. “I couldn’t find you!”

She looked up at him. “The goddess gave me a gift.”

“A gift?”

She held out the shell.

He frowned. “You risked your life for that?”

She climbed to her feet, legs shaking, and hurried to Daniel’s side. “It’ll tell us how to find Mark, but first, we need to take Daniel home.”

Tristan said nothing, but he took Daniel’s limp hand, and then hers. They teleported, the world shimmering around them. When they arrived at their home, Tristan carried Daniel to his bed, while Surcy stripped off her sandy, wet clothes, changed, and pulled on new boots.

By the time she returned to the living room, Tristan was already waiting. 

“Ready?”

He nodded.

Lifting the shell to her ear, she closed her eyes and waited.

Nothing happened.

She shook the shell, listened again, and still, nothing happened.

“It’s not working.”

Tristan frowned. “Mermaid gifts are never simple.”

She stared at the shell in her hand. “What can we do?”

He exhaled noisily, sounding annoyed. “I have an idea.”




Chapter Nine

Surcy and Tristan stood at the front of the small sailing boat that he had procured. She didn’t know where it came from, but she didn’t care. Mark’s life was at stake.

Tristan moved with certainty as he took them from the dock and sailed them out into the middle of the cove. There, he dropped anchor and went to stand at her side.

“Try listening to it now.”

“I tried the whole way,” she insisted, but she tried again.

Still nothing.

“Drop it in the sea.”

She whirled toward him. “If this doesn’t work, we’ve lost our only way of finding him.”

“Drop it,” he said, his tone unforgiving.

She felt sick as she stretched her hand out over the water. It took her a long second to open her fingers, but with a deep breath, she turned her hand over.

The shell dropped as if in slow motion, but when it hit the water, a wave boomed out. The waves rose, and suddenly, their ship was flying over the ocean like a child’s toy. She clung to the edge of the ship, but her fingers began to slip. Tristan was immediately there, pulling her against him, and holding onto the railing as if it was the easiest thing in the world.

The water struck them wildly, powerfully, and still, the gargoyle held her.

Time passed. Her face rested against his chest and she breathed in the earthy scent that belonged to the gargoyle. Her eyes closed. For a minute, with the water spinning around them and the boat soaring over the waves, she felt lost in a dream. In Tristan’s arms, nothing scared her. She felt safe and protected.

And this feels so natural.

How many times had his arms held her, times that she still didn’t remember? How many times had he protected her? He stayed with her, beside her, through each day, even though she couldn’t open up to him. 

This big, strong man needed more from her. All three of her demons did. She’d thought she couldn’t give it to them when she wasn’t sure about their cause, the angels, or the true nature of demons. She had thought she couldn’t connect with them because she wasn’t sure who she was anymore, and because she didn’t remember her past. 

But maybe, instead, she needed to focus on creating a new connection with them. New memories. New moments.

Lifting her head, she whispered his name.

He looked down at her. His dark hair was soaking wet. His skin glistened with water, and yet, his mismatched eyes latched onto hers as if there was nothing else in the world but them.

Reaching up, she touched his cheek. She wanted to kiss him, but she didn’t. She just clung to him and touched his face, memorizing every line.

“What do you ask of me?” he murmured, his voice barely audible above the rushing water.

“Just... just a chance to try again.”

His eyes widened, and very slowly, he nodded. 

A slight smile teased his lips. “I would like that very much.”

When the waves calmed, they struck land. The ship pitched, and if it weren’t for Tristan’s strong grip, they would have gone flying into the water. Instead, they clung to each other, panting.

The ship righted itself. The waves calmed, and the ocean grew still around them.

They moved to the other side of the ship and stared at the little island. There was nothing on it except a lonely looking building made of dark stone.

“You think that’s where he is?”

Tristan nodded. “I think so.” Turning, she took a deep breath. It’s okay. You can handle this. “Will you fly us over to it?”

His gaze locked onto hers. “Are you sure? We can teleport.”

“I can handle it.” Lifting her hands, she wrapped them around his neck.

He transformed in an instant, his flesh turning to cold stone beneath her touch, and his stone wings sprouting from his back. When he lifted them into the air, she felt the wind on her face. Flashes of herself soaring through the air came to her, and she felt herself trembling. Memories came back, of her wings being torn from her back, of the wounds that ached for too long.

When they landed on the island, he put her down. 

She stumbled away from him and threw up. Dropping to her knees, tears slid down her cheeks. She didn’t understand why she was reacting like this. It wasn’t like her life had been easy. It made no sense.

Tristan sat down on the sand beside her and stroked her back, avoiding her scars.

Wiping her mouth, she turned to him, feeling ashamed. “I’m sorry.”

He was quiet for a long moment. “In my previous life, I was a gargoyle created to defend my town. For many, many years, I came to life only when I was needed, but the time between attacks grew longer and longer, and I remained a creature of stone for too long. When I was needed again, I didn’t expect to die. I didn’t believe one of my kind could be killed.

I thought whatever I faced would be easy. I’d fought vampires, werewolves, cruel humans, armies... many, many battles. When I was reborn in the demon realm, I was afraid. I have never feared the dark like that before. But it was endless. And the screaming...” He paused, shaking his head. “That’s why I still don’t like the dark. There are times when I forget what it was like, and then something will remind me. I find my heart beating fast, and my skin dampened with sweat.”

She smiled at him. “So, you’re telling me this is perfectly normal?”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Or we are both unusual.”

Sighing, she looked back at the little building. “Well, I’d better pull myself together and find Mark.”

He stood and held out his hand. 

She shook her head, knowing she needed a minute to clear her thoughts. Rising and going to the water, she washed her face and hands. That seemed to help. She still felt embarrassed, but a little better. Ready to kick some angel ass.

I feel the way I do after Daniel and I have sex. As if my emotions and senses aren’t as muted. I feel charged with energy. Almost overloaded. 

Weird...

Clenching her hands, her focus returned. And something else. A feeling she hadn’t experienced much since becoming an angel... that she could remember. Rage rolled through her. These angels had stolen Mark. The goddess said he wouldn’t last the night.

How dare they!

“Come on,” she said, calling her soul-blade to her hand.

“Surcy?”

“I’m going to teach those fucking angels a lesson.”

Tristan pulled his blade from his back with a hiss. “This is a plan I like.”

As they started through the palm trees and plants, a horrible scream echoed through the air. Birds launched into the sky, and the very trees seemed to shake.

But the effect on the surroundings was nothing compared to what that sound did to Surcy. She recognized Mark’s voice. She’d know it anywhere, and his scream was one of horrible pain.

She started running. She didn’t care if she was going straight into danger. No one hurt her demon. No one!

Chapter Ten

Surcy and Tristan ran until they pushed through the growth that hid the building from view. When they drew closer, they slowed and crept to the front.

The door in the front of the building was partially ajar. She and Tristan stood on either side of the door, made eye contact and he nodded. She pushed the door all the way open and launched inside.

Inside, she discovered one big room, dark except for light that streamed from a skylight in the center. On the floor, bathed in the sun’s light, Mark lay bleeding. Surrounded by angels who towered over him.

The angels’ laughter came to her, and she saw red. Angels were supposed to protect the innocent from demons. That’s what she’d been told. So far, she’d seen things that made her question who was actually good and evil. Something inside her changed in that moment. She felt it, like puzzle pieces sliding into place.

She no longer had wings. She no longer obeyed Caine.

The angels were her enemies now. There was no question. And her job? Her job was to protect the men who loved her for reasons she didn’t understand.

She entered the room like a ghost. Moving behind Frink, she sliced his head from his neck before he could react. The angels turned to her in shock. Another head went flying.

And then, the battle began in earnest.

Their soul-blades flared to life. One blade crashed against hers. Another clashed against Tristan’s.

She kicked the angel in the chest, then knocked his blade from his grip. “So, you think hurting a defenseless man is fun?”

The angel’s eyes widened, and he glanced behind him to where his blade was out of reach.

She knew he was about to teleport. Striking out, he tried to leap out of the way, but she sliced his chest. He took another step back. But she wouldn’t give him the second he needed to concentrate enough to teleport. Instead, she launched an attack. 

He dove, jumped, and tried to avoid her blows. She was hell-bent on causing him pain. Not killing him. Making him suffer.

When he fell to his knees, his arms bleeding, his stomach bleeding, he looked up at her with pleading eyes. “Mercy,” he whispered.

“Did you show Mark mercy?”

His acceptance was there in his face.

She raised her sword, and sliced his head off. It hit the ground, and then, silence stretched around her. Strange and oddly tense

Turning, she saw that Tristan had killed his angel. He was watching her, his expression unreadable. Whether the other angels had died or teleported away, she didn’t know. Nor did she care. As long as they were gone.

Sending her soul-blade away, she ran to Mark.

A sob grew in her throat. His injuries were bad... bad enough that he might not survive.

Reaching out, she touched his face. His eyes flashed open, and the pain within them was heartbreaking.

“Kill me,” he whispered.

Her heart pounded in her chest. “You don’t mean that.”

“Please.”

She tore her gaze from him to Tristan. “Touch me. I’m getting us out of here.”

Tristan knelt and placed a hand on her arm, obeying. She teleported them, and forced herself to erase their path so the other angels couldn’t find them. It was harder. And by the time they appeared in her room, she was breathing hard.

“Help me get him in the shower and then you take care of Daniel.”

Tristan plucked Mark out of her arms like he was a child and brought him to the shower, laying him down. Looking back at her, she could see for a moment his fear and anguish. “Take care of him.”

“I will,” she whispered.

And then, the big man left.

Shedding her bloody clothes, she entered the shower, turning on the water. Mark hissed and thrashed, but she tried to shield him as much as she could while the water heated up. Then, carefully, she tore his clothes off and set them outside the shower.

The wounds that covered him were stomach-churning. The slices, careful and painful, covered every inch of his body.

“Fucking angels,” she hissed.

“Kill me,” he begged, his eyes squeezed shut, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

“No,” she whispered, lying beside him on the massive floor of the shower, she watched as the blood washed from him, coloring the water.

He shook under her touch, but she stroked him slowly. She knew some angels were capable of healing. Of taking away pain, but she wasn’t sure how. The only thing she could do was stay with him as his body worked to knit itself back together. She prayed he would fall asleep soon. He’d heal faster if he could.

But the druid didn’t sleep. He pleaded in a soft, pained voice for her to end his life.

She held him in the water, pretending tears weren’t running down her face.

When he finally passed out, she began to sob. No one should hurt like this. No one should beg for death. Certainly not her sweet Mark.

Never him.

Even when the water grew cold, she lay with him, watching his wounds in fear. They would heal. They had to heal. Only cutting his head off would kill him. Right?

She found herself unsure as she realized that not a single wound was closing. They remained open, bleeding, more than a body should be able to endure.

Swallowing, she pressed her forehead against his, begging him to be okay. With a soft touch, she rubbed her lips against his.

Should her heart really ache this much? Should she really feel this frightened?

Am I falling in love with him?

She thought of her demons. There was still so much she didn’t understand about them. So many mysteries surrounding them. Yet, she felt something powerful for them, something that hurt for her to think about.

When she lightly kissed him again, she felt the strangest tingle pass between them. Mark shifted and groaned beneath her, not in pleasure exactly, but not in pain.

Curious, she kissed him again and again. The feeling only intensified. 

When she looked down at his wounds, they’d stopped bleeding. Staring, she watched in silent wonder as they slowly began to knit back together.

Is it my kiss? Is it helping him? She wasn’t sure if it was some magic she didn’t understand, or the strength of their bond, but hours passed, and Mark’s body was no longer a sea of wounds, but scars.

When Tristan came some time later, his gaze ran over them, lying together naked. 

“Is Daniel okay?”

Tristan nodded. “He’s still asleep, but his wound looks good.”

She looked down at Mark’s pale face. “Should we get him into bed?”

“That would be wise.”

Turning off the water, they did their best to dry him, then she dried herself.

Laying him down in her bed, she touched his chest. “I think I’m going to sleep in here with him.”

“He would like that.”

It took her hours to fall asleep, but when she did, she didn’t wake in the night drenched in sweat. Imagining Caine in her room, burning her mind. She awoke in the morning, a slight breeze moving the white curtains where her balcony doors stood open.

When she sat up slightly and looked at Mark, he was awake. His gaze met hers.

Tears stung the corners of her eyes. “You’re okay.”

He said nothing.

“I’m sorry. I know you were hurting. I know you wanted me to... you wanted me to—“

He reached up, his hands digging into the back of her hair, and pulled her down to him.

Their kiss was earth-shattering, a power that moved through her and him. His lips were strong, aggressive. And when his tongue dove into hers, she moaned.

This man knew how to kiss. He knew how to shatter her thoughts with his touch.

When his hand slid down her neck, trailing along the sensitive skin of her throat, and then caressed her breasts, she arched into his touch. Within seconds, his fingers brushed her nipples, and she gasped. He played with her tips as his kiss grew more intense.

With her head swimming, she pulled back. “You’re hurt.”

“Then, I guess you’ll have to be gentle,” he growled.

Her gaze met his. This was the demon. Not the gentle man or the druid, but the demon who wanted to claim what was his.

But what if she hurt him?

As if in answer, his hand moved from her breasts, sliding over her belly.

She tensed as he stroked her womanhood, and then one finger moved inside of her. He stroked her slowly, sending her nerves exploding in little bursts. When he moved into her opening, she spread her legs wider, whimpering.

Her eyes closed, and she arched against him. Her release was so close, building like something powerful.

And then she realized something, he was the one who had been through so much. Not her. She should make him feel like this. Not the other way around.

Opening her eyes, she pushed his hand away.

“Surcy?”

Pulling the sheet down, she revealed his massive erection. Swallowing, she stared and stared. She hadn’t known what to expect from the shy man. But this was not it.

“God, how do you fit that into normal pants?”

He chuckled, a low aroused sound that was completely unexpected.

Kissing his chest, she lightly brushed her lips against all of the still-healing scars.

He groaned and buried his hand in the back of her hair.

She moved slowly down until she reached his delicious cock. Unable to help herself, she trailed her fingertips against the length, glorying in how long and thick he was. Then, sliding her tongue along the sides of him, she continued her exploration, loving the sound of his panting.

When she came to his tip, she looked up, meeting his gaze, then licked him.

“Fuck, Surcy, it’s been too long. You can’t just—”

In answer, she parted her lips and took him into her hot mouth.

A string of curses left his mouth, which only turned her on more.

She took him as deep as she could, then gagged around him when his tip hit the back of his throat. Reaching down, she cupped his balls, rolling them in her hand, while she hummed around him.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he groaned, one of his hands slamming against the bed.

And then, she pulled back and slid him back in, over and over again.

With a roar, he grabbed the back of her head and began to fuck her mouth. His possessive control turned her on in a way she never expected. She felt like a creature made to pleasure him, and she ached to taste him as he exploded into her mouth.

But as she felt him swelling in her mouth, her nails digging into his thighs, he suddenly pulled her back, his cock slipping out of her mouth.

“Come on, come ride my cock.”

She trembled as she climbed over him and positioned his tip at her entrance.

He pulled her down, taking one of her nipples into his mouth and sucking, while his hand plucked at her other nipple. 

She moaned and sank his tip into her. Inch by inch she took him in, her tight body squeezing around him. When she reached his hilt, he released her breasts. 

He held her gaze as he reached between them with one big hand and began to stroke her clit.

She gasped, her body shuddering around his big shaft, and then she started to ride him.

He thrust back, taking her deep and hard. He moved like a man hell-bent on claiming her as his own. She could feel it with each stroke.

And she felt like a woman who had given herself to a man. Who accepted his claim over her without question. Which was strangely satisfying.

She gripped his shoulders harder, riding her orgasm like a wave. Her entire body alive. Every nerve sensitive and pulsing with pleasure.

When he came with a ragged roar, she gloried in the feeling of his hot cum coating her insides. For a long minute they continued to fuck, until at last she collapsed on top of him.

His hands grabbed her ass and shoved her harder onto his erection.

She whimpered, her head still spinning in ecstasy.

“You’re mine,” he growled, his words were low and harsh.

She should’ve been scared, but she wasn’t. When she’d seen him hurt, her heart had ached in a way it never had before. She wasn’t sure if she loved him yet, but she felt connected to him. She cared about him in a deep way.

And now, they’d made love.

She smiled, closing her eyes. She wanted him to hold her forever. And with the way he clung to her, she was sure he felt the same way.

This is the first truly beautiful thing I’ve experienced since dying... that I can remember. I think I know why I gave up heaven and my wings for these demons.




Chapter Eleven

Daniel woke up feeling like shit, but as much as he wanted to go back to sleep, he needed to see Surcy. He needed to know she was safe.

Tristan snored in a chair beside his bed, looking haggard. 

Not wanting to wake him, he eased cautiously out of bed and padded on bare feet across the wooden floor. Outside of Surcy’s bedroom door, he only hesitated a moment before turning the handle and opening it. He took two steps in, his gaze moving to the bed, and froze.

She was asleep on top of Mark. They were both naked, and her arms were wrapped around his neck.

Daniel couldn’t pull in a breath. He stared and stared, unable to believe what he was seeing. This wasn’t a quick fuck. This was something more.

Stumbling back out the door, he didn’t stop until his back hit the wall of the hallway. Sinking to the floor, he lay there. How many times could this little angel break his heart? How was he to endure the fact that he was nothing but a hard cock to her, and Mark was a man she clearly cared for?

I can’t. I can’t endure this. If she can’t love me, I don’t have a reason to keep breathing.

Something wild came over him. He hurried back to his room, dressed in silence, wincing as his wound ached with each movement, grabbed his lighter, and headed out the door. He didn’t look back.

It was night. And the streets were dark. A coldness had settled over the city. 

One he liked.

He walked for hours, until he reached the edge of town, then further. He kept moving until a prickling at the back of his neck made him turn and start walking through the woods. After several minutes, he tore free of the trees and stared out at the abandoned house.

It was perfect. 

He walked to it. Pushed passed the half-broken door and looked around the broken floor boards. No one had been in this place for a long time.

Closing his eyes, he grabbed his lighter from his pocket and opened it. A flick of his thumb later, a flame leapt to life. Sending it a simple command, he watched, every hair on his body rising, as the flame moved over his hand. It felt so damn good, warm and powerful. For a second he just felt it, and breathed in the scent of smoke.

And then, he opened his eyes and smiled. The flames poured over his palm and down onto the old wood. Within seconds, the smell of burnt wood hit his nostrils. The fire spread like a wild creature until the floors burned, then the torn curtains, and the ceiling.

He raised both hands, letting the flames run over him and through him. His power swelled, building with an intensity that made him groan. This is what he needed. Not Surcy’s love. Not his bond with Mark and Tristan. This!

A small voice whispered at the back of his mind. Fire is what killed you in your first life. Do you really want to do it again?

He pushed the thoughts away. Last time he was young and reckless. This time, he’d be careful.

Standing in the fire, he waited until every board burned away, until there was nothing but a raging fire. He sensed the flames eagerness to spread to the woods around them. The thought made him shudder. What would it be like to burn down the entire forest?

But with reluctance, he controlled his fire. Creating such a big fire would draw the attention of dangerous beings. He had to keep this to himself, enjoy it on his own, without consequences.

When every last piece of wood was gone, he gritted his teeth and smothered the fire.

Breathing hard, he looked at his skin. It almost glowed with his power. And God did he love it!

A shiver ran down his spine. He continued walking until he found a river. There, he washed himself, trying to rid himself of the smell of smoke.

When he was done, the sun had risen. He made the slow trek home feeling energized. Even his wound no longer hurt.

He might not have Surcy. He might resent Mark. But now, now he felt that he could face it all without crumbling inside.

When he reached their apartment, everyone was seated at the table.

Surcy turned nervous eyes onto him. “Where were you? We were worried.”

“And what happened to your clothes?” Mark asked.

He walked past them, swallowing down his anger. “Can’t a man go for a walk without you two jumping down his throat?”

Going to his room, he closed the door, locked it, and tossed his clothes in the basket. In the shower, he scrubbed until he was sure all hints of what he had done were gone. Styling his hair and changing, he stared at himself in the mirror. No one would have a clue what he’d done.

They had their secrets. Well, now he had his.

At the table, he swallowed down his tasteless coffee and eggs and waited.

“As soon as we heal up, we need to search for the other Immortal I saw.” Mark began, sounding tired and sore.

He should have rested instead of fucking Surcy.

“You’re the boss,” he said. “Just tell us what to do.”

He could feel more than one gaze cling to him, but he didn’t care. Once Mark found them the next Immortal, Daniel would show Surcy what he was capable of. And maybe she’d realize he was more than just a good lay.

That’s not how you won her heart last time. He pushed the treacherous thought aside, clenching his teeth. None of that mattered, because Surcy didn’t remember that. 

Rising from the table, he put his dishes in the sink. 

“How are you feeling?” Tristan asked, and he could sense the worry behind the stoic gargoyle’s question.

He didn’t meet the other man’s gaze, he was just too damn observant. “A little sore, but I’ll live.”

Heading for his room, he decided to check with his human team. He’d hired them to monitor his stocks and investments when he didn’t have time to do it himself. They were good. Damn good. But it’d been longer than usual since he’d talked to them last.

When he reached his room, he seated himself at his desk and pulled out his cellphone.

There was a knock at his door.

Fuck.

“Come in.”

Surcy slipped in. It was impossible not to look at her. She was so damn beautiful. Her hair still damp from a shower. Her cheeks flushed with good health. She’d changed so much since she’d returned from Caine. Each day she looked more like her old self, but that made it even harder to remember that everything had changed between them.

“I just,” she stared, hesitating. “I wanted to see how you were really doing. I didn’t get to see you much after we got back.”

He tried to keep the anger out of his voice. “Well, you were busy with Mark.”

She stiffened. “He was worse off, and Tristan was taking care of you.”

Tilting his head, he stared at her. “Whatever you have to tell yourself, babe.”

Something flashed in her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry. I should have come by, but I’m here now.”

How helpful. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. I’m not like Mark. I don’t need you fussing over me like I’m helpless.”

“He wasn’t helpless. He was just—“

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Like I said. I didn’t need you here. In fact, I don’t need you for much. I’m a fucking demon who can take care of his own damn self.”

Now he was sure it was anger in her eyes. “Why are you being such an ass?”

“I know since you got back you’ve gotten used to us all focused on you, but I think you’re strong enough now that I don’t have to coddle you anymore. If that makes me an ass, then I guess I’m an ass.”

Her hands planted on her hips. “I never needed you to coddle me!”

He smirked. “Look, I have some work to do. Maybe Mark is fine dealing with your hysterics, but I don’t have the patience for it.”

“You’re an asshole,” she hissed, then turning, she stomped out the door.

When it shut, he sank back in his chair. Why did his entire chest ache? He rubbed at it, staring at the door. He needed to call his team. He needed to keep busy, but he just kept staring at the door, wondering what he was supposed to do.

There was no way he could let Surcy know how much she hurt him. He would keep her at arm’s length for a while, until he licked his wounds a bit. He knew logically everything he’d done made perfect sense.

So why did it feel so wrong?

When I was alive, women told me I was unlovable. Surcy made me believe they were wrong. But maybe she was just crazy.

I don’t even love myself.




Chapter Twelve

Surcy dressed in jeans and a black shirt. While she was putting on her boots, she looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her clothes were getting tight. Instead of hanging off of her, they were hugging her curves. She couldn’t decide if it was sexy, or just meant she needed to get some new clothes.

Daniel would probably say the latter.

Anger flared within her. She was so sick of his attitude. She didn’t know what the hell crawled up his butt, but she had started avoiding him like the plague. 

There was a knock at her door.

A smile touched her lips. Mark always knocked, even though he’d been sharing her bed since he’d been hurt.

“Come in!”

But when the door opened, it was Tristan. “May I speak to you a moment?”

She nodded, as a tingle moved down her spine. This man did things to her. Every time she looked at his big hands, she thought of what they felt like touching her. When he spoke, her gaze was glued to his mouth, remembering what his kiss was like.

And she hated that she wasn’t able to hide her thoughts better.

He seated himself at the little white chair in front of her vanity. Looking like an adult squeezing into a kid’s chair.

She smiled. How could such a big man be so quiet? So gentle?

“I would like to discuss Daniel.”

Her happiness fled, and every muscle in her body tensed. “Why?”

“He is not himself, and I feel the change has to do with something that happened between the two of you.”

She raised her chin. “I didn’t do a thing. The guy just has a giant stick up his ass that someone needs to help him remove.”

Tristan lifted a brow. “Daniel is volatile. All fire mages are, but something triggered his mood.”

“You’d have to ask him about that!”

The big man sighed. “You too have been having sex for some time.”

It took her a minute to realize her mouth was hanging open before she closed it. “You knew?”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t hard for an astute observer to notice.”

Her heart raced. “We worried you guys would be mad.”

“Mad?” he shook his head. “I would not be mad that my good friend and the woman we love were having sex. I would caution you about taking such an action with him though. As you have seen, Daniel’s feelings run deeply, and he is not good at handling them.”

“Us having sex didn’t start this.”

He didn’t look convinced. “How much time have you and Daniel spent getting to know each other?”

She felt her cheeks heat. “I mean, we live together, so it isn’t like we’re strangers.”

“Two people can live together and not know one another. Think about roommates. About loveless marriages. Connecting with someone takes time and energy.”

Something about his words made her uncomfortable. “I guess we don’t know each other all that well, but we do know each other.”

“So he spoke to you of his difficult childhood and of his many failed relationships?”

She stiffened. “No, I guess... I didn’t really think about it.”

Tristan was silent for a long minute. “Fire mages are rare. From a young age they are sensitive. They cry often, anger easily, and sleep little. Most are given away. Like Daniel, who grew up in many different foster homes. But unlike most mages, he did not understand what he was until he became an adult. He had no one to guide him in his magic and no one to warn him.”

“Warn him?” she repeated, clenching her hands in her lap.

“Fire fuels fire mages. It makes them stronger and more powerful, but it also makes them crazed. Like a drug addict needing their next fix. They can function normally, using their magic just when needed, but it takes a lot of time and training... which Daniel was never given. He grew to be a man who was passionate. Successful in business. He had cars, homes, and material possessions. Many ‘friends’ clung to him at clubs as he showered them in gifts and liquor. But he had few who truly cared for him.”

Tristan stared off for a moment, as if lost in thought. “When he describes his life, it is first with a zest for all the things he had. But in quiet moments, he describes a very lonely man, desperate for human companionship. He reached for women to make him feel whole, but none knew him well enough to see the broken child within him. When they walked away, it only made him feel more worthless. And so, he turned to his fire more and more. But a fire mage cannot endure the flames forever. And one day they killed him.”

“I—I had no idea.”

“When we journeyed together in the demon realm, he reached for fire every time he hurt. And we would stop him. We were there for him. His friends no matter what side of himself he showed. The day he realized we would not abandon him no matter what, he broke. Never had he imagined that people could see his flaws and still love him.”

Her eyes stung. “That’s awful.”

“I am protective of Daniel in a way that I am not of Mark. Mark is a man who has known love. Who has known kindness. And even though he has also been hurt and known cruelty, he can process his feelings in a way Daniel cannot. When I see you with Daniel, I see a side to you that I do not like. I feel that you have not taken the time to see him for who he is, and you crush him with a reckless cruelty you do not understand.”

“That’s not true!” she argued.

Tristan held up a hand. “Sensitive people lead difficult lives. They either find people who treasure how precious that is, or they find a way to hide who they are from the world in fear. He has many, many defenses to protect how vulnerable he is. And you, a woman he loves, can smash those defenses with a wave of your hand.”

“I never try to hurt him,” she said, but the fight was out of her voice.

“But you do,” he stared. “And sometimes intention means less than action. Your actions are cruel. Even if you don’t remember our lives together, we do. Use your empathy.”

“I tried to talk to him...”

He cocked his head. “And that is enough for you? You feel that you have done enough to be kind to someone who loves you?”

“Damn,” she muttered. “You really know how to make a person feel like crap.”

He frowned. “I am being kind to you. If you were another woman, I would have taken greater action for hurting my friend so badly.”

“Like beating her up?” She asked with a grin.

“Beating?” His jaw dropped. “I do not beat women!”

She couldn’t stop the laugh that exploded from her lips. “It was a joke.”

He rose. “Your humor is... awful.”

That made her laugh harder. “I wasn’t saying you beat women! Just joking about what you do to protect Daniel!”

He crossed the room and planted his hands on both sides of the bed beside her. She was forced to lean back with his face inches from her own. “The only woman I have hit was you, when you begged me to spank you. Hard.”

Her cheeks grew hot. “I have not!”

His mouth quirked. “You have. And you will again.”

She leaned in, desperate for his kiss.

He stood, his cock level with her mouth. “Think about that, sweet Surcy.”

When he turned and left, it took her a long minute to remember to breathe. Damn sexy gargoyles!

And then, she thought of their conversation. Daniel seemed so... angry and tough. Was it really possible that she was hurting him? She’d started to imagine that he had never really loved her, or that maybe he couldn’t love who she was now. But if she accepted what Tristan said... and Daniel loved her but was just too broken to show her that he did, well, she was a complete ass.

She rose and froze. What would she say to him?

Something in her chest ached to find him. Her thoughts kept flashing to the man Tristan described. Someone who had never really known real love other than with her. If she could go to here and now and declare her feelings for him, she would. But do I know how I feel?

Instead of running to his room, she went to her balcony and stared out at Mark’s carefully tended garden, and beyond the treetops to the city that surrounded them. “Damn it, if only I could remember!”

Frustration blossomed within her. It wasn’t fair! If she could just remember, then she could honestly tell him she loved him. But as of now? She felt something for him... but it wasn’t love yet, and she couldn’t lie to him. Going to him now, what could she offer him? Pity.

Daniel wouldn’t want that.

She hated how helpless that made her feel.

So, she remained rooted in place, her hands clenched around the railing. Her mind far away—with a demon she wasn’t sure she’d ever understand. 

No matter how much she wanted to.




Chapter Thirteen

The sound of someone knocking at Surcy’s door filtered out to the balcony. Exhaling slowly, she willed herself to be ready for whatever she might face next, then turned and walked back into her room. “Come in.”

Mark entered, and she swore he looked worse than before. Is he losing weight? 

“Did you use it again?” She hadn’t intended it, but the words came out harshly, almost as bad as an accusation.

He winced. “Yes.”

“And you’ve found another Immortal?”

He nodded.

“Maybe... maybe this time just Daniel and Tristan and I should go,” she offered, knowing it would change nothing.

He drew himself up taller. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re—“

“None of you could find him without me, so this is how it is. There’s no use in discussing it.”

She wanted to argue, but she bit her lip.

“Can you join us at the table?” He held out his hand.

She smiled at the simple gesture and went to him, taking the hand he offered. Instantly, a tingle ran between them, and she moved closer, planting a kiss softly on his lips.

He looked down at her, his blue eyes filled with happiness. “I can’t believe you’re real.”

She touched the stubble on his chin. “Of course I am.”

“It’s just... sometimes when I look at you, all I can think about was the first time we met, how the sun bathed you in light. How we were all worried you’d find out what we were and send us back to the demon-realm.”

Her smile faded. “I wish I remembered.”

“I do too.” His gaze ran over her. “It’s strange to have a whole lifetime of moments with you, and for you to remember none of it. I keep trying to push them away, but they’re still there.”

“I wonder which of us this is stranger for.”

He tilted his head. “It’s painful to remember, but I’d never want to forget.”

She kissed him again, overwhelmed with sadness. “Shall we join the others?”

He nodded and tugged her gently out of the room, his hand still holding hers.

At the table, Daniel and Tristan were eating massive sandwiches, with chips piled high on their plates. When Daniel looked up, his gaze moved to their held hands. He put his sandwich down and stared at his plate.

Suddenly, she felt uncomfortable. She was glad when Mark released her hand and sat down at the table.

“I’ve found another Immortal. And there’s possibly more of them. But there’s a catch.”

“Isn’t there always?” Daniel grumbled.

Mark ignored him. “The next Immortal... I think he may be a dragon.”

“Dragon?” Tristan frowned. “That should be no great problem. Dragons walk among us even now. They are hot-tempered, and conceal their dragon-forms with powerful glamours, but I would think with their egos, they’d be pleased to be named an Immortal.”

Mark shook his head. “There’s something wrong with this dragon. He’s... dangerous.”

Tristan looked unconvinced. “Many believe gargoyles to be strange and dangerous.”

“No,” Mark said. “We need to be prepared for a fight here.”

Tristan shrugged. “I always am.”

They rose from the table and equipped themselves with weapons. As Surcy pulled her daggers from the weapon’s chest, her hand recoiled as she brushed against the gun. Her flesh tingled uncomfortably at its nearness. She wasn’t sure why most paranormal beings hated the feel of the weapons, but she knew they often malfunctioned when they were around any way.

The demons likely keep it here just in case it’s needed.

Closing the chest, she went back out into the main room, where her demons were ready. Mark sat on a chair, his hands pressed against his temple. Another warning sang through her blood, but she pushed it aside. He knew his limits. Right?

“Ready?” Tristan asked, and she knew he was aware of her worries.

She nodded.

Mark rose slowly, and they went to Surcy. They all took hands, and she closed her eyes as Mark sent the image to her. It looked like a mountain top in the clouds. It was a place she could have never imagined, but the picture was all she needed to teleport them there. Taking a deep breath, she felt her powers flow around them. A minute later, the four of them stood on the ledge of the mountain.

“Fuck,” Daniel muttered, moving back from the edge. “Of course it had to be high up.”

Tristan shifted into his gargoyle form, his wings spreading wide behind him as his flesh changed to the stunning color of wet-stone.

She tore her gaze from him and placed a steadying hand on Mark, who looked even paler. “I think this is as close as I could teleport to it.”

“Dragons don’t like to be disturbed and always create shields around their lairs.” Tristan explained slowly. But then, he looked up and frowned. “But unlike the legend, they don’t enjoy living in desolate caves. They enjoy wealth and beauty, such as large manors and castles. This seems... unusual.”

She glanced up to the cloud-covered top of the mountain. “We had better start climbing if we plan on being there any time soon. And, uh, maybe Tristan should take Mark up, so he can get a good view of the place and see if there is anything else he can tell us about it.”

Tristan nodded and wrapped his arms around Mark. It worried her that the druid didn’t refuse him. In seconds, Tristan began to flap his large, stone wings and rose above them, disappearing within the clouds.

“No problem, we can climb,” Daniel muttered, turning to the almost sheer rock, his eyes travelling slowly up. 

Surcy moved beside him, reached up, finding a handhold, and pulled herself up. It wasn’t that she enjoyed climbing, but without her wings, she was left with little choice. She hoped Tristan had the sense not to leave Mark alone at the top.

The climb was more of a challenge than she ever expected. Sweat made her clothes stick uncomfortably to every inch of her body, and she was breathing hard. Several times she nearly lost her grip, but Daniel was always there, one hand clenching the back of her shirt as she gained a stronger handheld.

Glancing up, she saw the top of the mountain just above them and knew her shaking legs would thank her when she got to solid land.

But just as her mouth curled into a smile, a roar shook the earth, sending tiny rocks and dirt raining down onto them. She had to press closer to the rock to keep from falling, even while her heart raced.

“What the fuck was that?” Daniel asked, sounding out of breath.

“I’m guessing an angry dragon.”

He said nothing, but neither of them moved for a long minute, as if waiting for a dragon to come bursting toward them. When nothing terrible happened, she took a deep breath and looked above her once more. They needed to get to the top. If Tristan and Mark were facing an angry dragon, they would need all the help they could get.

She reached for the next handheld.




Chapter Fourteen

Tristan could not take his gaze from the dragon. Gargoyles were not quick to anger. Their decisions were made with intelligence and strategy, not influenced by emotion. But rage consumed him now. This... was wrong.

The dragon had black scales at one point, but now they were nearly gray. Its flesh hung from its grotesquely thin body, and its wings had patchy holes. The chains that bound its neck were thick and covered in spikes, which even now bit into its flesh, sending dark blood running down its scales in rivulets.

His fists clenched. Whoever had done this would die for their cruelty.

The creature was immortal. No matter how it starved. No matter how it bled, it could not die. This was an existence he would not wish on his greatest enemy.

The dragon roared again, but only a puff of smoke left its lips. There was no chance a dragon in this condition could breathe fire. 

“That’s the Immortal,” Mark whispered beside him, leaning against the cave wall.

Tristan nodded. “So, how do we free him?”

Mark shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Tristan allowed his senses to stretch out. The chains contained a spell that prevented the dragon from shifting and from breaking the chain. The magic was ancient, powerful, and perhaps created by Caine himself.

As he stared at the chain, he realized that there was a good chance he could break it. Gargoyles were good with stone and metal, anything that could be used to create.

“I think I could free it.”

“It’d kill you before you could,” Mark said, pushing off from the wall. “If we could reason with it—“

“Him,” Tristan added, because now he was sure it was a male. “Shifters cannot remain in one form or the other for too long. Being a dragon for so long means that he has almost entirely given into the animal within him. I don’t even know if he could understand us now.”

“But we can try,” Mark asserted.

Tristan didn’t have a better idea, so he nodded.

Mark cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses. “Uh, hello—“

The dragon roared. He tried several times to climb to his feet, sending bird bones scattering with every movement, but eventually collapsed back down. His head lay on the ground, but his spinning silver eyes never left them. He looked hungry. And desperate.

Mark took a slight step closer. “We’re here to help you. We know that you’re an Immortal. We know that Caine imprisoned you here, and we can free you, if you’ll let us.”

The dragon neither moved nor responded. He just watched. And waited.

Mark inched forward.

Tristan looked between the druid and the dragon’s chain. “Not too much closer or he’ll reach you.”

“He can’t even get up,” Mark said, frowning.

“For a meal, he can.”

Mark paled a bit and nodded. “Do you understand us? Can we help you?”

Still, the dragon said nothing.

The druid inched forward, and everything happened at once. The dragon shot toward him, and Tristan yanked him back, far out of the dragon’s reach.

He roared, massive teeth snapping. Drool rolling from his mouth as he struggled against the chain, flinging his body over and over toward them.

Tristan patted Mark’s shoulder. “He is a beast now and nothing more.”

A second later, they heard something behind them.

Surcy gasped. “What have they done to him?”

“The bastards tortured him,” Daniel muttered.

“And now he’s lost to his primal side,” Mark explained, sounding hopeless. “Tristan may be able to break the chains, but we can’t get close enough without it killing us.”

“So then, let’s feed it,” Daniel said, as if it was the easiest thing in the world.

They all turned to the fire mage as one.

He shrugged. “The best way to gain an animal’s trust is to feed it and show it that you won’t hurt it. We won’t rescue him quickly, but we can rescue him.”

Mark smiled. “You’re a freaking genius!”

Their plan was harder said than done. Surcy teleported away and appeared back on the ledge below. Tristan plucked her off of it, brought her back to the dragon’s cave, and they threw the dragon whatever meat Surcy had bought. They spent the afternoon doing nothing but feeding the dragon, but even so, it continued to stare at them, waiting for more.

And yet when Tristan moved forward, the creature was always watching, ready to make him his next meal.

They left in the evening and came back each day for seven days. And each day they sensed a change in the dragon. He seemed... less angry. He didn’t roar at their approach, and he didn’t snap when they got closer.

He wasn’t ready yet, but Tristan felt confident that soon he would trust them.

On the seventh day, as they sat at the cave entrance, waiting for the dragon to finish, they heard a strange sound from the back of the cave. 

The dragon stiffened and turned slowly, staring into the darkness.

They tensed. Was it Caine’s angels? Or something even more dangerous?

And then, three haggard people appeared at the entrance to a small tunnel. The dragon lunged at them, and the people cowered back, but his chain took him nowhere near them.

One of the people, a woman with long, tangled black hair and a dirt-streaked face looked at them in shock. “We thought... we thought we heard voices.”

Tristan could not take his eyes off of her. She looked as thin and filthy as the dragon. Was she a prisoner here too?

“We’re here to free the dragon,” Surcy said, her voice hesitant.

The woman’s eyes widened, and she looked between them and the dragon. “You won’t survive that.”

“We have to try.”

For a long minute, tension sung between them. At last, the woman spoke, “I’m Winter. This is Autumn and Spring. And that dragon,” she said, pointing at it, “is Summer. We are the Immortals of the seasons, and Caine has trapped us here longer than we can remember.”

More Immortals?

“Is there no other way out?” Surcy asked, although they all already knew the answer.

Winter shook her head. “Only past Summer. And he’s no longer himself... just a mindless dragon.”

Surcy stood, and they followed her suit. “Well, we’re here to save all of you from Caine.”

Winter nodded. “I don’t think you’ll succeed, but you’re the first ones to try.”

The man named Autumn took a step closer to them. At one point, his long hair was likely the color of fall leaves, but now it was covered in dirt and grime, so much that the color was a muted brown. “We’ve been surviving on the bugs and rats we find in the tunnels. I’m all for anything that might get us out of this hell. That fucking bastard Caine, leaving us down here like animals, knowing we’ll starve but not die.”

Mark spoke, his words soft. “I’m so sorry he did that to you. But we have a plan, we’re feeding him. We’re going to try to calm him enough to remove his chains. And once he can shift, he should regain some of his mind.”

Autumn looked at the dragon. “Sure you don’t have any dragon tranquilizers?”

Daniel laughed. “If only.”

Spring moved forward. Her hair fell down to her ankles, hair that had once been blonde. And her skin was pale. Dead flowers sprouted from her hair, and her expression was that of hopelessness. “You should know there is another reason why we emerged from the tunnels today.”

Tristan frowned. This doesn’t sound good.

“This is the day the angels come. They give us scraps of food and ask us if we have forgotten the outside world yet.”

His heart sped up. Angels? If they came, there was evidence everywhere that people had been here. The bones of all the meat they’d been feeding the dragon littered the floor, and the creature no longer looked nearly as starved and crazed.

“If they come, our plan is doomed,” Tristan said, low enough so the Immortals wouldn’t catch his words.

“But—“ Mark began.

“If they do not kill them in fear of us saving them, they will wait here and spring a trap for the next time we come.”

“We can’t save him today,” Surcy said. “He isn’t ready. He’ll kill you.”

Tristan looked between the beast and the Immortals. He had no choice. He couldn’t leave them to suffer, not knowing what Caine and his angels would do now that they’d been found. Yes, the dragon still seemed unable to communicate with them, and gave no indication of his human-side, but Tristan would take the risk.

He had to.

“I remove his chains. Today.”

“And what if you actually succeed in releasing him, and he immediately eats all of us?” Daniel asked, with a frown.

“All of you will go to safety.”

“Like fucking hell,” Daniel said, shaking his head.

“I’m made of stone. I can endure some of the dragon’s attack.”

“Some,” Daniel emphasized. “Not all. His teeth will turn you to dust.”

Tristan shrugged. “Then, I’ll avoid his teeth.”

“Surcy, tell him what a dumbass he’s being,” Daniel shouted, drawing the gazes of the Immortals and the dragon.

Tristan’s gaze swung to her, and their eyes met. For a minute it was hard to breathe. Did his little angel have any idea the effect she had on him? He was certain she didn’t have a clue.

She didn’t remember their many moments together, or their nights spent tangled in each other’s arms, but he did. And it killed him to not be allowed to touch her now.

Curling his hands into fists, he willed himself to look at her without seeing her. To not notice how fluid, how graceful her movements were as she moved toward him. He told himself that her skin wasn’t flushed and healthy, that her long, black hair wasn’t silky and begging to be touched, and that the curves of her face and full lips weren’t flawless.

But even his own mind screamed that he lied.

She was... stunning.

Her breathing increased, and his gaze moved to her breasts. The slight rise and fall of the twin mounds were intoxicating to watch. His body begged him to reach out and stroke them, to cup them in his hard hands and feel their delicious weight.

But he could not touch her. He would not touch her. Not until she loved him again.

“Tristan?” she said his name softly.

Does she feel our connection too?

“Yes.”

“Do you really think you can do this?”

He nodded. Of course he could do it. It was dangerous, but he was not easy to kill.

Reaching up, she pushed his hair back from his face, tucking it behind his ear. A thousand memories came back to him in a rush. Of the first time they met. Even as an angel hunting demons, the connection between them had been powerful. Her slightest touch made him feel more than he had in all his years as a gargoyle, and the power that moved between them was there, even now.

Rising up on her tiptoes, she pressed the lightest kiss to his lips.

He held himself still, afraid of what he might do if he let the wall between them crumble.

“You be careful,” she whispered. “Do you understand me? Because if you let that dragon hurt you. I’ll kick your ass.”

He smiled. “You won’t be rid of me so easily, little angel.”

Her gaze darkened, and she leaned up again. This time when she kissed him it wasn’t lightly, and he felt the wall between them falling. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her closer, and his lips slanted over hers. She was so soft, his angel. Her mouth hot and hungry against his. And when she parted her lips, her tongue tangling with his, he forgot all about the dragons and the Immortals.

This was all he wanted. Surcy. In his arms. Safe and loved forever.

When she pulled back, breaking their kiss, they were both breathing hard. He stared at her, wanting to see the familiar face of a lover. Instead, her expression was surprised. Like it was their first kiss. It both hurt and fascinated him.

She might never remember him, but maybe she could love him again.

“So,” Mark cleared his throat. “What’s the plan?”

Tristan tore his gaze from his love and stared at the tired druid. “You three find a place to hide. When the dragon is released, we do not know what he will do. He may instinctually shift into his human form. He might become crazed and hunt like a starved animal. You do not wish to be his next meal.”

“And if he does that, what will you do?” Mark asked, looking as if he disapproved of their plan.

“I will get as far from him as quickly as I can.”

Daniel laughed. “I guess that’s a plan.”

Tristan looked between the two men. One frowning. One smiling. And yet, they were both worried. Do not be concerned. I won’t leave you so easily.

“Take care of her,” he ordered them.

Daniel nodded. “We will.”

And there it was. He didn’t just mean right now. He meant if anything went wrong. And they both knew it.

He didn’t watch them as they slowly left the cave. He might feel something then, and he couldn’t waste time with such things now. Instead, he turned his gaze to the Immortals on the other side of the cave.

“I am releasing him now. Stay far enough back that he cannot reach you.”

Their eyes widened, but they obeyed him.

Turning to the dragon, they openly evaluated each other. Gargoyles and dragons were typically allies. For all the rumors about dragons’ tempers and selfishness, they didn’t like powerful beings preying on humans either. There were times in the past the creatures had even fought at his side.

We are the same, he sent the thought to the dragon.

Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought the beast stiffened.

I am going to free you. And you are not going to kill any of us. You may shift. You may hunt. But we are not your enemies.

The dragon’s silver eyes swirled, but he didn’t send a thought in return.

Truly, Tristan wasn’t certain whether he’d forgotten how to respond, but understood, or if he was completely lost to the beast.

Closing his eyes, he shifted into his gargoyle form. It took only seconds for his flesh to become hard stone, and for his stone wings to sprout from his back. When he was finished, he took a deep breath, opened his eyes, and inched forward.

When he drew close enough for the beast to attack, the dragon remained still, watching.

Tristan hoped that was a good sign as he closed in. The dragon’s leg twitched as he drew near his foot, but still, the beast did not attack.

His heart raced as he came to stand just beside his head. This close up, the dragon was even larger. Big enough to close its jaws around him in one deadly bite. Never before had he approached a wild creature this large and this unpredictable. And he hoped never to have to do it again.

I will remove your chains now. It may hurt, but then you’ll be free.

To his shock, the dragon turned its head, showing him the chains around its throat.

Dark blood ran from the sharp tips that pressed into its throat from the collar, more flowing with his movement. It turned Tristan’s stomach, but he forced himself to focus. The collar was strong and thick, but he sensed the weak points in it. Reaching forward, he wrapped his hands on either side of the weakest point and began to pull.

A low growl emanated from the dragon’s chest, but he didn’t attack.

Tristan took that as a good sign and continued to pull. A crack formed in the metal. He was breathing hard, pulling with all his might. His stone hands commanded the metal to weaken, to break. He seemed to press a vibration into the material that sent the crack deeper and deeper. Every muscle in his body strained. His teeth clenching painfully together. He was so close. 

So close.

But still, the chain held.

The dragon moved slightly. More blood ran from where Tristan was unintentionally digging the spikes deeper into its throat. Soon the beast would become impatient. Soon he would attack.

Tristan could feel his one chance ticking away with each second that passed.

And then, like a crack of lightning, the collar broke, hitting the ground.

The sound seemed to echo around them. Tristan inched back as the dragon rose onto its feet. Rotating its neck, he seemed to be testing whether the collar was truly gone. And then, he threw back his head and roared.

Only this was a sound of triumph.

Tristan smiled. Soon the haggard creature would be powerful once more.

And then, the air changed. Tristan frowned and looked to the cave entrance. What was wrong?

Something hit the ground outside of the cave. The dragon’s head whirled to the sound.

And there, in the entrance, angels approached. Three of them, holding dead birds in their hands. One spoke. The other two laughed.

Tristan tried to move back, but he wasn’t fast enough. The dragon moved like lightning, knocking him back against the cave wall with a power that made his vision blacken.

The screams of the angels echoed around him, and the most horrible sound came. Of bones cracking and blood gushing.

Tristan sucked in deep breaths. He knew enough of battle to know what happened. As his vision returned, he struggled to his feet. His chest, back, and head ached, but he was fine. Stumbling to the back cave, he barely entered before spotting the Immortals.

They ran to him.

“Our collars,” Spring whispered, pointing to the thin bands of steel.

Steadying himself, he grasped hers and snapped it with a flick of his wrist. She wept happy tears as he moved to Autumn and Winter. When all of their collars hit the ground, Autumn grabbed his shoulder.

“Thank you. The Seasons are in your debt.”

“You are not safe yet. Caine will simply catch you once more. There is a sanctuary for your kind. You must go there, until it is time to overthrow him.”

Autumn’s cracked lips curled into a smile. “Send me the image, demon, and we’ll get there.”

The Immortal closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against Tristan’s. Tristan thought of the paths to the sanctuary, and then of the sanctuary itself. He tried to show it from the ground and sky, seeking to give them as much information as possible.

At last, the Immortal pulled back. “Thank you. That will do.”

He nodded, and the three battered Immortals left the cave, backs straight.

There was something wrong. He was certain of it the moment they came out into the dragon’s empty space. It wasn’t the entrance, which was splattered with blood. It was something in the air that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Walking out into the open, his jaw dropped.

Dozens of angels surrounded the weakened dragon as it struggled to flap its wings. Their soul-blades were lit with light, and they swung each time he snapped at them. The dragon turned its head, saw him, and roared, only it was a sound of desperation.

A shiver moved through his body, and his hand went to the sword at his back.

“They’ll kill him,” Summer whispered.

“No, they won’t,” Tristan told her.

Moving forward, he severed a head from one of the angels. That got the others attention. Two turned to look at him. The dragon clamped its teeth over one of them, and threw back its head, devouring the angel.

Chaos erupted in the white-winged angels, a few raced at him, while the others spread out their circle around the dragon. Tension hung between them as he faced them, hoping they wouldn’t notice the helpless Immortals behind him.

One sword struck his. The sound of metal on metal rang through the air.

He pushed back his opponent. Caught the blade of another angel, and kicked it in the stomach, sending the massive man back.

A blade struck his shoulder, vibrating through his stone body. 

Fool.

He whirled, catching the angel’s shocked expression as he sliced his head off.

More attacked. Blades struck him from every angle. At first only an annoyance, but after a time, the soul-blade sent aches through his body. The damn blades were different than regular ones, imbued with angel magic.

Unfortunately.

Gritting his teeth, he continued to move until the dragon was behind his back. His large wings flapping hopelessly. And then, to Tristan’s shock, the beast began to rise into the air.

The angels, damn them, followed the beast as it wobbled in the sky on its broken wings. 

Tristan felt fury uncurl within him. Clutching his blade more tightly, he shot into the sky after them. The battle was a dangerous one. The dragon was driven by a need to survive. Tristan had to stay close, had to knock the angels back as they attacked the dragon’s wings.

And yet, the angels were everywhere, teleporting into the sky, surrounding them. The sky filled with white-winged bastards hell-bent on destroying an innocent creature.

The dragon let out the most horrible sound, and then, it shifted in midair. A man fell from the sky, his eyes closed, his face pale.

Tristan dove for him, catching the shifter in his arms. His heart raced as he refused to look back at the angels who surrounded them. He just flew with all his might, choosing a direction at random. He could not let the Immortal die. He had to save him. Not because of Caine, or the fight, but because this man was an innocent who had been tortured and destroyed as a person.

Tristan knew what that felt like.

His heartbeat filled his ears. He could sense the angels just behind him. They shouted for him to stop, but an angel couldn’t compete with a gargoyle.

Slowly, the noise faded away. He continued to fly without slowing, but he also glanced down at the man in his arms. He was massive, even for a shifter. It was clear from his broad shoulders and the size of his hands that he had once been a muscular man. 

His filthy blond hair had grown long, and a straggly beard hung to his belly. Tristan thought of the dragon with its broken wings and its sagging scales.

Looking behind him, he saw the angels far in the distance, still losing ground. Soon, this man would be safe.

But what of Surcy? And Mark? And Daniel? What of the other Immortals?

His instincts screamed to turn back, but it would mean death for the broken shifter in his arms. And so, he kept flying but he never stopped worrying.




Chapter Fifteen

Surcy crouched beside Daniel and Mark in the small cave hidden just around the corner from the main entrance. 

“We have to help him!” Surcy whispered, trying to rise.

Daniel caught her arm and pulled her back down. “Sit down, and shut up. Or you’ll make things worse.”

Rage uncoiled within her. “Don’t tell me to shut up, you shitbag!”

She tried to shake her arm free of him, but his grip only tightened. “I’m not a... shitbag. But they’re fighting in the air. We’re useless there. We’ll be sitting ducks, so you have to use your brain a little.”

“My brain—!”

Mark cut her off. “Daniel, don’t talk to her like that. But Surcy, he’s right. We can’t teleport up here. If we want to escape, we have to scale down a mountain... which we’d never survive with the angels attacking, so our best bet is to stay here.”

“But—“

Suddenly, Daniel rose slightly, looking behind her out the cave entrance.  “Stay here. And I mean it.”

And then, he ducked out of the cave.

Surcy’s heart clenched. She whirled to follow after him, but this time, Mark caught her arm.

“What are you doing?” she said, feeling panic rise within her. “We need to stop him. You’re right. He’s exposed out there. It’s too dangerous!”

Out of the corner of her eyes, she caught a movement. The three Immortals were hovering by the entrance to the main cave. 

Sweat dripped down her back. If just one angel saw them, their lives could end with the flick of their swords. Yes, they’d be reborn... so that Caine could torture them all over again, but that would be the end of their chance to help them.

“What is he doing?” Mark murmured.

Daniel walked past the Immortals. Pointed to where Surcy and Mark were hiding, then kept going. As he emerged out of the shadows of caves, and out into the open beneath the angels. He pulled something from his pocket. Not his sword from his back. Not a dagger. But a small silver item from his pocket.

“What is that?” she asked, heart hammering.

He turned back and gave Mark and Surcy the saddest smile, then flicked his finger. A little flame blossomed to life. And as she watched, the flame spread over his body until he blazed. It continued further until it lit the very sands, spreading out until the entire top of the mountain behind the caves blazed with fire.

Then, and only then, he withdrew his sword.

The angels had seen him. Watching the flames grow in confusion. And then, they circled above him, staying out of reach of the fire.

Surcy’s entire heart squeezed in fear. The three Immortals left the cave entrance and raced to Surcy and Mark. Mark helped them sit down near the back of the small cave. She heard him murmuring words of comfort to them, but her focus was on Daniel.

What had he been thinking? Yes, it was the distraction the Immortals needed to reach them safely, but what would he do now with an army of angels surrounding him?

She doubted he’d thought further than that. The damn fire mage.

And yet, her legs ached with a need to run to him. Seeing him out there, exposed and alone, made her feel helpless. And she hated feeling helpless.

Again.

“How do we help him?” she whispered.

Mark knelt down beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “He’ll be fine.”

“Can he last forever like that?”

Mark took a long second to answer. “No, eventually the fire will kill him.”

She turned to him in shock.

“But not for a long time,” Mark rushed out.

“Then, what’s his plan?”

The druid shrugged. “I’m sure he has one.”

Surcy pushed his arm off of her. “Why don’t you seem worried?”

Mark sighed and moved to rest his back against the side of the cave, suddenly looking very tired. “I’m less worried about this situation and more worried about what’s going to happen when we get home. Daniel has a way of getting out of tricky spots, but he’s in a bad place. I don’t want this to encourage him to start using fire again.”

She looked between the angels trying pathetically to use their swords on Daniel, but flying back every time they got too close. “I don’t know how you have so much faith that this insane situation is going to work out, but he can’t control his addiction.”

Mark closed his eyes. “Spoken like a person who knows nothing about addiction. I’m sorry, Surcy, but angels he can fight. Himself? Well, he might not be strong enough. Especially without you at his side.”

“I’m on his side,” she said, feeling prickly. Hadn’t she just been talked to by Tristan about this?

In answer, the Immortal known as Spring spoke. “If we could shift, we could help end this. But we can’t. It’s like our bodies forgot that side of ourselves after so long.”

Surcy turned to the blonde, and her emotions changed. The three Immortals looked so weak and so sickly. Their backup plan couldn’t be that they’d shift and save them all.

It’s our job to protect them. 

No, not ours. Mine.

Mark was exhausted from using the God Finder. These people were suffering. She was the only one who could help Daniel. But how?

And then, it hit her. A completely insane plan. But one she knew could work.

“What do you think the chances are that the angels will find you here?” she asked.

Spring answered with certainty. “They won’t. They’ll either assume we already escaped or that we’re in the tunnels.”

She nodded, feeling more certain with every passing second. “Mark, keep them hidden here. We’ll be back.”

“Surcy...”

Rising, she slowly and cautiously made her way out of the cave, sliding along the outside of the larger cave until she reached the entrance. Daniel was still surrounded by fire. The angels were no longer attacking, but staying just out of his reach.

Let’s do this!

“Daniel!” she shouted.

He turned, his eyes widening in shock.

As one, the angels turned to her too.

“Get rid of the fire!” she shouted, then, taking a deep breath, she ran towards him.

His jaw tensed, and the fire around him suddenly leapt from the earth, latching onto the white-winged angels. Screams surrounded them as their wings burned, and sparks of fire fell down from the sky like rain.

She didn’t slow, even when she felt the sting of the embers on her skin. She just continued toward Daniel. His arms were outstretched as he forced all the fire from her path. And from him. 

But as he did, he took several steps back, the sand and rocks at the edge of the mountain tumbled over the edge as he neared it. And yet, he seemed unaware of how close he was to falling to his death. 

She sped up, her muscles burning as she sought to reach him in time. When she drew closer, his gaze moved back to her. She saw the moment he realized she wasn’t going to slow. He put his hands out as if to stop her, but she was going too fast.

Her arms wrapped around him. For an instant, she tried to flap her wings, her instincts going against all logic. And then, they plummeted over the edge, tangled together.

The wind whistled around them. Daniel wrapped himself around her, as if doing so could protect her from the fall. And when she felt the tingle that told her she’d passed through the barrier surrounding the mountain top, she teleported.

They hit the ground, her on top of Daniel. Their breathing was hard, his strong arms wrapped around her. For a long minute, they just held each other, too relieved to do anything else. Her eyes squeezed shut, and she inhaled his smoky scent. It was familiar, and yet, unexpected.

“What were you thinking?” he whispered. “I had a plan.”

What was I thinking? “I needed to keep you safe.”

“Why?”

She pulled back and stared at him as his arms dropped to his side. “You have to know I care about you.”

The look of absolute pain that ran over his face made her heart stop. He didn’t know. He actually didn’t know.

“Daniel...”

He shook his head, closing his eyes.

“I care about you. I know things are different now, but—“

“You have absolutely no reason to care about me. I’m an asshole. I don’t know how I got you to love me the first time, but you’re not going to be that dumb again.”

She couldn’t breathe as she leaned down and brushed a light kiss against his lips.

His eyes opened, two dark pools of anguish.

“You’re not an asshole... you’re wings.”

“Wings?” he repeated, raising a brow.

“Yes,” she felt more certain now. “When wings are curled up, they look like nothing. Maybe even ugly piles of feathers... but when they open up, everything changes. They’re beautiful. Not just beautiful, but capable of amazing things! Some people are wings. And you’re wings. There’s nothing wrong with the fact that it takes you longer to open up to people. And there’s nothing wrong with the fact that that’s the time where they see who you really are.”

“I’m wings,” he said, and the slightest smile touched his lips.

She gave him another gentle kiss. “And wings are absolutely loveable.”

Her words seemed to break something inside of him. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her tightly against him. His mouth sought hers, and then, they were kissing. Not their hard normal kisses, but this time it felt different. Less rushed.

When he broke the kiss, they were both breathing hard, staring at each other. And then, his gaze moved away from her and widened. 

“Where did you teleport us to?”

She glanced around. They were in a cabin of some kind. There was a mustiness in the air, and the curtains were drawn, but it was still a strangely comforting place, with a tiny kitchen, living room, and a massive bed in the back. They were lying on a rug in front of a dark fireplace.

“I don’t know.”

His gaze moved back to her. “You don’t?”

She shook her head.

He seemed to be choosing his words with care. “This is another hideout we have. A cabin we used to go to when we wanted to be alone.”

I’ve been here before?

Her heart raced. “I don’t remember it, but I took us here, so... so I must still have my memories somewhere inside of me!”

He smiled, making her insides tremble.

“What if I could remember? Then everything could go back to the way things were! I could be me again!”

His brows drew together, and his smile vanished. “Listen, I know we’ve all been walking around like a pack of heartbroken animals, but your lost memories don’t mean you’re not yourself anymore.”

“Daniel, come on.”

“I mean it. You’re still you. And you have to know that even if your memories do come back, you won’t be the same.”

Her stomach pitched. “Do you not want me to remember?”

He smirked. “I’m just saying I don’t care either way. You’re Surcy, no matter what.”

The strangest realization hit her in that moment. Daniel meant it. He really didn’t care whether she remembered or not.

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed her face against his throat and tried to hold back the tears. She’d felt such pressure since the moment she’d met these demons to remember who she was and to become the woman they loved. The idea that they could love her just the way she was made her feel relieved in a way she could never explain.

“It’s okay,” he whispered against her head, and his hand went to her temple. Slowly, he began to rub circles into her skin, and she melted with a slight moan. “See, you love it when I do this, now and then.”

She relaxed more deeply against him. “How long do you think it’ll take for the angels to leave and for us to go back?”

“Maybe we’ll check back right before nightfall.”

That would probably give the angels enough time to sniff around, but also time for them to climb down where she could teleport them safely away.

“Do you think Tristan is okay?”

Daniel laughed. “Of course. Tristan can handle himself.”

She closed her eyes. It was nice to feel the rumble of Daniel’s laugh through his chest. This man was strangely comfortable to lie on. Even though they’d slept together many times before, she’d never felt closer to him than she did in that moment.

“What should we do until then?” she asked, not really caring.

“I have an idea.”

She didn’t know what to expect at the slight teasing note in his voice, but she never expected what happened. They played cards at the table. A game he assured her they both loved. And as soon as she got the hang of it, it became an absolute blast, because she kicked his ass every time.

Daniel was not a good loser.

She was not a good winner.

So the game was more fun than she ever imagined. He swore. She danced obnoxiously every time she won, and they ate popcorn and drank soda.

When it came time for them to go again, she felt strangely sad. “It was nice to pretend that everything is normal for a little while.”

He looked up from where he was still seated at the table, putting the cards away. “One day we’ll be able to enjoy things like this all the time. When we’ve defeated Caine, and we’re sure you’re safe from him.”

“And that his angels can never drag the three of you back to the demon-realm,” she added with force.

He smiled. “That too.”

Rising, she watched as he moved toward her. His blond hair was messy after all they’d been through, sticking up in random spots. His face was neatly shaved, as always, showing the incredible lines of his face. 

It was hard to breathe as he got closer. Daniel was truly a beautiful man. He didn’t have the ruggedness than Tristan had, or the nerdy-hotness that Mark had. He had something else. A confident spirit hiding a softer side. Like wings.

He took her hands with a shyness she hadn’t expected. “Shall we go?”

She nodded, but didn’t teleport them. “Thanks... for the cards.”

He smiled, his genuine smile. The one that seemed uncertain. “You’re welcome.”

But still, she hesitated. “Are you staying away from fire?”

His eyes widened, and she saw it in his face.

“Daniel...”

“I’m working on it.”

Her entire chest ached. “You kicked it once. You’ll kick it again, because we’re here for you. We won’t let you fall down that path.”

He nodded, but his expression was troubled.

“Is it when you go for walks?”

His gaze met hers again. “Yes.”

Her hands tightened on his. “Then, for now on we go for walks together.”

He let out a breath that seemed to shake his whole chest. “I’d like that. I’ve just been so lonely, and—“

She released his hands and shot into his arms. I’m such a freaking idiot. Of course he’s lonely. I’ve been using him for sex and not caring about him. Tristan was right to scold me. I deserved it!

“From now on you’re not going to be lonely. You’re going to be annoyed, because we’re going to stick to you like glue.”

He laughed, that rumbling laugh she loved. “All right.”

When she drew back, she caught his hands again. “Ready?”

“Ready.” 

Taking a deep breath, she transported them back to the edge just beyond the barrier around the mountaintop, praying the angels were gone. And praying Mark and the Immortals were safe.




Chapter Sixteen

Mark stood on legs that shook and leaned heavily against the cave wall, wincing and wrapping an arm around his stomach. He didn’t want to tell the others, they’d already been through so much, but he felt like he was going to throw up. His entire body felt wrong. Weak. And it scared him.

I need to protect these frightened prisoners. Not lay in a corner puking. Damn it!

The worst part of it all—this was his fault. He’d known he was pushing himself too hard. He just didn’t realize he was making himself fucking useless in the process.

Next time he looked for Immortals, he would take more breaks from the God Finder. Because this time he’d plunged forward, every time he saw a glimpse of an Immortal in a vision, and was shot back out of the vision, he pressed back in. He’d done it over and over again for weeks, determined to pull all the pieces together enough to see where to find them.

Because of that feeling.

When his stomach calmed, he peered out of the cave entrance. The angels seemed to have vanished an hour earlier, but he could never be sure about the slimy little creatures. As weak as he felt, he couldn’t risk giving away their hiding place. If they found them, and he was unable to fight, everything they’d done would be for nothing.

And yet, he couldn’t escape the nagging feeling he’d had the last few weeks. The one that said their time was drawing to an end. That the battle between the realms would rage soon, and without the Immortals, they’d lose.

He wanted to believe the feeling was nothing more than anxiety, but he knew better. His druid’s staff might have been broken, still lying in pieces in the sanctuary, but his powers still lay within him. And they screamed that he needed to keep pushing himself, no matter the price, or all would be lost.

But I won’t be useful to them if I can’t help.

As the sun set, its rays painting the top of the burnt mountaintop, Surcy and Daniel came over the edge. He moved without thinking, walking out to greet them. Surcy ran into his arms, holding him tightly, and Daniel patted his back, with a smile. He sensed a change within them. They seemed... closer. 

It made him happy. When he died, they’d need each other.

“So, what’s the plan now?” he asked, forcing the words past his tired lips.

“We take them to the sanctuary,” Surcy said, no doubt in her voice. “Do you think they’re strong enough to climb down a little?”

I know I’m not.

“No.”

She nodded. “Then, I hope they aren’t afraid of heights, because I can teleport them after they jump.”

“We aren’t,” Spring emerged from the cave, followed by the other Immortals. “But we can’t go to the sanctuary first.”

Surcy frowned. “Why?”

“We need to go to our sacred island to regain our strength.”

“You’ll be exposed to Caine and the angels. They could take you back at any moment.”

Spring smiled. “It’s the only way we can regain our strength, and we’re certain it’s where the gargoyle will take Summer.”

Surcy looked like she wanted to keep arguing.

But Daniel answered. “Alright, we can take you there, but we need to leave as quickly as possible.”

Spring nodded.

Autumn and Winter came to stand at their sides, looking as if they might collapse at any moment.

“Show me where you need me to teleport you,” Surcy said, moving toward them. “And I can take you one at a time over the edge.”

Autumn stiffened and moved in front of Spring. “You can teleport?” His eyes narrowed. “Are you an angel?”

Surcy paled. “I was an angel. I turned my back on Caine.”

Instantly tension sang through the air. Mark looked between the Immortals and Surcy.

Uh oh.




Chapter Seventeen

Surcy stared at the Immortals. They looked... upset. Her stomach churned, and for some reason, she felt ashamed.

I didn’t choose to be an angel. They can’t possibly hold it against me. Could they?

“I’m no longer serving Caine because I have to; I’m serving a cause I believe in.”

“Which explains your missing wings.” Spring reached out and touched her back lightly.

Surcy winced and nodded.

Autumn crossed his arms over his chest. “And we’re really just supposed to accept that?”

She didn’t know what to say. It was almost surreal. She’d lost so much when she lost her wings, and yet, she was still seen as an enemy by these Immortals. Is that how the rest of her life would be? The thought made the weight on her shoulders feel heavier.

“You can always stay here,” Daniel said, indicating the mountain. His tone dripping with sarcasm. “I mean, sure we risked our lives to save all of you, but if the fact that she’s an angel bothers you that much, stay here. Keep wasting away. Keep starving. Why the fuck should we care?”

Winter held out her hands. “Enough! Apologize, Autumn.”

Autumn glared.

“Apologize you angry old, shifter!” Daniel ordered.

Autumn kept glaring, but mumbled out an apology.

Winter nodded. “Sorry, he gets cranky when he doesn’t eat. And he’s been hungry for a long time.”

Surcy tried to push away the hurt his words had brought, but they lingered. At least you have Daniel here to defend you. Glancing back at his angry expression made her sadness ease. It was actually kind of nice to see his temper directed at someone else.

A little laugh exploded from her lips.

His gaze jerked to her. “What?”

“Nothing,” but she couldn’t keep the smile from her face.

Like a force of nature, he came to her, sweeping her hair back from her neck and kissing her until her knees went weak. When he pulled back, she clung to the front of his shirt.

“Wow.”

“Maybe that’ll teach you not to laugh at me.”

Unable to help herself, she slid her hands down his chest. “Or maybe I’ll tease you more.”

Suddenly, arms wrapped around them. She turned to find Mark grinning like mad. “You two made up!”

“We weren’t fighting!” Surcy protested.

Daniel reached out and ruffled Mark’s hair. “Yeah, we made up.”

Mark kissed Surcy’s neck in just the right spot to send tingles through her body. “Good.”

“We might want to continue this when everyone is safe,” Daniel said, but there was humor in his voice.

“Of course,” Mark pulled back and fiddled with his glasses, giving them both a tired smile.

Surcy wanted to pull them both back to her again. She wanted to inhale their familiar scents and feel their strong arms around her. But as always, there wasn’t time for that.

Trying not to look disappointed, she turned and walked back to the Immortals, who watched their exchange with interest. When she stopped in front of Spring, she was suddenly struck by the underlying beauty beneath all the dirt. Her eyes were the purest blue, like the petals of an extraordinary flower. No mortal had eyes like hers.

Her heart raced as Spring lifted her hands and touched the sides of her face. Instantly, images bombarded her. There was a beach of glowing golden sand. Large trees with golden apple-like fruits , and houses woven from nature itself were concealed within the trees.

Home. The word echoed through her mind with a sadness that rang through her very soul.

Surcy opened her eyes and nodded. “I’ll get you there.”

The Immortal smiled. “I know you will.”

Surcy stepped back from her and looked at the other Immortals. Autumn no longer watched her with suspicious eyes; instead, his amber-colored eyes were filled with interest. And Winter’s eyes, so dark they were black, were oddly intelligent. As if she was evaluating everything that had taken place, and had come to some kind of decision.

“Who should I take first?” she asked, feeling strangely humbled in their presence.

“Spring,” Autumn and Winter said at once.

The Immortal took her hand without question, and Surcy nearly jumped at how cold and boney it was. Leading her to the edge of the mountain, she stopped and looked back.

“I’ll be right back.”

Daniel raised a brow. “We’ll be here.”

She almost laughed. But instead, she looked at the Immortal. “Ready?”

Spring nodded, and as one, they jumped.

Chapter Eighteen

It was long past nightfall when Surcy had finally brought everyone to the tiny island. Tristan and the Immortal were already there when they reached it. The dragon-shifter was in his human-form, but unlike the other Immortals, he never spoke. He just moved among the trees eating apples with a desperation that spoke of his hunger. In fact, all the Immortals ate and ate.

As the night grew later, she began to nod off. All the fighting, along with using her powers, was exhausting. And yet, she couldn’t get comfortable on the beach. 

I’m pretty sure I have a seashell poking me right in the back. Ugh! She pulled it out, lay down again, and still squirmed, unable to rest.

When Tristan suggested she head home to get some sleep, she gratefully leapt at the chance. If she didn’t get a good night’s sleep, she had no idea how she’d be able to teleport so many people to the sanctuary in the morning.  

And after that, my demons can sleep for days, if they want to.

She returned to their empty home and showered, then changed for bed. A strange tension filled the air, and she found it difficult to sleep. Staring into the darkness, she tried to decide why she was feeling so uneasy, but nothing came to mind.

The Immortals and my demons are safe. I’m safe. So what’s wrong with me?

A teasing wind blew the white curtains near her balcony, bringing with it the sweet scents of Daniel’s garden. The scent reminded her of the sweet demon. And, at last, she was able to close her eyes. With a smile on her lips, she snuggled deeper into her pillows and felt herself slipping into sleep.

Something made her open her eyes as she shifted. And a man was standing over her.

Her eyes flashed open again. A scream caught in her throat.

Even though she’d never seen him through his cloud of dark magic, she knew it was him. Caine. He radiated a power so intense that it took her breath away. His hair was dark. His eyes pale and cruel. His body was neither thin, nor muscular. Instead, he was built like a man whose strength was woven into every inch of his flesh. He wore a simple dark shirt and pants, and his expression was intense.

“Surcy,” he practically purred her name.

On instinct she tried to teleport away, but his powers held her there.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered, in horror.

He slid closer. “Must we do this every time?”

Her hands were sweaty, clutching the blanket to her chest as if it could stop whatever was about to happen. “I don’t understand.”

He slid even closer. “You, Surcy, are my spy. That is the only reason I didn’t simply call you to me and throw you into the Soul Destroyer. And now, you and your filthy demons have angered me by taking my Immortals. So, you are going to show me where they are, and I’m going to end their worthless lives.”

No! She stiffened. She would not allow this to happen. She couldn’t!

“Don’t touch me!”

He lifted his hand. “Always so stubborn. Even until the end.”

Taking a deep breath, she watched as his hand grew closer. Then, moving faster than she ever had before, she called her soul-blade to her and struck out. His hand went flying.

She leapt on the bed as a scream of pain left his lips, then jumped toward him, determined to sever his damn head. Instead, he raised his good hand, and she hung in midair for a painful second before being thrown back against the mattress.

Her soul-blade vanished, and then he was over her, his one good hand wrapped around her throat. “You’re going to pay for that, Surcy. And your demons are going to pay for that. I might not be able to kill them yet, but I can make them suffer, and I will.”

She struggled, thrashing on the bed. Her legs kicking wildly, but his hold on her throat was relentless. Her vision dimmed, and then she felt him, like a spider crawling through her mind. She fought him, with every ounce of her being, but she knew the second he found what he was searching for. The location of the four Immortals.

His voice held immense power. “I knew they wouldn’t just go to the sanctuary.”

She felt tears slide down her cheeks.

“Now, where did you hide that damn mermaid?”

Again, he pilfered through her thoughts, her memories, with a reckless, violating power that made her choke down a sob.

“Ah! She too refused the sanctuary.” She felt his cold lips press against her temple. “I wonder how it will feel to know that every risk you took, everything you and your demons did was for nothing. I will simply take the Immortals back, and leave you all to suffer the consequences.”

“Bastard,” she ground out, more tears rolling down her cheeks.

She felt his lips smile against her skin. “You know what the best part is? You’re the one who betrayed them. You ruined it all for them.” Then, his voice grew quieter. “And you won’t even remember it.”

That horrible feeling came again, of him prying inside her mind, and then, everything went black.




Chapter Nineteen

Tristan watched as the morning sun rose over the horizon, feeling strangely satisfied. This island was one blessed by the four Immortals who controlled the seasons. No one else had ever walked these golden sands, until them. He could feel the healing energy of the powerful magic coursing through his skin. He liked the impact it had on those he protected.

The Immortals had eaten the golden apples for hours. And over that time, they’d visibly changed. Their skin glowed. They gained weight, filling out their bodies. And they seemed to hum with power with each passing second.

They’d then stripped off their clothes and bathed in the waters that surrounded the island. Waters that sparkled like stars. When they’d finally emerged, they wore clothing representative of their seasons. And they also wore smiles.

Only the Immortal known as Summer seemed to have no emotion. He ate, bathed, and curled up on the sands without a word or a sign of his feelings. And yet, when they slept, they all slept curled together on the sands.

We were right to take them here.

He’d debated whether he was making a mistake. The shifter he carried had woken, pointing and guiding Tristan as he flew him. Tristan had thought he should bring the shifter to sanctuary, but seeing how their lands healed them, he was glad he didn’t. They needed this.

They deserved it after all they had been through.

And now, Daniel and Mark were sleeping contently near him, the Immortals only a few feet further away, and Surcy safely in their home.

He felt... happy. Nothing made him happier than when the people under his protection were safe. Perhaps it was the gargoyle in him, but he didn’t mind.

Closing his eyes, he felt the sun as it caressed his flesh. Since meeting Surcy, he found himself staying in this form more and more. He no longer wanted to hide in stone. In fact, he felt like an entirely new person. All the years before he’d been broken, he slept unless his village needed him. Now, he couldn’t imagine hiding in his stone form.

It felt... nice to be alive.

Something sliced through his chest, and pain shot through every nerve in his body. His eyes opened, and Frink stood over him, grinning. The angel pulled back his soul-blade and blood poured from Tristan’s mouth. He tried to shout, to warn the others, but it came out gargled through his blood.

Frink’s smiled widened, and he plunged his sword into Tristan’s chest again, pinning him back against the sand. His head turned. White-winged angels crept along the golden sands, their blades drawn, as they surrounded Mark, Daniel, and the Immortals.

Drawing every ounce of strength within him, he spit blood, and shouted, “angels!”

The word wasn’t loud. But it was enough. Daniel and Mark shot awake. The angels raised their soul-blades, and suddenly, swords appeared in the demons’ hands. Metal clashed with metal, and then they were leaping to their feet.

The Immortals rose too, their expressions giving nothing away as the angels surrounded them.

He couldn’t let them die! He couldn’t!

Frink grabbed his face and pulled him to face him as he leaned down on his sword, twisting it more painfully inside him. “I can’t kill you, demon-scum, but I’ve been told I can make you very, very miserable.”

Tristan spit blood in his face, then coughed up more.

Frink wiped it away, his eyes wild.

And then, Daniel severed the angel’s head from behind. The fire mage stood over him, pulled the blade out of his chest, then turned to face the next attack.

Tristan willed his flesh to turn to stone. It took longer than usual, but with the blade gone, it was possible. He knew the instant it worked, because the pain echoed through him, but was no longer unbearable.

Breathing hard, he still couldn’t rise. But his thoughts began to clear.

A roar shook the air.

Letting his head drop to the side, he was shocked to see the dragon he’d rescued. He’d transformed again, but this time he no longer looked as sickly. Still too thin, but his scales were a brilliant gold, and his wings looked stronger.

The angels scattered back from him.

He lashed out at them, and the angels scattered into the air. Summer rose into the air, following them like a being focused only on revenge. On the shore, Spring shifted. Where the woman once stood, a silver dragon rose. Without slowing, she followed Summer into the sky.

Winter shifted into a black dragon. A massive creature with dark eyes. And Autumn changed beside her, into a red dragon. They too launched into the air.

The angels Mark and Daniel fought were plucked off the ground. Thrown, ripped into pieces, and torn with vicious teeth. Tristan had seen many battles in his lifetimes and had seen a lot of blood, but this was different. These dragons were out for blood. They didn’t just want to kill the angels, or win the fight. They wanted to make the angels suffer.

Screams filled the air. And with each second that passed, Tristan fought to rise. He didn’t know what he would do, but he was determined this would not be the first battle he didn’t fight in.

When he managed to climb to his feet on unsteady legs, he looked down at Frink. How many times had they killed the damn angel? He was growing tired of killing him.

In the air, the dragons circled the sky, roaring fire. No angels remained, but still, the dragons circled. Their flight changing slowly from one of rage to one of pleasure.

When Daniel and Mark moved and took his arms, placing them over their shoulders, he relaxed between them. They watched the dragons with an unspoken amazement. They were beautiful creatures. It was rare to see one. The beings were powerful enough to create glamours that even demons couldn’t see through.

And there was something amazing about seeing them free. Never, in all his days, would he forget the sight of the broken dragon, of its dull scales and broken wings.

Beauty like that should never be destroyed so thoughtlessly.

At last, the dragons landed lightly on the shore. Within seconds, they transformed. For the first time, the four Immortals truly looked like powerful beings of legend. Magic surrounded them and lit them from the inside out, like a glow.

Summer moved forward. His broad shoulders and muscles humming with strength. “Thank you.”

Daniel responded. “You’re welcome.”

After a quiet moment, Mark spoke. “You know we sought you out because we intend to overthrow Caine.”

Summer nodded. “Because he controls your angel.”

Tristan stiffened. “He does not.”

Summer’s silver eyes focused on him. “He does. He could call her back at any time. Make it so painful that she has no choice but to return. But he doesn’t, because she’s his spy.”

Tristan pushed away from the demons who held him. “No! She would never!”

The shifter tilted his head. “She does not have a choice. None of us had a choice. Caine plays with our minds. Our memories. He plucks what he wishes from her, and erases her memories of what he has done.”

He felt sick, so sick he thought he might hurl right on the beach. “That can’t be true.”

Spring moved forward, the bright, lively flowers in her long, golden hair, moving slightly. “It’s true. Her life is in his hands as long as he sits upon the throne in Zedussa. When we are restored to power, the angels will be under our control once more.”

“I can’t believe it,” Mark murmured softly.

Summer looked sad. “How do you think the angels found us? Don’t forgot this.”

The massive shifter moved toward the water and Shifted back into the golden dragon, before gracefully leaping into the sky.

Spring followed him, but paused at the water’s edge. “We will not forget what you’ve done for us.”

When she transformed, and Autumn followed her, only Winter remained.

The woman was stunning. Long black hair framed a pale face that was overwhelmed by two dark eyes. “You might love her, but you cannot trust her. Even though it is against her will. Do you understand?”

Tristan nodded, numbly.

Winter turned to look at the sky. “We will go to this sanctuary of yours, until it’s time. But you should also know, none of us believe you will be able to save the others. The odds are simply... against you.”

She shifted, and then the dragons circled overhead several times before shooting off into the sky.

“Do you think they’re right?” Daniel whispered.

Tristan was surprised when Mark answered. “The angels took me because of the God Finder. I couldn’t figure out how they found out about it, but if they can pull information out of Surcy...”

Tristan collapsed onto his knees. The bodies of the angels turned to light and disappeared, leaving behind golden sands covered in blood. And yet, none of that mattered, because now they knew the truth. Surcy was not safe. Surcy was not free.

And Surcy could no longer help them in their search for the Immortals. Yet, if she wasn’t useful to Caine anymore, what would he do to her then?

They heard a sound behind them.

Surcy’s voice came, soft and shocked. “What happened?”

How can we possibly tell her?




Chapter Twenty

Surcy sat at the dining room table with her demons. They’d barely spoken since returning, just enough to say they’d been attacked by angels, and that the Immortals had returned to the sanctuary. A tension she didn’t understand hung in the air, and no matter how she tried, it remained.

Even Mark wouldn’t look at her.

They ate their spaghetti and salad in silence.

“How are you feeling?” she asked Tristan, turning to the stoic gargoyle.

Instead of answering, he set his fork down, rose from the table, and left.

What happened? How do I fix this?

“Is he okay?” she asked the other two.

Mark said nothing.

Daniel took another bite of his food. “None of us are.”

“But none of you will tell me a thing,” she pressed, sounding frustrated.

“We need to discuss it first... without you.”

She felt her brows rise. “Without me? Why?”

He shrugged. “That’s just how it is.”

Suddenly, she couldn’t take it anymore. She tossed her napkin on the table and rose. “Fine. I’m going out for a little while.”

Neither man said anything, so spinning on her heels, she marched to the door. Looking back, she glared at them. “Do you have any idea how crappy it feels to feel like the three men I love are hiding something from me?”

Both turned to stare at her, but she didn’t wait for their response, she slammed the door instead. Rushing down the pathway through the garden, she felt her anger grasping her like rough hands. But as the autumn winds swept over her, teasing her hair, she calmed slightly. Going to the little door on the wall that led out into the city, she pushed it open and slipped out onto the sidewalk.

Shoving her hands into her pockets, she didn’t look at the people she passed. She felt... lost. Maybe it was because their strange behavior came after the Immortal who didn’t want to trust her for being an angel, but she was angry. Maybe she didn’t have her memory. Maybe she was still kind of an angel. But she was also Surcy, the woman they’d fought so hard to prove she could trust them, to get her to love them.

Freezing in the street, she stared across a little park squeezed in-between buildings. Multicolored leaves drifted from the trees, their orange and red leaves beautiful as they drifted in the wind. But her mind seemed to be frozen on them. Frozen on a thought.

Did she say she loved her demons?

Her heart squeezed. She did!

Searching her feeling, her hands slid out of her pockets. She did love them. Each of them.

She wasn’t sure how it happened, or when it happened, but it had. Suddenly she couldn’t imagine a life without them, and that had a significance that made her legs feel weak.

Waiting until a car passed, she sprinted across the street until she reached the park and sat down. She loved demons! She no longer had wings. She still didn’t remember being human, or her time with the demons before, but she somehow felt that the time she did have with them was enough.

If she never remembered anything else... she might be okay.

She thought of their mission and about rescuing the Immortals. There were still three remaining, somewhere out there. Once they rescued them, they could overthrow Caine. Yes, there would be a war between the realms like nothing that had been seen before, but after that, the world would be the way it was always meant to be.

Even though she was a wingless angel, she would be part of the force that changes everything.

She smiled and stood. She didn’t know what the hell was going on with her demons, but they’d been through a lot. She could put aside her hurt feelings and fix things between them.

And she knew exactly how to do it.

Rushing home, she ignored the fact that Mark and Daniel stopped talking at the table when she walked past. She went to her room and took a long shower, scrubbing every inch of her body. When she was done, she looked in her mirror. She didn’t have makeup, or a hair dryer, so she brushed her hair until it didn’t look like a wet dog, and then went to her closet.

There was nothing sexy. Not. One. Single. Thing.

But she saw one of Tristan’s simple white shirts and put it on. Going back to the mirror, she felt a wave of nervousness. The shirt was see-through. It might be too much... but then, she was going for sexy. They’d find this sexy, right? Taking a deep breath, she went to her bed and slid between the sheets. Lying down, she stared at the ceiling. Did she just, call them? How exactly did a woman coax three sexy men into bed with her?

She kind of wished she could just make them start things. 

Curling her hands around the covers, she gritted her teeth. Nope, she could be brave. She could show them that she loved them and wanted to be with them. And that she didn’t care if things were strained between them, she just wanted them.

She cleared her throat. Then, said nothing.

I feel stupid.

Climbing out of bed, she stood in the center of the room, still uncertain what to do. Calling, “come sex me up, boys,” sounds wrong, somehow.

She stared hopelessly at her open door, striving for something that didn’t make her sound like an idiot.

But to her relief, she didn’t have to say a thing. The three men suddenly appeared at her door, Mark knocking awkwardly on the frame of the door. When his gaze rose and landed on her, it widened, then slid over her.

“Come in,” she said, her voice no louder than a whisper.

They entered. There was tension in their shoulders, even in their expressions, but when they saw her, the air changed.

A shiver went through her body. Daniel was staring at her as if she truly wore nothing at all. His gaze moved to her breasts, where she knew her nipples were clearly visible, then down to the junction between her thighs. Mark, on the other hand, looked like he’d been smacked. His mouth hung slightly open, and his gaze was fixed on her body.

Tristan stood frozen. His hands curled into fists. “Surcy—“ His deep voice was a groan of warning.

“I want you. All of you,” she said, forcing the words past her lips.

He started to shake his head, “I told you—“

“I love you.”

His face seemed to pale.

“It hit me today, that I do. And that I don’t care about anything else. I just want all of you.”

He crossed the room and touched her cheek, his fingers feather light. For a minute he seemed lost for words and she hung on the air, waiting. Finally, he cleared his throat. “We need to talk to you first.”

Willing herself to be bold, she stood up on her tiptoes and pulled him down into a kiss. Instantly, he melted against her, his lips desperate. When their kiss finally broke, she reached for his shirt and began to pull it up, revealing his mouthwatering stomach. Her fingers instantly brushed the muscles, glorying in the fact that she got to touch them, loving the way her body heated up as she stroked his flesh.

He caught her wrists, breathing hard, eyes closed. “We need to talk first.”

She shook her head. “No. It can wait.”

When he opened his mouth, she let her hands slide down to the button on his jeans. Flicking it open, she drew down the zipper, then pulled off his pants. His words died, and his eyes popped open as she knelt down and slid his boxers down.

And she stared. And stared.

It was like she was seeing him for the first time. So big, so hard, and all hers.

Running her finger slowly along the length of him, she was satisfied when his cock jerked.

“Surcy,” her name was ripped from his lips, the sound of a man being tortured.

Continuing her light exploration of him, her gaze was glued to the precum that shone at his tip. Unable to help herself, she leaned forward and licked him.

He groaned, his entire body spasming.

If he likes that...

Parting her lips, she took him inside of her hot mouth. The gargoyle shuddered, and his hands went lightly to the back of her hair. As she slid him in and out, Tristan bucked into her mouth, a man trying desperately to keep his control.

But she wanted to make him lose all control. She wanted to reward him for his patience with her and show him just how much he meant to her.

She cupped his balls, squeezing them softly, as she sucked harder and harder.

His movements became more rushed, wilder, but she knew the moment he snapped.

He roared, a sound that was all demon. His hands dug into the back of her hair, and he began to thrust into her mouth as if he owned her. Each time his cock hit the back of her throat, she gagged around him, but didn’t stop. She wanted to taste him when he released. She wanted to know she’d been the one to make him lose control.

When her name tore from his lips, and a shudder went through his body, he exploded. She continued to suck him as he fucked her mouth wildly. Until he slowed. Until he stopped, holding her hair lightly, keeping himself inside of her.

Looking up slowly, she met his hooded gaze.

“I love you,” he said, drawing himself out of her.

She felt herself tremble and her nipples harden. “I love you too.”

When Mark and Daniel moved to her sides, Mark helped her rise. Daniel’s warm hands caught the bottom of her shirt and drew it up, letting his knuckles drag against her exposed flesh. It made goose bumps erupt over her skin. It made her clench her teeth to keep her moan inside.

At last she stood before them, naked, and yet, it didn’t feel strange at all. It felt... right. Instead of being exposed, she was being freed.

Mark let his hand slide lightly over her back, circling around the scars. Instead of the reminder bringing her to tears, she felt... okay. If she had her wings, she couldn’t have her demons.

She’d trade her wings for her demons any day.

His lips followed the tail of his hands, pressing light kisses on her shoulders, then her back, and then cautiously, onto her scars.

It was like her soul smiled. Maybe the angels hated her. Maybe other beings might not accept her. But her demons always would.

Tristan made a small sound of contentment and lay back on the bed. He watched them with hooded eyes, his gaze never leaving their actions. Daniel moved closer, kissing her softly, his hands resting on her hips.

She moved without thinking, unbuttoning his shirt and pulling it off his broad shoulders. For a second she was overwhelmed by him. He was so good-looking. So impossibly beautiful.

Her hands slid down the hard muscles of his chest, past his stomach, and began to work the button on his pants.  Daniel moved closer.

“You know what you’re in for, sweetheart?”

She didn’t look up at him as she nodded and yanked his pants down. 

His boxers and pants came off as one, and then she was left staring at his proud erection.

“I’ve seen you naked before,” she said, hating the husky quality to her words.

He leaned closer and nipped her ear, causing her breath to rush out. “I mean, are you ready to have three big dicks in you?”

She shuddered. “Yes.”

“Good,” he bit her ear again. “Because I can’t wait to sink into that glorious asshole of yours again.”

She felt her cheeks heat and her nipples tighten. 

“Now, undress Mark.”

He spun her around. 

With shaking hands, she undressed her demon. He watched her every move as she undid the buttons on his shirt and slid the material off his broad, delicious shoulders. He shuddered when she trailed her lips across his throat as she took off his pants, sinking to her knees to remove them.

And when she rose, she wasn’t surprised when Mark pulled her into his arms, lifting her off the ground. Her legs wrapped around his back, and his cock sat hard between them. Reaching down with one hand, she took him in her grip and used his length to slowly slide against. She didn’t let him enter her, just rubbed herself back and forth along him, feeling herself grow wetter with each stroke.

When he cursed, she almost smiled, if it weren’t for the heat uncurling in her belly.

Instead, she pressed his tip at her entrance and took him deeper and deeper into her tight channel. Her breathing hitched as her body squeezed around him, and when she reached his hilt, she dropped his length and wrapped her arms around his neck, breathing hard.

When Daniel grasped her breasts from behind, she moaned. His fingers teased her nipples, and he moved closer until he was firmly pressed against her... until she was practically sitting on his cock. Then, he reached one hand down and steered his length—in and out of her juices.

The word fuck became a chant behind him as he continued to coat himself, and then, he withdrew, growing silent. Holding her breath, she clamped her teeth together, waiting. But she didn’t have to wait long.

Like a familiar lover, he spread her ass from behind and eased himself into her. With each inch, her body squeezed him in protest, but he took his time, teasing her nipple with his free hand each time she stiffened.

Mark didn’t move inside her, but he pressed like kisses along her neck and shoulder, murmuring words of love that she didn’t quite understand, yet felt.

When both men were inside her, she sat between them, breathing hard, shocked by the strange sensation. She’d never felt so full. So surrounded. It was—

And then they moved.

“Damn it!” Her nails dug into Mark’s shoulder, and she felt her eyes widen in shock.

Every nerve was alive, screaming in pleasure. She couldn’t catch her breath. She couldn’t draw in a single thought. They continued to move, sliding in and out with slow, careful movements.

She didn’t know what to do, her back bent. She moaned, thrashing her head. How was it possible to feel like this? To feel so good that she wanted to crawl out of her skin, or perhaps stay in it forever, she wasn’t sure which.

Her core grew hotter, tightening like a cord. The men started to move faster. She sensed their control slipping as they didn’t just slide back into her, they pounded into her.

To her shock, she began to move against them, rocking in tune to their thrusts. The men groaned in pleasure, and she rode them harder, loving the sounds of their arousal. Loving the feeling of being filled by them.

When she felt a spark burst into light within her, she reached for it, moving faster and faster. Her orgasm struck her like something wild and dangerous, she tossed her head back screaming, grasping her breasts and pinching her nipples as they held her, claiming every inch of her.

The world swam away. Time ceased to exist. Everything inside her was alight with something she’d never imagined before.

And then, the two demons exploded into her, their groans of pleasure hoarse. Their bodies shuddering around her.

When their thrusting finally slowed, she collapsed between them. They kissed her neck, slowly, almost drunkenly. And their grip around her tightened.

“That was... incredible,” she whispered lamely.

She felt Daniel smile against her neck. “That was nothing. We’ve only just begun.”

Her head swam as Mark pulled out of her, but Daniel stayed buried inside of her, grasping her thighs to keep her from falling. He carried her across the room and laid her directly onto Tristan.

Her eyes widened as he spread her legs, and his cock eased into her wet channel.

“Already?” she whispered in disbelief.

As if in answer, he began to thrust inside of her. Daniel grunted, and his cock swelled in her ass. And again, two powerful demons were riding her.

For one minute it was too much, she’d just orgasmed. Her nerves were still screaming in pleasure! And then, to her shock, a moan slipped from her lips. She felt it again. The tingles running through her body. The goose bumps erupted on her flesh.

“Fuck me,” she groaned.

Tristan nipped her ear. “With pleasure, my angel.”

When her orgasm hit again, she sobbed. It felt too damned good. Like something she’d always wanted. Like everything inside of her had wanted nothing but these demons all her life.

Her head felt light. Her muscles tensed, and the demons exploded inside of her once more.

They rode her like wild men for several long seconds before Daniel collapsed on top of her from behind.

They lay like that breathing for a long time before Mark joined them on the bed, lying on his side. She opened her eyes and looked at him. He was already asleep.

Daniel pulled out of her from behind and lay on her other side. He mumbled something she was sure she didn’t want to hear, then fell asleep too.

When Daniel gently stroked her ass, her eyes began to close.

“Next time, I’m going to slap this delicious ass.”

A smile touched her lips. I hope so.




Chapter Twenty-One

Mark slipped out of the bed they shared and looked back at Daniel, Tristan, and Surcy. His heart raced. This is it. The God Finder hung heavy around his neck, pulsing with power. It had a vision for him. And the power it swelled with this time was overwhelming. He’d have to funnel a lot of his life-force into it to unlock the image and hold onto it.

Perhaps more than I have left.

Like a parasite it took from him. It didn’t take just his druid magic or just his demon strength. It took everything within him, everything that made his body work.

I’m not going to survive much longer.

The thought made his throat close. His fate was sealed. He knew that from the moment he began his search for the Immortals, but it was always his destiny.

Surcy, Daniel, and Tristan were my reward. My great loves.

The Fate’s words echoed through his mind, even after all this time. There had been times when he was a boy, alone and afraid in the world that he’d felt the Fate had made a mistake. That she’d chosen the wrong person.

And when he died, he’d thought that was the end, that he had failed the realms.

But now, he knew. Everything had happened just the way it was supposed to.

Soon he would die again, but he’d have fulfilled his destiny this time.

Looking at Surcy, Daniel, and Tristan again, he memorized their faces and then, slipped from the room and walked on bare feet into the living room. An instinct that crawled along his spine made him grab a pad of paper and pen off the countertop. Gathering a blanket around his naked body, he tucked it around his waist and lay down on the soft rug before the quiet fireplace, the paper and pen beside him.

His entire body trembled, but he refused to acknowledge how frightened he was. How much he worried that tonight would be his last night on earth. Because no matter what the vision takes from me, I shouldn’t die right away. I still have too much left to do.

The thought comforted him enough to calm his racing heart. To make him reach up. Closing his eyes, he placed one hand around The God Finder.

What do you have to show me now?

Immediately, he felt the power of the newest vision in a way he never had before. It drained the life-force from him like a dying vampire, drinking and drinking until his eyes rolled back in his head.

The images came faster than ever before, and for once, began to pull into a vision more quickly than he ever imagined. Angels surrounded three people. No, not people, the Immortals. The angels flashed their swords, and the people fell to their knees.

“Caine has given up trying to take your powers,” Frink said, his voice harsh.

“Powers?” a woman said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Frink’s gaze narrowed. With a flick of his wrist, her head fell from her body. “Now, we’re done with games. Your souls will be eternally destroyed, and no one will stop Caine.”

The people began to wail as the angels closed in, and the sounds of their screaming rang in his ears.

Eyes flashing open, his heart hammered in his chest. The Immortals weren’t dead yet. It was a vision of what would soon pass.

They had to rescue them. Now.

Or else I don’t think we’ll be able to save them. We’ll fail.

He knew where they would be kept once they were caught. The vision was clear. Zedussa. The angel realm. The place Caine ruled from. A formidable structure meant to protect the Immortal Ten. And one he doubted they could reach.

So we need to find them before my vision can come to pass.

He had no idea how they would save them in time. But they didn’t have a choice.

The Fate had been clear. Without all ten of the Immortals, they’d fail.

And if the last of the unfound Immortals are taken to Zedussa before we can save them, our time is up. We’ll have to wage the war here and now if we have any hope of saving them before Caine can destroy their souls.

Which means we’ll also have to take the Immortals out of hiding, and have them fight at our sides, whether they’re ready or not. Because without them, we can’t take on the entire angel army and Caine himself.

If they lost, there would never be another chance again.

Rolling to his side, too weak to rise, he grasped the pen and began to scribble on the paper. Once he was done, he flopped back on his back. Everything inside him felt wrong. Tired. As if even his heart was beating more slowly.

As blood ran down Mark’s nose, and his vision wavered, he wrapped his hand more tightly around The God Finder.

Show me where they are now.

The power that flowed through him was excruciating, and, he swore, he heard the Fate whisper, I’m sorry, as he choked on a scream.




Chapter Twenty-Two

When Surcy rose, stretching happily in bed, she glanced to her sides to find Tristan and Daniel sleeping peacefully. She smiled. This was true happiness.

And yet, where was Mark?

Frowning, she slipped out between them and padded out the door. Checking Mark’s room, her unease increased. Hurrying down the hall, she stepped out into the main room, and her gaze instantly went to Mark.

He was lying on the floor. A paper lying beside him.

Blood dotted the white material and the rug.

She moved slowly, as if caught by quicksand, and knelt at his side. Touching his chest, she realized it neither rose nor fell. 

Heart hammering, she reached for his pulse. There was nothing.

“Mark?” she whispered.

He didn’t react.

“Mark!” she shook his shoulders, reality setting in like a punch to the gut. “Mark! Mark! Wake up! Wake up!”

Tristan and Daniel came racing into the room, then were at her side. They all touched Mark. Daniel started CPR. And Tristan pulled her back as she struggled against him.

She watched in horror as they tried to save her love. Her demon. The man who always made her laugh. My Mark. 

And she held her breath waiting. He had to live. He had to! This couldn’t be it!

After an impossibly long time, Daniel stopped doing CPR. He sat back on his heels, staring at the druid, his eyes filled with unshed tears. Everyone looked down at the pale druid speckled in blood. It was as if the air was sucked from the room.

He was dead

Her Mark.

Dead.

Her gaze went to the papers. Maybe... maybe he had left some kind of clue. Some way for them to bring him back!

She grasped the paper and wiped at her tears, staring down as the words came together.

Caine is rounding up the final three Immortals. He intends to execute them and destroy their souls. I’ve written down their current locations. You have to go to them, now. Even knowing that you can’t save them all before Caine reaches them.

But you have to try.

And when you’ve done all you can, you need to bring all the Immortals to Zedussa. You need to wage the war there, before he can kill the Immortals.

And this is the most important part... you can’t slow down to mourn me. I knew what I was doing. This was how it was always meant to be. If you waste a single second, my death may be for nothing.

She lowered the paper, pressing her knuckles to her mouth as she sobbed.

Daniel plucked the message from her, and read it with Tristan at his side.

She knew the moment they were done. Daniel crumpled the paper into a ball and threw it, standing. His anger like lightning.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! You insane, little druid! You didn’t have to die! You didn’t have to do any of this!”

“Daniel—“ Tristan began, his words overwhelmed with sorrow.

“No!” Daniel turned and started to walk away, then stopped. “This is utter bullshit, and I won’t hear it. We’re not going to go after the stupid Immortals. We’re going to march back into the demon realm and pull him out screaming!”

“And then what? Lose Surcy next?”

Daniel froze.

“If we do not stop Caine, all of this will be for nothing, as Mark said.”

Daniel clenched his fists. “We can’t just leave him dead.”

Tristan rose like a stature, powerful and strong. “If we don’t act quickly enough, Caine may decide to destroy his soul.”

Everything inside of Surcy tensed. That’s right, Caine would see his soul in death. Caine would decide what happened to him.

“We need to go,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.

Daniel seemed unable to function, to even move.

But Tristan went to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We’re going to dress. We’re going to get our weapons, and then, we’re going to get our revenge.”

Surcy nodded. Revenge. That’s exactly what they needed. And the best kind of revenge? They’d knock that fucking Caine right off his stolen throne.

And then, we’re coming for you, you reckless druid. And once you’re safely with us again, I’m going to kick your ass.

But even as the thought gave her strength, her gaze went to Mark’s body.

We’re coming for you, my love.

The End of Book Two.
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Chapter One

Tristan would never consider himself a liar, but he’d lied to Surcy and Daniel. He’d told them that they could focus on saving the Immortals and have a chance to rescue Mark in time. Which is impossible. 

The instant Caine saw Mark’s soul, he would destroy it. There was no question. The druid, who was like a brother to Tristan, would be gone forever. The knowledge clawed within him, screaming in protest.

Gargoyles protected the people they loved. They died before they allowed their loved ones to hurt in any way. The fact that Mark was dead meant he failed.

He failed.

A scream built in his throat, a roar of protest and denial. Mark was kind and good. A man who was still ruled by the lost boy who’d been thrown out by his people at such a fragile age. He had seen the worst in the world and still had a heart of gold. Mark was something precious, and Tristan had been sleeping when he died.

Sleeping. It seemed impossible. How could he have slept?

If Tristan didn’t do something, he was going to snap. He was going to lose his mind. All his logic was slipping away, replaced by a heart-wrenching emotion he couldn’t escape.

As Daniel and Surcy dressed and equipped themselves with weapons to rescue the first Immortal, Tristan slipped out of their home, his heart racing. He needed to find a place to let loose, to let the scream building inside of him explode. He needed to level everything around him to the ground.

Because Mark is dead.

Because I failed him.

Soaring over the gardens and above the quiet city, Tristan felt something cold on his cheek. Reaching up and touching the hard stone of his gargoyle skin, he saw liquid on his fingertip.

Stopping on the edge of a building, he stared at it in confusion.

He didn’t understand. He was a gargoyle. Gargoyles couldn’t cry. Can we?

He was made of stone, and stone didn’t weep. And yet, the tear rested on his fingertip as if to remind him of the one flaw of his kind. Despite being made of stone, they had very real hearts.

If only there was something I could do. Anything...

He stiffened, his mind snapping to something he’d nearly forgotten. Perhaps there is something I can do.

Dropping his hand, he looked out at the sleepy city. He had planned to fly until the ache in his chest eased, just for a few minutes before he returned and showed nothing but strength to the two people who needed him to protect and guide them.

But maybe he could do more than that.

The price would be steep. But he would pay it. I would pay any price for Mark.

Taking to the air once more, knowing that time was of the essence, he shot across the city and flew with all the power in his wings. When he reached the woods, he kept going until he saw the place he must go. Lowering, he dropped just outside the cave.

Hesitating only a moment, he regarded a place he’d only heard spoken about in whispers, a place of death, sadness, and anger, a place anyone with any sense would avoid.

Striding forward, he ignored his racing heart. If it was the only way, then there was no use in hesitating, no use in rethinking the logic of his choice.

Because there’s nothing logical about this.

It was dark inside, but the demon in him could see just fine. He wove deeper and deeper beneath the earth until his feet crunched onto bone. Staring down, he saw the path littered in the bones of different creatures—most human in form.

He had found the place.

Continuing forward, his heavy stone feet crunched more and more bones, but he remained in this form, knowing that to enter her domain as a human male would mean instant death. A light grew brighter ahead. He sensed the people waiting, knowing someone approached. As he drew closer to the entrance, he reached the light of the torches.

His stomach flipped. The stone walls were blackened, except where they were splattered with blood. Giant pillars of stone lifted the high ceiling of the cavern. Massive demons wearing armor made of bones lined the path, weapons at their side.

He moved down the path. None of the demons moved. But he didn’t expect them to, not without her command. 

At last, he broke out of the line of guards and drew closer to the throne made of bones. She waited there for him, the Demon of Sacrifice. Her face was that of a young, beautiful woman with dark hair and eyes that were dark, with the slightest violet-shade. She wore a black dress that moved and flowed about her as if trying to pull free from the violent power that swelled from within her.

Crunching on yet more bones, he reached the steps before her throne and waited.

“Kneel,” she ordered, and the word vibrated through the room.

Against his will, he collapsed onto his knees, staring up at her.

“You have made a mistake, gargoyle.” Her words were like the tensing of a bow, drawing the air from the room. “I am the Demon of Sacrifice. I am the one who destroys men, those foul creatures who harm women and children. Any woman may come to me, and I will offer her my powers in exchange for vengeance.”

Her head cocked to the side. “You are that most hated creature... man, in stone or flesh. I do not help men.”

His throat tightened as she spoke, as if her very hands were closing around his throat. “I knew all this before I came. I even knew that you might kill me before you heard my words.”

Something unreadable flashed in her eyes. “And yet, you came. Why?”

“It was worth the risk.”

She crossed her long legs and the skirts moved yet again in their eerie, unnatural way. “Speak.”

The tightness in his throat eased enough for him to speak. “We seek to overthrow Caine. My demon-brothers and I, along with our angel, have been searching out the true rulers of the realms, because Caine is corrupt. He is turning innocents into demons, and thugs into angels, and we plan to stop him.”

The woman rose slowly, her eyes wide. “You’re saying... not everyone who is a demon sinned so greatly that they deserved their punishment?”

He shook his head. “No.”

To his amazement, the demon began to pace, her powers electric in the room. “I never imagined such a thing. I just thought that after what was done to me—that I held some blame—that I deserved—“

Her gaze snapped back to him, and for one horrible moment the pain and suffering in her eyes made the protective gargoyle within him want to roar in rage. Then, the look was gone. “I have never helped a man... except my brothers, but I will hear you out.”

“Thank you,” Tristan whispered. “It has been decreed that it will take all ten Immortals to overthrow Caine. They are the rightful rulers of the realms. My brother sacrificed his life to learn their whereabouts. He has told us that time is of the essence, and we cannot save him and them. I know that what I'm asking is a great thing and no simple task, but you are the only one who can help us. Can you prevent Caine from destroying Mark's soul while we save the world?”

Her brows rose. “You’re asking me to go against the most powerful man in existence.”

“I am.”

“He will come after me for this.”

“I know.”

She studied him. “So, what makes you think I will help you?”

He tried to hide his unease. “I have been told that you wish for one thing above all else, and even though I don’t think it’s what’s best for you, I can give it to you.”

A guarded look came over her face. “I want for nothing but vengeance against men.”

“And a stone heart.”

Shock registered on her face.

“You don’t want to feel anything anymore. You want the human part of you to die.”

She moved closer, her voice lowering. “I wish that more than anything, but I’m told such a thing is impossible.”

“Not if a gargoyle gives you his essence, that which makes him a gargoyle.”

Her hands came together before her, clenched above her heart. “Give it to me.”

He shook his head. “My friend, Mark...”

She released her hands and went back to pacing. “I cannot prevent his soul from judgment...”

Tristan’s hope fled.

“But I can buy you some time.”

“How much?”

“Three days.”

Tristan shook his head. “We need more than that.”

She whirled on him. “That’s all I can give. Take it or leave it.”

His breathing became rapid. Was he really going to do this? Give up being a gargoyle forever?

“Alright, but you must allow me to remain a gargoyle until I’ve completed my task. I can’t save the world with the flesh of a man.”

She moved to stand in front of him and held out a delicate hand. “It’s a deal.”

Power swelled around her and magic swept over him in a wave of heat, suffocating in its terrible beauty. 

He raised his hand, and she snatched it. 

Black magic exploded from beneath them, dark shadows that lifted them into the air and swirled in a storm of chaos. He tried to tear his hand free, but her magic was too powerful. Something in her life had created a creature of such rage that it overtook her and made her into this demon, a demon more powerful than he ever imagined.

White light began to pull from him. It was uncomfortable at first, and then painful. A scream tore from his lips, and he fought against whatever was happening to him, but there was no escape.

At last, in front of him, a swirling light formed into a heart and pulsed with white light. 

With her free hand, she cradled it in her palm.

They dropped to the floor. She came down gracefully onto her feet, while he fell onto his side in the sea of bones.

She whirled around, her black skirts flying about her. Seating herself back on her throne, she set the white, pulsing heart on the arm of her chair. The look on her face was one of complete satisfaction.

At last, he drew in a breath, coughing. The pain still held him in its grip, but he tried to breathe through it.

She smiled. “I never said it wouldn’t be painful. Now, my gargoyle, you will attempt this task of yours. In three days’ time, whether you succeed or fail, I will devour your stone essence, and you will be nothing more than a demon.”

He struggled back onto his feet, rubbing at the ache in his chest. “Thank you.”

She wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at the pulsing heart. 

Slipping from the room, he pushed himself faster, even though his body screamed in protest with each step. Now, Mark’s soul would be safe. They had three days to find the Immortals, and then, no matter what, they would wage their war on Caine.




Chapter Two

Surcy was so angry, angry and scared. Where the hell was Tristan? He’d told them they needed to hurry to save the Immortals. He’d told them that they couldn’t help Mark.

And then? He’d disappeared.

“Surcy!”

She spun at the sound of Daniel’s voice. He was kneeling over Mark’s body, which still lay there wrapped in a blanket. A black smoke rose from Mark, and slowly, his body faded until it was gone.

Her throat tightened. 

“We knew it would happen,” he reminded her, his tone strangely robotic.

She nodded, unable to force the words past her lips. The bodies of demons and angels never remained in this world. They guessed it was Mark's druid powers that had allowed his body to stay for so long. She’d prayed she would have more time. 

Somehow, losing his body felt like losing him yet again.

She walked on legs that trembled and knelt beside Daniel, taking his hand.

“That fucking druid,” Daniel whispered, his words holding tears. “I loved that idiot. I loved his stupid plants and that smile of his. He had a damned good fucking attitude about everything. I—I didn’t deserve him.”

She wanted to hug him, but he rose and tore from the room, slamming the door behind him.

Reaching out, she stroked the blanket that had held Mark and counted to thirty. Wiping away tears, she walked across the room. Daniel had locked his door, but she twisted the handle, snapping it off. Pushing open the door she saw him by the window, lighter in hand.

“Give it to me,” she ordered.

His face twisted. “It doesn’t even matter anymore.”

“It matters to me.”

His eyes held unshed tears. “My fire... issue... is nothing compared to all this bullshit. Mark and Tristan are the ones that helped me get clean. You should have seen them in the demon-realms. Do you have any idea how much using fire would’ve helped us escape? But no, the little shits pinned me down and wouldn’t let me touch it. They wouldn’t let me use it. They knew it’d killed me once, and they wouldn’t allow it to happen again.

“You have no idea how much I hated them for that.” Then, the flame went out and his hand dropped. “And no idea how much I loved them. No one ever cared before.” Tears slid down his cheeks. “No one gave a fuck if I killed myself, until them.”

His shoulders shook and his face fell into his hands.

Surcy raced across the room, grabbed the lighter, and tossed it out the window. Her arms wrapped around him, and she held the big demon, the fire mage, as he fought harder than she’d ever seen a person fight, to keep his control.

“Let it out,” she told him.

But he didn’t. His shoulders continued to shake. He didn’t seem to breathe. He just held himself stiffly, fighting back his need to cry.

“The reason you want your fire so badly is because it’s easier than feeling, but nothing will truly help until you mourn losing him.”

A shudder came over his body as he took a deep breath.

Raising his head from her shoulder, she saw the two tears that had tracked down his cheeks. “That’s just it, isn’t it? We all know that Caine’s going to kill him the second his soul is reborn. We’re all acting like there’s still a chance, but he’s never going to send him to the demon-realm. He’s going to destroy him, isn’t he?”

She didn’t know what to say.

He was right.

“We have three days.”

Her head jerked up and she saw Tristan in the doorway. He looked pale.

“What?” Daniel asked, wiping at his face.

“I bought us three days. Caine can’t destroy his soul in that time.”

“How?”

Tristan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s done.”

Daniel walked across the room, and she imagined a million possibilities. She didn’t expect it when he wrapped Tristan in a hug. It wasn’t their awkward pat on the back either. It was a strong hug. Tristan held him fiercely, like a father. She could see the anger in his eyes, his need to protect the man who was fragile in ways most people couldn’t see.

She swallowed around the lump in her throat and wiped at the stray tears tracking down her cheeks. Since she’d arrived, memory gone and lost in the confusion, her demons had done nothing but focus on her. There was something amazing about this moment, because she felt she was seeing into who they were before, a team who watched out for each other. 

Daniel pulled back. “Okay then,” he cleared his throat. “Time to find some Immortals.”

She rose. Three days wasn’t a lot of time. But for Mark, they’d do anything.




Chapter Three 

Caine was angry as hell. His angels had been unable to deal with Surcy and her demons. He wished, yet again, that the stupid Fate hadn’t thrown herself into the Soul Destroyer to protect some useless human. Right now, he could use her guidance. 

He had the remaining Immortals under his power in places the angel and her demons could never find. He had a choice. Destroy the Immortals’ souls to ensure he would remain in power and never be overthrown, or kill the Immortals still under his control, have them reborn, and start all over again, breaking them down to take their magic.

He froze in his pace. Or, he could take the druid's necklace, find the Immortals stolen from him, and finish breaking them. Because even though I’ve invaded Surcy’s mind, magic has blocked out enough of the sanctuary’s location that I’m unable to find it. Those bastard druids and their powers...

Once he got them, he could make them pay... and finally take their powers. The Fate had told him the best way to crack the Immortals, and he knew they were so close.

Could he really throw all his hard work away now?

Only if I truly fear Surcy and her demons.

His nails tapped on the arm of his throne. No, it was time to stop fearing the Fate’s warnings. He feared no one. He needed to find the druid and take his necklace. He needed to find the location of the sanctuary, and he needed to capture all of the Immortals, once and for all.

And take their power. Then, and only then, could he be certain to remain sole ruler forever.

Without paying much attention, he tossed one soul after another into the demon realm. None of the white wisps shone too brightly, and none looked human enough to be useful.

And then, one soul flashed into the room, blinding in its power.

Climbing to his feet, he pushed the other souls away and drew it to him. When the creature met his eyes, he realized it had been a demon.

For one second, he almost tossed it into the demon-realm, but he froze when he realized. This wasn’t just any demon, it was one of Surcy’s, the very druid he had been seeking. 

“Well, well, what do we have here?”

Mark neither flinched nor looked worried. “Hello, Caine.”

Interesting.

“After everything, why are you here? How did you die?"

Mark said nothing.

Caine smiled. “No matter. With you gone, your necklace is no longer protected. Finding it should be easy without your power hiding it. Once I have the necklace, the Immortals will finally be mine.”

The demon looked sad. “Is power really worth all of this?”

His teeth gritted together. “Only someone who has never tasted power would say something so foolish. Now, say goodbye, Mark. You won't be coming back. Your soul will never be reborn again.” He pointed to the Soul Destroyer. “Enjoy your fate.”

The demon didn’t scream or try to escape. He simply lowered his head as if he had accepted his fate.

Which Caine found utterly annoying.

Flicking the druid into the Soul Destroyer, he waited for his screams. But Mark’s soul simply hovered above the black pit.

Caine frowned and tried again and again and again, but the demon remained.

“What is this?”

Mark lifted his head from where he was suspended in air. "How the hell should I know?"

Turning, Caine shouted for his guard. “Bring my witch!”

The angel leapt into action, racing from the room. Within minutes, he’d returned with the young woman slung over his shoulder. He tossed her to the ground and the prisoner groaned and lay on her side, filthy and stinking of the prisons.

Caine gritted his teeth together. “Why won’t this soul be destroyed?”

The witch lifted a hand, her weak, trembling arm at odds with her great power.

“There’s a spell that prevents him from leaving this world.”

Caine felt his rage swell. Who in all the realms would dare to defy him in such a way?

“Who?” he asked, the question hanging in the air.

“The Demon of Sacrifice,” she whispered.

His jaw clenched. That was yet another soul he should have destroyed. She’d become too powerful, and apparently, foolish.

Looking at his guard, he glared. “Bring her to me.”

Then, glancing back at Mark, he nearly lost all control. The idea of someone having the audacity to defy his plans and stop his punishment... but then he froze as an idea hit him. 

Destroying Mark’s soul was a delicious punishment, but perhaps there was a better one, a punishment that might even lead him to the Immortals even faster.

Settling back into his throne, he waved Mark’s soul toward him and smiled.

For the first time, the druid looked nervous.

He should be.




Chapter Four

Surcy and her demons stood at the edge of a large farm surrounded by woods. It reminded her of somewhere, but she couldn’t quite place where. The sunlight bathed the entire place in a glow that warmed it like a painting, but something lingered underneath the beauty and peace of the place, a bad scent she couldn’t quite place.

Mark’s note had said that the farmer of these lands was an Immortal, but he believed himself to be nothing but a human. She didn't know whether this man had somehow managed to avoid Caine and his angels, but she was planning for trouble.

And she was sure she was right.

“So, what’s the plan?” Daniel asked.

“We get him, fast.” She tried to take a step forward, but Tristan grabbed her shoulder.

Staring back at him in confusion, she frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“This can’t be like the other times. We have to move faster—“

“I just said that!”

He held up a hand, and she closed her mouth. “We can’t explain why we’re here. We just need to grab him and go for the next Immortal.”

“We have to bring him to the sanctuary first though—“

“There isn’t time.”

Her stomach twisted. “But if we get caught, we lose all of them.”

“And if we aren’t fast enough, we lose all of them anyway.”

After a second, Daniel sighed. “I’m with Tristan. If we could teleport into the sanctuary, that’d be one thing, but we’re going to have to spend hours walking back and forth beyond the barrier. That's time we don’t have.”

Surcy didn’t like it, but their logic was sound. Every second they wasted was dangerous. Caine could decide with the flick of his wrist to destroy the souls of any Immortals in his control, and then all would be lost forever. 

“Fine, let’s go.”

They started across the field, her hands itching to call for her soul-blade, to not enter an unknown territory weaponless, but she forced herself to just keep walking. To hope for the best.

Suddenly, two children darted out of the corn field, laughing. A boy and girl that had the same dark hair and dark eyes. They had to be twins.

The girl’s gaze slowly moved to them, and the laughter died on her face. She grabbed her brother’s arm, the boy looked at them, and then they were tearing through the field away from them.

“What do we do?” Daniel asked. “Chase them?”

Tristan’s deep voice came, soft and certain. “Never chase children. There is nothing more fierce than a parent who thinks his child is in danger."

They continued forward, and seconds later, a farmer emerged from the cornfield. He gripped a pitchfork in one hand, like a stereotype. But other than that, he wasn’t what she expected. For one, he seemed young, perhaps in his forties, with dark hair and a muscular body. And something in his stance—it screamed that he was ready for a fight.

“This isn’t good,” Daniel whispered.

“Just stay calm,” Tristan said, his gaze locked on the man ahead of him.

They continued forward until they were about fifteen feet from him, then they stopped, trying their hardest to look non-threatening. The farmer’s gaze ran over each of them for a minute, and she saw his jaw lock.

“What can I do for you three?”

“We have need of your help.” Tristan’s words were carefully chosen and screaming of caution.

“What sort of help?”

In the field behind him, white-winged angels appeared. Surcy took a step back, her fingers itching to call her blade. The six angels were dressed in the clothes of hard-working farmers, and their glamours made them appear human.

Are they working for the farmer?

She racked her brain, trying to figure out why. With each Immortal they had found, Caine had trapped them in their own personal hell. He planned to break them down slowly until he could finally steal their powers and become the most powerful being in existence.

So what hell were these angels creating for the farmer by working for him?

Tristan didn’t react to the angels, never moving his eyes from the farmer. “Our car broke down on the road.”

Some of the suspicion died from the farmer's tanned-face. “What’s wrong with it?”

“The battery.”

He regarded the three of them for a few more seconds. “I can jump you; just give me a minute to get my car.”

One of the angels came up behind the farmer and patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Clarence, we’ll stay here and keep an eye on the wife and kids.”

The farmer nodded. “Thanks.”

She clenched her fists. Clarence might not understand what the angel meant, but she and her demons knew. The angels were threatening them. If they took off with Clarence, his wife and kids would pay.

Now what?

“Actually,” Surcy rushed out. “I’m feeling a bit overheated from the sun and walking so far. Would you mind if I get a glass of water?”

The farmer stared at her.

Think, Surcy, think!

She forced a smile. “Some women get morning sickness. Not me! I stay sick all day.”

His gaze moved to her belly and he relaxed a little bit more. “My wife was the same way. Come on, then, I’m sure she’d be glad for the company.”

The angel walked beside the farmer, explaining to him some problem with the chickens. She and her demons followed slowly behind, tense as they felt the other angels sliding through the cornfield, keeping pace with them. Their odds were a hell of a lot worse without Mark.

Before, we had a chance against all these angels, but now? Not at all.

Her eyes stung, and she was glad she didn’t have to talk, because she thought she’d start crying if she did, which was stupid as hell. She was supposed to be alert and ready for anything, but instead, her mind kept slipping back to Mark.

If she couldn’t focus, she might make a mistake. She couldn’t make a single mistake, not with the stakes this high.

By the time they walked past the broken down farm equipment and fenced-in animals, she was feeling less emotional, but even more nervous. Glancing behind her, she saw the angels glaring near the farm equipment.

Creepy fuckers.

The farmer went into the house and came back out a minute later, a woman and two children behind him. His wife was tall and thin, with long blonde hair, and bright blue eyes. She wore a smart-looking blouse and ironed slacks. When her gaze met Surcy’s, she smiled.

“Welcome, I’m Beth. You want to join me inside for coffee while the boys jump-start your car?”

“Surcy,” Daniel was suddenly at Surcy’s side, his grip tight on her arm. “We shouldn’t split up.”

I know I agreed this would be fast, just in and out, but I can’t leave this woman and her children behind. I just can’t. I’m sorry.

She plastered on a smile. “Let go and act normal.”

He released her arm, but she could sense his frustration. 

“That sounds just perfect!” She moved up the porch, nodding at the farmer, and coming to stand beside his wife.

“We’ll see you soon!” she called, waving to her demons.

Both men looked like they’d swallowed glass, but Tristan nodded in a casual way she knew was forced.

The farmer and her demons squeezed into his truck together, and Surcy looked back at them as she followed the woman into her house. Five angels used a glamour to conceal themselves, stretched their wings, and took off into the air. But a few angels remained, staring directly at her, a challenge in their gazes.

Swallowing hard, she closed the door behind her. Now what?




Chapter Five

In the kitchen, Surcy sat at the little table. The house could only be described as a disaster. Toys and clothes were thrown everywhere, yogurt dripped off one wall, and pencils were stuck in the ceiling. Surcy glanced around the kitchen and out into the living room in shock.

“No kids yet?” Beth asked, smiling.

Surcy felt her cheeks blush and looked at the two little ones who had dragged coloring books onto the cluttered table beside her. “No, not yet.”

“But Clarence said you were pregnant.”

Surcy nodded.

“Then, just you wait, all this chaos... it’s perfectly normal.”

Something twisted in her heart. Being an angel meant she’d never have children, and she’d never had any in her human life either. For the first time, that seemed strangely sad.

“I never thought I’d have children,” Surcy admitted softly, her gaze constantly sliding around the house, looking for danger.

The woman laughed, putting ground coffee beans into a fancy looking coffee-maker. “Why not?”

Surcy shrugged. “I guess... I thought I wouldn’t have the chance.”

Beth nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “It was kind of an adjustment for me. I work in marketing, so I didn’t want to give up the money, the perks, or my freedom.”

“But it was all worth it.”

The woman laughed. “Well, it isn’t easy. In fact, it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life, but I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

Her gaze slid over the chaos again. Is this really what being a parent is all about?

The little girl rose from her seat and carried a picture to her mom. “I drew our family.”

The mom knelt down and swooned over the messy drawing. Which pretty much made Surcy’s heart melt. 

And then the girl pointed out some of the people tucked away in the field. “And those are the bad men.”

Her mom stiffened. “Sunshine, we’ve talked about this...”

“They bring death and destruction everywhere they go.” The girl’s voice held absolute certainty.

The boy rose from his seat and moved to the window. A little potted plant was brown and bent in the shadows of the windowsill. He grabbed the pot and looked at Surcy, holding her gaze. She frowned as he touched the little leaf very deliberately, and suddenly, the plant rose tall and green.

Whoa!

“Forest!” His mother’s voice sounded panicked.

The woman hurried over and plucked the plant out of his hand, setting it on the windowsill. The boy didn’t look the least bit concerned. Instead, he was watching Surcy closely. His mother? She whirled on Surcy, pulling the boy closer, panic in her gaze.

Just calm her down. “Uh, sorry, what did you guys say? I was kind of lost in my own thoughts.”

The mother’s shoulders relaxed. “It’s just... Forest and his sister are special. And, it’s hard to parent children who are... unique.”

Surcy nodded. “I can’t even imagine.”

“And the bad men make sure nothing gets better around here,” the girl said.

Her mother started to say something, but Surcy cut her off. “Who are the bad men?”

“The farmers daddy hired,” she explained. “They’re here to hurt us.”

Beth laughed awkwardly. “Kids have such wild imaginations.”

Fuck it.

“Actually, I think she’s right.”

The mom froze. “Wh—what do you mean?”

Just do it!

“The men I came here with... we’re not here about a car. We’re here because all of you are in danger. Your husband is special. Powerful. And apparently, your kids have some of his powers too.”

“No,” Beth interrupted. “He isn’t like them.”

“He is. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

Silence enveloped them.

“We’re here to take you all someplace safe. Some place they can’t hurt you.”

The woman shook her head. “This is our home.”

“I don’t know why Caine hasn’t ordered them to kill all of you yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

The woman pulled her children closer. “I don’t know who you are, but I think you need to go.”

“She’s telling the truth,” the boy said. “Caine probably wanted to see if Sunshine and I had powers too, which is why we’ve been so careful around them. But now that the demons have come, the angels won’t risk losing us.”

The mom looked pale. “Honey, who is Caine?"

He glanced up slowly. “He’s the man who kills daddy over and over again.”

She looked like she was going to be sick. “And the demons?”

“The men she came with,” he said, pointing to Surcy.

“Stop,” the mother said. “None of this can be true.”

Surcy rose slowly. “My men and your husband are going to reach the road any minute, and once they do, there’s going to be a fight. The angels they left behind, the bad men, they’re going to attack us.”

“Mommy, I know you’re scared, but you don’t need to be,” Sunshine told her mom.

Surcy moved closer. She needed to take their hands. She needed to teleport them free.

The mother took a step back, clinging to her children.

And then, the door was kicked down, the sound like lightning cracking through the silence. The mom looked to the door. The white-winged angels held out their flaming blue soul-blades.

Surcy leapt forward, grabbed the kids, and willed herself to teleport them all away. She heard the sound of a sword whizzing past, and then someone screaming, before the sound was torn away. Teleporting was harder with so many people, and she was working to erase their teleportation path at the same time. By the time they appeared near the road, she was breathing hard.

“Mom?” The little boy’s voice came soft and scared.

Surcy turned... the mom had a soul-blade pierced through her chest. The children held onto each of her arms as she sagged between them. Surcy knelt down, heart racing. What could she do?

And then, the soul-blade vanished and blood poured from her wound.

“We need to—need to.” But the words wouldn’t leave her lips.

What can I do?

And then, she had an idea. It might not save the woman, but it would give her a chance.

“Can you stay here?” she asked the children.

The woman’s eyes were closed, and her skin was pale, but her chest rose and fell.

“Why?” the girl asked, her voice shaking.

“I’m going to take your mom to get help.”

The girl nodded and took her brother’s hand. Surcy pulled the mother into her arms, looked back at the two frightened children one more time, and teleported away.

She appeared in the middle of the hospital in their town. It was a place she’d been a few times before and could remember well enough to reach.

A nurse glanced up from behind a desk, and her eyes widened.

“She was stabbed!”

Instantly, the nurse grabbed a bed and wheeled it closer. Surcy laid the woman down, staring at her face, praying that the mother would live.

The nurse shouted for a doctor.

With regret swimming in her stomach, Surcy teleported away.

Materializing back by the side of the road, Survey opened her mouth to tell the children the next step, but they were gone. On the ground? She spotted white feathers.




Chapter Six

Surcy ran down the road, searching for any sign of the children. When she spotted people up ahead, hope blossomed in her heart, but it was only Daniel and Tristan with the farmer.

As she drew closer, she saw four angels dead at their feet. Daniel’s arm bled, but Tristan wore his gargoyle form, a sword in hand.

The farmer stood between them, holding a dagger of his own. Within seconds, the bodies of the angels disappeared in a flash of light.

At her approach, all of them looked at her.

“Are you hurt?” Tristan asked, stepping forward.

Surcy looked down at the blood covering her jeans and t-shirt. Beth’s blood.

She shook her head, slowly.

Tristan’s emotions disappeared, hidden behind a mask of indifference.

“Then, whose blood is it?” Daniel asked.

A second later, she saw it hit him.

“Where’s my family?” the farmer asked, tension in his voice.

Her entire chest ached. How could she tell him his children had been stolen and his wife was hurt—perhaps dead? She was supposed to keep them safe, and she’d failed in every way.

“We need to get you out of here,” Tristan said, unsettlingly calm.

The farmer stepped back from them. “You said you came here to save us, so why would we leave without them?”

Daniel whirled on him. “We came here to save you. You’re the important one. We wanted to save them too, but if we couldn’t—“

“Not a fucking chance!” Clarence snarled. “I’m not going anywhere without them.”

Surcy struggled to form her explanation. “One of the angels wounded your wife. I teleported her to a hospital.”

“And the kids?” he asked, taking a step closer.

“They—they got them.”

“You mean the bloodthirsty creatures who wanted to kill me have my children?”

She nodded. 

“Where?”

“I don’t know.”

He stared at her for one horrible minute that seemed to last a lifetime. “If they wanted me, they wouldn’t have gone far. I bet they’re back at the farm.”

Her stomach twisted. He was probably right.

“You can’t go back,” Tristan told him. “They’ve had time to gather their forces. We’d have no chance.”

“I don’t care.”

Tristan gave her a nod, so subtle the others didn’t see it.

He wants me to teleport away with him? I can’t just do that to him. I can’t leave the kids here.

She shook her head. “We need to save the kids.”

Tristan’s gaze met hers. “The fate of this world rests on getting all ten Immortals. If a single one dies, we have failed.”

“Tristan...”

“Take us out of here.” He spoke the words in staccato, one after the other, anger and frustration embedded in each one.

Her gut clenched, but she realized that he was right. They couldn’t risk the Immortal. The angels would be waiting to attack. They only had one option.

She took their hands. Tristan grabbed the farmer. Before he could protest, she teleported them away, leaving the children behind.




Chapter Seven

Surcy teleported them to the top of a building, in a city she’d never been to, but that Mark had described in his note. Instantly, the farmer sagged to his knees, his mouth dropped in shock.

“The next Immortal is here,” she said, pulling out Mark’s note from her pocket and handing it to Daniel.

“Where the hell are we?” The farmer shouted. “Where are my kids?”

She looked at her demons, memorizing their faces, her heart in her throat. They were everything to her, everything in this world.

But she couldn’t let those children die.

“Don’t worry,” she told Clarence. “I’ll do everything I can to save them.”

Tristan’s brows drew together.

And, she teleported away.

Heart hammering, she stood in the cornfield just outside the farmhouse. Slowly moving forward she crept closer, gently pushing aside stalks with each step. Everything was far too quiet. Even the wind hardly stirred, and on the air she smelled the plants, the sun, and the sky, like all of it was alive and open to her. Underneath it all, the scent of copper lingered, the mother’s blood still wet and sticky on her clothes.

Up ahead, she heard a child crying. It took everything in her not to sprint forward. If she got killed, it wouldn't help the children get back to their father.

When she reached the edge of the field, she froze, squinting through the leaves of the corn. Inching a little forward, she held back a gasp. No less than fifty angels stood in perfect formation in front of the little house.

On the porch? The children stood before Frink. He clutched them against his chest and held his glowing blade at their throats. 

Her heart sank. The blue flames just barely licked at their flesh, but she could see they were in pain and scared.

There was only one way she could think to save them. If she failed, they would all die.

Closing her eyes, she counted to three, feeling sweat run down her back. Feeling how her legs trembled.

“Surcy, let’s stop these games,” Frink said, his voice wasn’t loud, but it carried in the stillness. “Why keep pretending you can be anything but an angel? None of us can choose. We are what Caine assigns us to be, and you are his soldier.”

She said nothing, just watched the blade at the children’s throat. It needed to move, just an inch or two away. That’s all she needed.

Frink laughed. “You know what the best part of all of this is? You truly don’t know that you’re still working for us.”

If she could tune his words out, she would. Instead she sat, waiting for the opportunity to strike, unable to escape his cruel words.

“Did you really think a man as powerful as Caine couldn’t reach you? That your little garden house and three weak demons could keep him away? Think about it, Surcy, ask yourself why you’re still alive.”

She refused to think about it. Frink hated her with a passion. He was trying to distract her, trying to get inside her brain.

“Because, and this is just so delicious, you’re his little spy.”

The words fell like stones in her belly. Of course Frink would lie about something so terrible. He wanted to hurt her. To make her doubt herself.

“The man who can affect memories... it’s just pure fun, right? He can sneak into your room late at night, pull your memories from your mind, and leave without you even knowing he was there. He could find out all that you and your demons had done. And he could discover where you were keeping the Immortals.”

Nightmares came back to her, of Caine standing over her bed, of him pressing pain into her mind.

She wanted his words to be a lie, but they felt true. 

Metal touched her throat. Her thoughts died away as she realized that a soul-blade threatened her. The angel behind her spoke in a low voice. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

A woman angel, then. Sometimes they were the most vicious. Surcy kept still and waited. She waited to lose her head, to be killed and returned to Caine with the knowledge that she’d failed these children, but nothing happened.

The woman’s voice came again, louder this time. “All of you rebels are the same, so certain you can defeat Caine and all his angels. I seriously don’t understand where you get your reckless faith.” She paused for a second. The voice lowered, just for Surcy. “Listen, I still don’t know what I believe, but I don’t believe in Caine. I won’t directly help you. I won’t put my own life at risk. But I can distract them.”

Her heart raced, filling her ears. She wanted to ask the angel why. Why would she help their cause?

But then, the blade was gone.

A second later, an angel stood in front of the ranks of soldiers. Her blonde hair fell down her back, and she wore a pale dress. “I saw them. The demons and farmer are trying to sneak through the back woods.”

Frink’s blade slipped slightly further from the children’s throats. “Alright, here’s the plan—“ 

Surcy called her soul-blade into her hand and teleported. Appearing just behind Frink, she sliced off his head, for what felt like the millionth time. Her arms wrapped around the children as his body fell between them, and she teleported away, erasing their path behind her.

When they reached just outside of the sanctuary, she sent her blade away.

The children turned to her, tears in their eyes. 

“Where’s mom and dad?” the girl asked.

Her heart lurched. “Your mom is in a hospital. Your dad is helping to defeat the bad men.”

Tears tracked down their cheeks, and the boy touched his raw-looking throat. “What do we do now?”

She nibbled her lip. “Through these woods is a sanctuary of magic. Protected so that the angels can’t reach it. There are people like your father and you there. You’ll be safe. I could take you, but I think your dad and my demons need me.”

They stared at her for a long minute, and then took each other’s hands in a movement she knew gave them comfort.

“Just tell us which way to go,” the girl said.

The boy nodded. “My plants will help me find the way.”

Surcy hesitated only a moment and then pointed, praying that she was doing the right thing. The children gave her one last look, then turned and walked in the right direction. With each step, the plants bent to the side, making an easy path.

Please, please stay safe.

Taking a deep breath, she teleported away.




Chapter Eight

Daniel squared off with the farmer, his fists clenched in rage. “You’re going to do what we say or—“

“I won’t do a damned thing without my wife and children!” Clarence shouted, advancing on him.

Fuck this. As much as I want to punch him, there’s an easier way.

His fists unclenched. “They’re safe,” he whispered. Demon magic flowed through the words, and the effect of them was almost instant. 

The anger drained from the farmer’s face. “Where?”

That’s right. Believe me. Do as I ask.

“Surcy has gone back for them. She’ll put them somewhere no one can hurt them.”

It took everything inside of Daniel to use his natural demon-ability to convince the farmer, because the truth was he was on the verge of something terrible. Surcy had dropped them on this fucking building and gone back to face unimaginable danger. And why? For a couple kids they didn’t know.

In his mind, he pictured the little boy and girl, and his stomach clenched. The angels would have no use for them as anything but pawns in their games. If no one came back for them...

He shuddered, imagining them lying bloodied and dead on the ground.

But still... either they all should have gone back or none of them. Tristan and Surcy might value the Immortals more than themselves, but if they lost Surcy, did he even care about Caine?

Maybe. A little.

“I want to see them,” the farmer said, and a little anger returned to his eyes.

Tristan took a step closer. “There is no more time for this. Clarence, did you see those creatures? Those angels who attacked us?”

The farmer nodded.

“Those creatures were disguising themselves as your farmhands to be close to you. They were waiting for a signal from a being known as Caine, The Judge of all living beings. And once they were given the signal, they were instructed to kill you and your family.”

His eyes widened. “Why?”

Tristan titled his head, in a very gargoyle-like way. “Because you are one of only ten beings powerful enough to stop Caine and his angels.”

Clarence began to shake his head. “I’m not—“

“You are. And if we don’t move quickly enough, Caine will win this war, and you and your family will never be safe again.”

The farmer studied him. “Do I have your word that my family is safe?”

Fuck. The damn gargoyle won’t lie.

“Yes,” Daniel rushed out. “They’re safe. We just need to hurry and find the rest of your kind, so we can stop that murderous bastard.”

The man exhaled loudly, and his hand shook as he ran fingers through his hair. “If I wasn’t just attacked by fucking angels... if I wasn’t here talking to a gargoyle and whatever the hell you are... I’d think you were both nuts. But, if my family is safe, and this stops them from being hurt again, I’ll go with you.”

Daniel hadn’t realized how worried he’d been that the guy would just keep refusing to help them until that moment. And while the farmer’s acceptance eased some of his fears, nothing would calm him until he saw Surcy again.

“So,” he turned to Tristan, “who are we looking for next?”

The gargoyle opened the paper and stared, frowning. “I thought we’d agreed to find the God of Sin next, but this place isn’t right.” He stared for a minute longer. “She brought us to the other Immortal first. The Goddess of Life.”

Daniel shrugged. “I guess she made a mistake.”

Tristan frowned down at the paper. “Perhaps.”

“Tick tock.”

Tristan looked at him and raised a brow. “Helpful.”

As they found the roof exit and climbed down the stairs, Daniel almost smiled. It wasn’t often the gargoyle was sarcastic. Hopefully that meant he wasn’t too worried about Surcy. The idea immediately calmed him. If Tristan, Mr. Natural Protector himself, was feeling confident, that meant Daniel should be too.

A weight lifted from his shoulders.

They moved through the town and continued walking, occasionally checking the address. Tristan could fly them there, but without knowing the area, travel by ground was easier.

To Daniel’s annoyance, the farmer peppered him with questions. Every. Single. Step of the way.

“What am I?”

“The God of Earth.”

“What does that mean?”

“You have powers.”

“How come I haven’t seen any before? Now my kids have some special abilities, but I've never noticed anything.”

“Caine wiped your memories.”

And on and on. When they reached the quiet suburban neighborhood, Daniel was ready to punch the shit out of the human. Normally, he didn't care, but they had things to do, bigger  things than answering questions.

Maybe they should have dropped him at the sanctuary.

They reached the house, but it looked empty.

“So what now?” Daniel asked, not bothering to hide his annoyance.

Tristan opened his mouth, but a woman spoke instead.

“If you’re looking for the Carters, they won’t be home for a little while.”

Daniel spun around to see woman sitting on the porch next door. She was perhaps in her mind-forties and lovely in a quiet way. Her hair was in a messy bun on her head, she wore pajamas that said, “best mom ever,” and she didn’t have a drop of makeup on.

In other words, she was the kind of woman that any smart man would love.

“Hi,” Daniel greeted her, turning on his most charming smile and moving closer.

A blush darkened her cheeks. “Hi... uh, are you friends of the Carters?”

“College friends of her hubs,” he lied, hoping he’d made a good guess.

She set her coffee on her knee. “Oh, are you guys doctors too?”

He nodded. “The best in L.A. But we haven’t seen him in a while. We thought we’d drop in and surprise him.”

She stared down at her drink. “I’m sure Richard would love that, but he’s at a conference this weekend. It’s just Nichole.”

Well, that will make this lie easier.

“Oh, that’s too bad. Well, I guess at least we can visit with her. We’ve never actually met her.”

Her gaze swung back up to them. “Oh, you’ll love Nichole. She’s beautiful and smart and funny.” She sipped her drink and mumbled. “Not that Richard notices.”

Daniel’s ears perked up. “Would it be okay if we hung out with you just a few minutes? If she doesn’t come home, I guess we can try another time. We were just stopping by between flights, so we really hoped to see them and see their house. You know? Catch up.”

She patted her hair, looking flustered. “Uh, sure.”

Moving closer, he sat down on the porch steps next to her and leaned back, stretching his legs out. “So, tell us about Nichole. What does she do?”

“Well, uh, nothing right now. She stopped teaching when they decided to start having kids.”

He smiled. “Well, having kids is like having three jobs, so it makes sense.”

She laughed, shyly. “Yeah, if only they didn’t have infertility issues, I think it would’ve been wonderful.”

Oops.

“Richard mentioned something about that.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure he did. And I’m sure he just happened to mention that the issues are her fault. And he just happened to mention that she’s done IVF unsuccessfully ten times now, and how hard that’s been on him.”

Daniel’s heartbeat sped up. “You don’t sound like you like him much.”

She immediately hid her anger behind a mask. “I didn’t say that.”

Sighing, he rolled his neck. Demon-abilities, take two. “You can be honest with us. We know what an ass he can be sometimes.”

Instantly, she relaxed, but the effect was deeper on her than it had been on the farmer. Her eyes grew a little glassy, like she’d had one too many drinks. “Richard is the biggest dick in the world. We’ve been trying to convince her to leave him for years. I mean, he’s a fucking doctor. They aren’t hurting for money, but he gives her a god-damn allowance, like a child. I don’t mean a budget. I mean her name isn’t on any of the accounts. He gives her money and tells her that’s all she gets for food and gas. The woman hasn’t bought new clothes in years. She can never go out because she doesn’t have any money to do it.”

Daniel raised a brow. “Wow.”

“It’s fucking financial abuse!” She glared at all the men. “And then he tells her who she can and cannot speak to, who she can and cannot be friends with. She can’t talk to her family anymore, or most of her friends. He doesn’t even like me talking to her, but he can’t stop me, the asshole.”

“That’s... controlling.”

She nodded, looking like she wanted to shout yes! “But if all of that wasn’t bad enough, there’s the infertility stuff. He makes her feel like garbage just because she can’t have kids. I mean, she’s broken-hearted over it. She volunteers at a hospital, helping to take care of the babies in the NICU. She lavishes them with care, and they get so big and healthy. She’s... like a miracle worker. But then, she can’t have her own kids. Can you imagine the torture she must experience every day?”

The Goddess of Life can’t have kids. Caine, you’re a fucking monster.

“It would be pure torture.” Daniel looked up and met Tristan’s gaze, and he knew they were both thinking the same thing.

He watched as a car slowed and pulled into the Carter’s driveway. 

Daniel turned to the woman and smiled. “It looks like she’s home. Thanks for talking with us.”

The woman nodded, her mouth twisting in disappointment. “No problem.”

Unable to walk away leaving the woman unhappy, he leaned closer. “I know this isn’t appropriate, but if I was single, well, you’re just my type.”

It was like sunshine blossomed behind her face. “Yeah, you into women who are complete disasters?”

“Nah, I’m into women who are naturally stunning.” He winked and rose.

Was he attracted to her? No, Surcy was it for him. She was the sun and the moon, and the only person he could ever want like that. But he’d known a lot of heartache and loneliness in his life, and this woman screamed of loneliness. She practically vibrated with a sense of worthlessness, and it broke his heart. No one should ever feel that way about themselves.

He looked back one last time at her star-struck expression and glanced at the stoic gargoyle and the farmer. Clarence looked confused as hell, but Tristan gave a sharp nod. His friend knew exactly what he was doing, and even though Tristan didn’t hit on women to brighten their days, he didn’t disapprove of what Daniel did either. Tristan knew Daniel's weakness for lost souls.




Chapter Nine

Tristan, Daniel, and Clarence moved to the Carter’s driveway as the woman climbed out of her car. To his surprise, she was young, perhaps her early twenties. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail, a pink sweater that looked worn, and white capri pants. When she closed her door, she turned around, looked at them, jumped slightly, and gave a nervous laugh.

“Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

He gave a warm smile. “We’re friends of Richard’s. We came to visit with him between flights.”

A guarded look came over her face. “He went to a conference.”

“Oh,” he glanced at the farmer and Tristan. “That’s disappointing. He’s always talking about his beautiful wife and home. We thought we’d finally get a chance to meet you and see a little about his life after college.”

She picked nervously at the sleeve of her jacket. “Richard doesn’t like me around men without him.”

Daniel had to work like hell to keep his anger from showing. She looked terrified. No real man would scare a woman like this.

“I’m sure he wouldn’t mind the three of us, right?” he asked, using his demon-abilities.

Some of the nervousness left her expression. “I guess. Come in then. I can make coffee.”

They followed her inside, but not before Daniel paused at the door to look around. Why were there no angels guarding her?

He has to be the one creating this torture for the Goddess of Life, right? Or does he have nothing to do with it?

They walked through an immaculately clean home and to the little table inside a big kitchen. She immediately put a kettle on the stove, switching the flame on. He swallowed hard, pulling his gaze from the fire. It called to him, coaxing him to connect with it, just a little.

Focus! “Nichole?”

The woman startled again, a reflex like an animal of prey. “Yes? Did you—did you need—I forgot snacks. Gosh, I’m so dumb. I’ll get them.”

Daniel rose from his chair, the wood legs scraping against the tile. “No, please, sit down.”

She shook her head and went to the fridge. “Richard always says how rude I can be. I’ll make a plate of cheese and—“

He had crossed the room without thinking and took her wrist. “Richard is an asshole. You don’t need to wait on us like a servant.”

Her eyes widened, but she said nothing.

We need to get her out of here, but if we can do it without freaking the hell out of her, we should.

Especially since we can’t just teleport away with her now.

“Have you ever felt like you didn’t belong in this world? Like it fit like a bad outfit.”

He didn’t know what he expected. Denial. Fear. Uncertainty.

But instead, she whispered. “Yes. Every moment.”

His heart clenched. “Well, that’s because you don’t belong here. You’re a goddess, Nichole. A creature meant for bigger and better things than a loveless marriage and a life without happiness.”

She stared. “I don’t... I don’t understand.”

He took a deep breath, knowing he was taking a risk. “Ever read any books about magic and other worlds?”

She nodded.

“Well, all of that exists.”

Her brows drew together. “I’m sorry, but is this a joke?”

“No,” he denied quickly.

“Because this feels like something Richard would do. All of this actually does. The last time I talked with a friendly man, Richard had paid him to do it, to show what a slut I am.”

“Holy fuck,” Daniel muttered, before he could stop himself. “No, we aren’t being paid by Richard to torture you. Actually, how would you like to never have to be around that asshole again?”

Tears sparkled in her eyes. “I can never escape him.”

He released her wrist. “Yes, you can. And we’re here to set you free. Come with us, Nichole.”

“Where?”

Tristan rose behind them, the chair scraping loudly against the floor. “To a world outside of this one. Where I’m a gargoyle and you are a goddess.”

With his last spoken word, he shifted. His skin turned grey and wings grew from his back.

She shot away, her back hitting the fridge behind her. “You’re—you’re...”

The farmer spoke. “I just found out about all this nutty stuff too, but it’s true. You aren’t going crazy or anything like that, but we need to leave, and fast. The bad guys that came after me might be here too.”

She stared at all of them for a long moment. “So, you’re here to take me away from Richard, to a world with magic. Where I’m a goddess?”

They all nodded.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and clenched her hands. “Okay, let’s go.”

Wow, that was easy.

Together they moved through the house and back toward the front door. Without Surcy to teleport them, it’d be difficult to get to where they needed to go. But Tristan could take them.

Then, the door opened.

They all froze.

A man stood in the door with short, white hair and pale silver eyes. From his back, red wings sprouted.

“Richard,” she said, her voice shaking. “You’re home early.”

His mouth curled into a sick smile. “And where do you think you’re going?”

For a minute he wondered, did the angel know what they were? Did he know why they were there? And then, he remembered that Tristan no longer wore his glamour.

This creature knew exactly what was going on.

Tristan moved so that he stood in front of them. “An arch-angel... I thought Caine did away with your kind. I thought he didn’t like any other beings to have that kind of power.”

The angel’s sickening smile widened. “Well, you were wrong.” He lifted his hand, pointed it at Tristan, and the gargoyle exploded raining down dust on all of them.

Coughing, Daniel’s heart racing. What the fuck just happened? Tristan? Tristan!

No, it couldn’t have happened. Tristan was a gargoyle! No one was powerful enough to destroy him so easily!

The dust settled, and there, inches from him, the arch-angel stood. And Tristan? He was gone, leaving behind nothing but a pile of dust and stone.

“What did you do to him?” Daniel’s voice shook with rage.

The creature smirked. “The same thing I’m going to do to you. But raining demon-flesh is a little messier.”

“Run!” he shouted to the Immortals. 

The farmer didn’t need to be told twice. He grabbed the woman’s arm, and they raced for the back door.

“How... cute. You think they’ll escape me.”

Daniel moved backwards, one slow step at a time. His mind racing. How could he save the Immortals? How could he stop this being?

And then, the little flame beneath the kettle came into his view. And he knew.

Gesturing slightly with his hand, he called the flame. It jumped from the stove to the counters, cabinets and floor, it leapt to the little curtain on the window above the sink and began to devour it all. Energy coursed through Daniel, and power.

The angel saw none of it, his gaze focused on Daniel. “You’ve made such a terrible mistake, thinking you could overpower Caine. Instead, you brought another Immortal straight into our hands.”

Daniel swallowed hard, trying not to look back at the flames. “They were guarded this whole time. Nothing has changed.”

He drew back his lips, revealing sharp teeth. “Everything has changed. Caine has decreed that the last of the Immortals in our care will be brought to him. No more games. And... and this is the best part. He’s decided that your lives are forfeit. At last.”

“Nothing was stopping him from killing us before.”

The angel cocked its head. “Do you know why Caine doesn’t like arch-angels? Because to create us, he must link himself to us. That means we can read pieces of his thoughts. We can sense some of his emotions. And do you know what I’m sure of?”

Smoke was beginning to rise, and the kitchen was nearly consumed. How has the angel not sensed it?

“The Fate told him that upon your deaths, he would lose the war against the Immortals. But when your little friend, Mark, died, he realized something. You didn’t have to stay dead. And there’s a way to ensure your use to him.”

Sweat poured down Daniel’s face and his arms. The fire moved out of the kitchen and into the living room, smoke billowing, filling the room.

At last, the angel looked at it, then back at him. “Oh, how delightful. You thought to kill me with your fire.”

Suddenly, the angel disappeared.

Daniel looked around, heart racing, but the angel was nowhere to be seen.

Turning, he raced for the backdoor, but when he pulled on the handle, it wouldn’t open. On the other side of the door, the archangel smiled. His words came as clearly as if he was standing beside Daniel, whispering in his ear.

“You remember how painful it was to die by fire, fire-mage? How about angel-fire?”

Turning, he watched as the orange flames turned to blue. No! He had no control over that type of fire. It was too hot and too powerful.

The room grew painfully warm. The black smoke billowed, darker and heavier, consuming the oxygen.

Daniel turned back to the glass door and threw himself at it, but it held. Over and over again he tried to break the glass, but then he saw the glass, sparkling against the light of the angel-fire. And he knew. It had been enchanted.

The fire was everywhere now, sealing him into the living room.

There was nowhere to go.

Moving closer to the flames, he knelt down where the dust from Tristan lay. He picked it up in one of his hands, and sat, closing his eyes. This would not be a quick death. It would be slow and horrible.

But at least he still had Tristan.

And maybe the Immortals might even escape.

At the window, he sensed the archangel, drinking in the sight of what would soon happen.

But his enemies didn’t matter, only Surcy, Tristan, and Mark mattered. At least in death he would be reunited with them. Even if only for a short time before Caine destroyed their souls.




Chapter Ten

Surcy teleported to the other side of the world. It was night there, and the city below her was massive. The lights so bright in contrast with the darkness that it hurt her eyes. People were everywhere. Walking. Crammed onto the crowded streets in cars that barely moved in the traffic.

Somewhere in this chaos, the God of Sin hid.

If she could find him quickly enough, she could teleport back to her demons and the Immortals. They would all be safe, and they could hurry to save Mark in time, before Caine destroyed his soul. She’d known her demons would never let her pursue an Immortal alone. So, she’d done it without telling them.

They’d forgive her when they saw that it was the only way.

She teleported from the rooftop to the street. Walking slowly, she looked for the building Mark had described in his note. Neon signs flashed at her from every direction. Men and women made her offers, selling their bodies for a price.

Her skin crawled. This was a terrible place. Truly, a place not of sins, but of heartache. No one chose this life... it was thrust upon them.

Crossing the street, she froze as she spotted the little building wedged between two others. The neon sign said, “Sin,” in bold red letters. Of course it did.

A car honked at her. She stiffened, realizing that the light had changed. Sprinting across the road, she made it to the other crosswalk and to the side of the street with the building.

When she reached the door, painted the deepest shade of black, she knocked. A massive man opened the door and stared down at her frowning.

She hesitated. “I’d like to come in.”

He said nothing. Did he understand English?

Sighing, she realized she didn’t have time for this. Glancing around his shoulder, she saw a room bathed in red lights. He shifted to block her view, but it was enough.

Closing her eyes, she teleported inside.

Standing in the center of the room, she saw that it was empty. A dark staircase led deeper beneath the ground. Hurrying from the room before she could be spotted by the guard, she rushed down the staircase and into another room bathed in red.

In the center of the back wall, a man lay on a massive bed tangled with women. And lining the sides of the room? Angels with glamours had sex with one, or more, partners in what she could only describe as a drug or alcohol induced frenzy. They lay in beds with transparent white curtains closing them in, but the curtains did nothing to hide their actions.

Or to hide me from their sight, if they can see me at all around all the naked humans...

Silently, she prayed they stayed distracted until she could spot the God of Sin and get him out of there.

Her gaze moved back to the man covered in a sea of naked female flesh on the back wall. He was the only person, who wasn’t an angel, having sex on one of the beds. Is he the Immortal I’m looking for? She moved closer to him. He was kissing a woman, even while he was buried inside another one. He lazily broke his kiss and turned to Surcy. His gaze racked her body, and he gestured for her to join him.

Immediately, she knew it was him. Something about him screamed of power and magic, but it was also something else. Unlike the angels, he didn’t seem to be enjoying what he was doing. It was as if he were simply going through the motions.

Which was strange for a man lying in a bed with six naked women.

I need to touch him, or I can’t teleport us out of here. She eyed the bed, not wanting to get anywhere near it, but knowing it was the only way.

Moving forward, she slid onto the only empty spot on the bed. He turned his head. His hand reached out and stroked down her back. She put her hand on his neck and tried to teleport them free.

But it didn’t work.

Oh, shit. Of course there’s a shield in place.

He leaned closer and nipped at her throat. “There are wards here. Once you get in, the only way out is to walk, and they’ll never let us leave.”

Her throat clenched. “You know who I am?”

“Yes, and I know who I am. But this place? It’s my prison. A prison of sins and delights.”

There has to be a way. “How can we get you free?”

He bit her lower earlobe, making her skin crawl. “You can’t.”

His hand moved to grab her ass. 

She pushed it away. “I’m not here for that.”

His hand fixed more tightly onto her lower back. “And I can’t stop. What was once pleasure is now torture. I’m driven by a need for sex. I can’t stop. I can barely leave this bed. I've been here for what seems like lifetimes.”

“We only need you to stop for a minute... just long enough to climb those stairs and run for the exit.”

He groaned and the woman on top of him started rocking harder and harder. “Do you think I’d still be here if I could take those steps? No, the women they send in here take me over and over again in this bed, until they’re spent, and then new ones come to replace the old.”

“Pick one of them up,” she suggested. “Take her with us.”

“They’re bound to the bed,” he groaned and began to thrust. “And I can never stop. Never. No matter how much I want to.”

He has to keep having sex. All the time. We have to get him out of this room, to the next one, where we can teleport free. Just a few dozen steps, and I’ve rescued this Immortal, without any bloodshed.

She counted the angels in the room. There were eight of them, too many for her to handle. Too many.

So, how could she get him free? 

And then, it hit her. I can’t.

But do I have a choice?

She swallowed down the bile rising in the back of her throat. “I can help you leave.”

“How?” His voice was filled with desperation.

“What if we left... while having sex?”

Her words were met with silence. “I’ve always needed more than one woman in this place. My incubus needs would drain a single human woman.”

“But what about an angel?” she said.

His entire body shuddered behind her. “And do you often give into the pleasures of the body?”

“Only with the men I love.”

“So pure,” he murmured into her ear.

She wanted to scream, to leap from the bed. Hadn’t they given enough to this cause? Would she really have to give this too?

You already betrayed your demons’ trust. She pushed the thought aside. Frink had to be lying. She would never let Caine pick her brain. She would never betray her demons. But I know I did.

Anger rose inside of her. Now she did have a choice. Leave and come back with her demons. See more blood-shed. Put their lives, and the other Immortal’s lives, at risk too.

Or let a incubus have sex with her.

Let someone other than her demons touch her.

Could they ever forgive me for this? She pushed the thought aside. If it kept them safe, she would do this. She would do anything for them.

“Would it work?” she pressed.

The incubus slowly turned her around, and then she was staring into his face. He had dark eyes and dark hair. He was handsome in a bad-boy kind of way. His face looked like it was constantly stuck in a state of mockery. His body was finely tuned, and his flesh was pale, like he hadn’t seen sunlight for a long time.

All of it gave the look of an ancient being, capable of powerful things.

“Do you want me inside of you, angel?”

She met his gaze. “No. But we are gathering all the Immortals together for a stand against Caine. We need you. Or we’ll fail.”

Something troubled flashed in his eyes. “How many of the others do you have?”

“By now?” she nibbled her lip. “We should have all of them.”

His brows rose. “I’ve never touched a woman who didn’t want me. But this must be done.”

Her stomach churned.

“Take off your clothes,” he said, his voice soft and seductive.

She felt his incubus powers wash over her. But still, her hands trembled as she pulled off her shirt. He unbuttoned her pants, and within moments, she was lying beside him naked.

Tears filled her eyes.

He pushed the other women away. They didn’t seem to notice. They simply carried on without him.

His lips slanted over Surcy’s, and she felt his power like something all-consuming. Her thoughts swam. His kiss was like a drug that sent her head spinning.

She felt him pull her on top of him, straddling his waist.

And tears slid down her cheeks.

He grabbed her ass, moved his hands to her thighs, and lifted her from the bed.

She felt him, hard and aroused beneath her. More tears ran down her cheeks. She thought of her demons, of Mark’s sweet face, of Tristan, of Daniel. They would never forgive her for this.

His kiss deepened, his tongue sweeping inside her mouth. His power seemed to pull from her, and with each second that passed, she felt more relaxed. Her thoughts swam as every inch of his naked flesh touched hers.

He carried them from the room. She felt them moving up the stairs.

His muscles were tense beneath her hands. She waited for him to plunge inside of her. To use her to get free of his prison.

But as she sagged against him, she realized she might not even notice. His touch drained her so powerfully.

“Teleport us,” he whispered into her ear.

She fought to make sense of his words. 

“Now! Get us out of here!”

She heard shouts. Feet running.

Closing her eyes, and gritting her teeth, she willed them to teleport away.

And then, everything went black.




Chapter Eleven

Surcy startled awake. Tears were running down her face. She’d been caught in a nightmare. One in which an Immortal was fucking her over and over again, draining her of her strength.

And now? She was naked. In a hotel room. A white sheet over her body.

The God of Sin looked up from a table spread with more food than she’d ever imagined. The massive flat screen TV played a show she didn’t recognize.

He grinned, showing his dimples. “You’re awake.”

Her entire body felt tense. “We had sex. Oh god. Oh shit.”

To her surprise, his smile fell away. “We didn’t. It was hard as fuck, but I’ve never had sex with a woman who didn’t want me, and I never plan to.”

“Then, how did we escape?”

“I kissed you. I forced a lot of your energy out of you, in a way that wasn’t pleasant for either of us, not nearly as pleasant as just fucking. But,” he shrugged, “you were crying. You clearly love the men you have.”

She pressed her knuckles to her forehead and felt tears rolling down her cheeks. Nothing had happened between them. Not really. She hadn’t betrayed her demons, and she’d saved the Immortal.

It was almost too much to believe.

“You barely managed to teleport us onto the street before you passed out, but it was enough. I ran us down the street, naked as hell, to the nicest hotel I could find. I seduced a human, got us this room, and showered. Oh man, you can’t imagine how good that felt.” Then, he held up a steak. Literally, an entire steak speared by his fork and took a huge bite. “And real food? Fucking hell, it’s amazing. Not the shit they fed me in that sex dungeon.”

It was strange. This Immortal was cocky, inhumanely handsome, and a incubus. She knew she should dislike a creature like him, she really should, but she just couldn’t.

He’d been a slave to Caine just like all the others. Just like me.

She wiped her cheeks and drew her knees to her chest. “How long was I asleep?”

He stared. “All night... about eight hours, give or take.”

“Damn it.”

He raised a brow, studying her. 

“We have to go. My demons need me. The Immortals need me. We have to find them all, make sure they’re safe, and get to the sanctuary.”

He frowned and took another massive bite of his steak. “So,” he said while chewing. “When we find them, then we start a war?”

She nodded. 

He chewed for a long minute, then swallowed. “Okay then. I ordered us some clothes. How about we enjoy this food until they get here?”

For a minute she almost said no. Her demons needed her. They must have thought she’d completely abandoned them. Which I kind of did. What if they were in trouble? What if they needed her?

But then, her stomach growled so loudly that the incubus raised a brow.

She sighed, wrapped the sheet around her body, and sat down on the other chair at the table. I won’t be any use to anyone starving... and naked.

“Dig in,” he said with a smile. “I’m watching this weird human show where I think the woman chooses between the men she wants. I’m assuming the losers are killed?”

Surcy laughed at his assumption. “No, human games aren’t nearly as bloody now.”

He looked disappointed. “Oh well, at least the clothes are skimpier.”

She ate across from him, watching his excitement at the show, even at the commercials. Caine never ceased to amaze her with his evil. How could he even think to create a room in which the God of Sin, a incubus, could never stop having sex? It was like creating his own personal hell.

The Immortal finished his steak and reached for the lobster with his bare hands. “You never told me your name.”

“Surcy,” she answered, watching him pull out the lobster meat with enthusiasm.

“Surcy,” he repeated. “Surcy the fallen angel.”

“I’m not fallen,” she told him.

He smiled. “Not when the Immortals come back into power. No, then you’ll just be an angel again. Restored to your former glory.” His gaze moved to her shoulders. “And you’ll get those back too.”

The scars on her shoulder blades prickled. Is that really what would happen? She’d never thought about her own place in the world if they won this war, just how it’d change everything for the better.

“I know who you are, but I don't know your name either."

He smiled again, butter smeared on his lips. “Zagan.”

“Zagan?” Her gaze ran over the muscled man.

“It’s a family name,” he said, with a grin.

She watched him for a while longer while eating the most delicious mashed potatoes, a chocolate cake, and bacon bruschetta. When her stomach finally said enough, she leaned back in her chair and stretched.

His gaze snapped back to her, and the hunger in his eyes shocked her.

“I imagine after all you’ve been through, you never want to have sex again.” Her words came out nervous and rushed.

His eyes darkened. “I’m the God of Sin and a incubus. Without sex, I’d wither away to nothing. But next time, it’ll be by my choice. Maybe even with a woman who sees me as more than just a big dick. Maybe one who sees me the way you see your demons.”

She was shocked by the anger and passion in his eyes. This Immortal might act cool and casual, but he was simmering with rage under his calm exterior.

A knock sounded at the door.

Zagan rose, and for the first time, she saw that he was naked. His massive cock hard and erect as he went to open the hotel room door. A minute later, a woman giggled.

A pretty blonde and the god entered the room a second later, her carrying two garment bags. He immediately took them from her and slung them on his chair.

His gaze moved to Surcy. “I think this pretty little lady might suck me off. Want to join us? Or would you prefer a shower?”

Swallowing hard, she rose from her seat, clinging to the sheet. “I think I’ll take a shower.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, and the woman immediately knelt before him. Her smaller hands curled around his shaft, and then she took him deep. For a second, Surcy couldn’t look away. She watched them, him digging his hand into the back of her hair, her moaning around him.

I miss my demons.

The realization hit her like a brick. She scuttled away and took a long, cold shower. When she got back home, she’d find time to make love to her men again. She’d steal a tiny moment of pleasure before the war truly began.




Chapter Twelve

Surcy stood beside the God of Sin, staring at the remains of the Immortal’s house. It was burnt to the ground, leaving even the earth blackened. But mixed into it all was a shimmering blue substance she’d never seen before.

Walking forward, crunching on the burnt wood and ash, she reached down and touched it, pulling her fingers back to stare at the shimmering substance. Something wasn’t adding up in her mind. What had happened here? 

Are my demons okay? Her heart raced. She’d thought saving this Immortal would be easier than the God of Sin. Mark’s description had made it sound so anyway. So why is this home destroyed?

“Fuck, I didn’t know Caine had made any archangels. I thought he’d simply destroyed the ones loyal to us.”

Surcy whirled on him. “What’s an archangel?”

“Something you don’t want to meet.” 

Zagan walked around the charred remains of the house and stopped near the back. Lifting his hand, palm down, he closed his eyes. Something inside of her warmed, like she was standing too close to a crackling fire. But for some reason, she just drew closer to the Immortal, like a moth to a flame.

His eyes opened, and for one moment his irises were red.

She stiffened, and the color faded away.

He blinked several times, and his jaw tensed. “Surcy, I need you to stay calm.”

“Calm?”

“Yes, calm. An archangel was here. The most powerful creature an Immortal can make. They have far more freewill than normal angels. White-winged angels are like trusted soldiers. Dark-winged angels are like warriors who haven’t quite proved themselves. But archangels? They have powers beyond your imagination.” He took a deep breath and moved closer to her. “You know the blue flames on your sword are angel-fire, something specifically created to defeat demons. It’s hotter and more destructive than normal fire, even though angels are immune to it.”

Her heart was racing. “What are you trying to tell me?”

“Archangels have the power to control this fire at will. And this place—it was burnt down by angel magic.”

“We need to hurry,” she rushed out. “Daniel and Tristan must have faced this being. We need to find them and help them, before it can hurt them.”

He grimaced. “I’m afraid we’re too late.”

“No.”

He looked down at the charred remains of the house. “Two souls were lost in this house. A gargoyle, and a fire-mage, two beings that I feel were strongly connected to you.”

Her head spun, and she crumpled to her knees.

His hands were gripping her arms in an instant. “I’m sorry, Surcy. I am. But the Immortals didn’t die here. I can sense where they’ve gone. We need to find them, before the archangel can.”

“They’re dead,” she whispered.

A second later, she was swept up into his strong arms. “I’m going to start walking. We’re going to find the others of my kind. You have a short time to process this, and then you need to pull it together. Your lover’s souls will be before Caine soon. If you have any chance of saving them, you have to push away the pain and keep going.”

She looked up at the evening sky. In this part of the world, night would be falling soon. The clouds here were heavy, dashed with the slightest bit of grey. It was just another place in the world that meant nothing to her, not without her demons.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she imagined Mark, Tristan, and Daniel. They’d all died. They died for this cause. She had to fight past the gnawing feeling in her belly that told her everything she cared about was gone. She had to push back the thoughts that were screaming that this was her fault. It’d been a risk to go after an Immortal alone and leave them to handle this one, but she’d thought she was the only one taking a risk.

Now she knew she’d been wrong.

“If you’d have been there, you’d have died too,” the incubus said, as if reading her thoughts.

“I—“ the word came, choked out. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Everything happens for a reason, Surcy. We’re all just pawns in Fate’s games.”

Her hand clenched in the front of his silk shirt. “So, you’re saying we have no choice?”

He shook his head, hurrying quickly down the sidewalk. “The Fates see the future. Even they try to stop it sometimes. There are things we can do, but I can tell you with absolute certainty that your demons would have died today... in any future that might lead to the Immortals reuniting.”

A tear ran down her cheek, clinging to her chin. “I never wanted this for them.”

His dark eyes locked onto hers. “And we never wanted this for you, but you and your demons were always meant to suffer in this war, to pay a hefty price.”

“How do you—?”

“Quiet,” he hissed, sliding into an alley.

She felt his heart racing under her hand. “What is it?”

“Angels... everywhere.”

He leaned slightly forward, and they both stared. Sure enough, angels walked among the humans, an angel for every two humans. There were so many that Surcy could only stare. She had no idea there were even this many in the army.

“This is bad,” she whispered.

He shook his head and grinned. “No, this is good. It means they haven’t found the Immortals yet.”

That’s true. “Any idea where they would have gone?”

He glanced down at her. “I think you can answer that question better than I can.”

“No—“ she froze. “Maybe.”

In an instant, she teleported them.

“Fuck,” Zagan muttered, collapsing onto his knees.

She slid from his grip on the roof of the building she’d first teleported the farmer and her demons onto. If the Immortals were alone, she’d think this is where they’d go.

In the skies, she spotted the dark shapes that meant angels flew overhead. “We need to be careful,” she whispered.

Zagan rubbed his head and stood. “Fucking warn me next time you’re going to do that.”

Then, she started walking around the roof. They weren’t anywhere easily spotted, but if they saw the angels, they wouldn’t be. She moved to where the massive air conditioning units and vents cluttered one end of the roof. Zagan followed closely behind. Everywhere she looked was empty. And then, she spotted the little metal closet. The spot beside the lock had been kicked in.

Taking a deep breath, she inched toward it, grabbed the edge of the door, and pulled it open. The farmer was clutching a woman in his arms, stuffed in front of a space filled with wires and buttons. He held a metal pole out in front of him, ready to swing.

His eyes widened when he spotted her and he dropped the pole. “Thank God, it’s you.”

She could sense the angels flying closer, to the point that it was hard to breathe. There were now three Immortals and only one of her, and enemies everywhere. She had no chance of protecting these people in her care.

Zagan leaned in. “Hey guys, how’s this life treating you? I know that last one sucked, and the one before that, and, ” he laughed, “well, you get the picture.”

We don’t have time for this. Not if we want to live.

Surcy didn’t wait for their answers. She grabbed onto them and teleported away.

They hit the ground outside of the sanctuary.

“Fucking hell!” Zagan shouted. “Didn’t I just say not to do that? Angels always love that shit, and it’s annoying. It gives me a damn headache.”

She laughed, even though the sound was painful. “We just escaped an army of angels. Let’s be glad. And let’s hurry and reach the others. We have a war to fight.”

Zagan shot her a dirty glance, but reached a hand down to help the woman up.

Her cheeks turned red. “I’m Nichole.”

He raised a brow. “No, you’re the Goddess of Life, and you and I have always had a lot of fun together.”

She visibly swallowed. “Have we?”

He flashed her his dimples. “And we’ll have fun in this life too.”

The farmer climbed to his feet, and Surcy led them through the barrier to the lands surrounding the sanctuary. A shiver ran down her spine as the power made goose bumps rise on her arms. The shield around this place had been reinforced by the druids since she left.

Good.

“Are my wife and kids here?” Clarence asked at her side.

Oh no. She took a deep breath. “Your kids are. And they’re safe.”

“And my wife?” There was a little more intensity to the question.

“She—she was stabbed by one of the angels. I dropped her off at a hospital.”

His voice shook. “Is she okay?”

Heart in her throat, she raised her eyes to meet his. “I don’t know. I had to leave before I could find out.”

“You need to go see,” he said.

She shook her head. “We can’t. There’s a war to fight.”

“I don’t care!” 

Zagan and the woman froze beside them.

“Something wrong?” Zagan asked.

“My wife’s hurt, and she’s saying we can’t go and check on her.”

Zagan shrugged. “A marriage between an Immortal and a human is always short. It’s better to focus on protecting the afterlife of all of humanity rather than one woman.”

Clarence glared at the man. “Would you say that if she were your wife?”

Tension sung between them.

Zagan’s gaze slid between them. “Let’s get to the sanctuary and then we’ll decide what to do.”

They started walking again. After a moment, Clarence followed, looking angry. The woman dropped back to keep pace with him, and Surcy tried to tune out her whispers.

“We’ll get them in the water,” Zagan said. “They’ll get back their memories, and their powers, and he’ll remember what’s important.”

“I hope so,” Surcy said, but deep in her heart she wasn’t sure.

Love was a powerful thing. And this war? She might just give it all up to be back with her demons.

Unfortunately for her, she didn’t have that choice.

They continued trekking through the woods, but in her mind, she was far away, in the arms of three demons who made her smile. Who made her feel safe.

And who she might have lost forever.




Chapter Thirteen

The sanctuary was complete chaos, filled with people talking, laughing, and moving about. Surcy watched as the Immortals they had rescued earlier dunked the new ones into the pool to awaken their memories and their powers. 

The God of Sin fucked a druid woman in one corner. None of them could see what was happening, but all of them could hear her shouts of pleasure.

Zagan had winked at Surcy beforehand. “I think she deserves a little happiness after serving us so faithfully,” he said as he led her over behind a tree.

Now, it sounded like he was determined to give it to her. Hard and long.

Which is pretty damn awkward...

The other Immortals seemed to all be doing their own thing, a few practicing their magic. Others ate and relaxed. And some of them needed healing and they were being tended to by the druids, who all seemed happy in their service.

And Surcy? She was sitting on a pedestal carved of stone, staring at it all numbly.

She and her demons had talked about this moment for so long. This was their goal, the thing they imagined might be impossible. Now, they’d actually accomplished it. All the Immortals were safe. They had the ability to destroy Caine and restore the balance of the realms.

But her demons weren’t at her side.

Of all the futures she imagined, this was not one of them. Losing her demons hadn’t felt possible.

The God of Summer, a shifter who could turn into a golden dragon, met her gaze. He moved confidently across the great sanctuary, that was enclosed by a massive dome covered in plants. He wore a simple white shirt and jeans. His skin and hair were both golden, and his eyes were immensely powerful.

Kneeling down in front of her, he cocked his head, and studied her. She was amazed by how strong he appeared, how muscular and healthy. It was almost unimaginable that just a short time ago he was a chained dragon, with grey, lifeless scales and holes in his wings.

They’d saved him. She’d imagined he was powerful beneath all his wounds. But now, she could see what he was meant to be, and it amazed her.

“You’re heartbroken," he said, his voice deep and rough.

It was hard to swallow. “Yes.”

“Then let me ease your fears. If we are restored to power, we should be able to save your demons.”

Every muscle in her body tensed. “What if Caine destroys their souls?”

A guarded look came over his face. “The Soul Destroyer is not what everyone believes.”

She waited.

“It is simply... another realm.”

She slid closer to him, heart racing. “So, they can be saved?”

“If they survive. The Soul Destroyer was not given that name lightly. Within that realm is the darkest, most horrible place in existence. It is filled with souls deemed too dangerous to be reborn. They don’t have to survive just going there. They need to survive within the realm.”

Her chest swelled. “They’re strong. They can do that.”

The slightest smile twisted his lips. “They are. Your demons are unlike any I’ve met before. But then, I’ve never known demons to fall in love with an angel, or an angel to fall in love with them. Caine... he’s created a world of chaos. One which we must fix.”

“Surcy?”

She startled, looking up to meet Mark’s father’s eyes.

“Yes?”

“May I speak with you for just a moment?”

She nodded, then turned back to the dragon-shifter. “Thank you.”

“Any of us would have shared that knowledge with you.”

She smiled. That didn't matter. He was the one who had taken the time to tell her. “Not for the knowledge, for the hope.”

He shrugged. “I was hopeless when you and your demons found me. It seems only fair to give you hope in return."

She smiled and rose. Mark’s father turned and started walking. She followed slowly behind him. When they came to the mantel before the Immortals’ sacred pool, he reached up and took the broken staff from off of it.

Her breath hitched. Mark’s staff.

“I know what you must think of me. Throwing my only child out into the world alone and without his staff.”

“Well, whatever you did didn’t break him. Nothing could break him.”

The old man turned his blue eyes to her and her heart clenched again. Mark and his father had the same eyes. “He is... was something special.”

“You have no idea how much.” Surcy didn't even try to hold back the anger that surged through her.

No matter how she replayed what had led Mark to be tossed from his home, she couldn’t see any justification for it. No matter how hard she tried to see this old man in a different light, she only felt anger towards him for the cruel way he’d treated her Mark.

“I still can’t believe he’s dead.”

She felt her gut clench. “I’m done talking to you about this.”

You don’t deserve to feel sad, or to pity yourself. You closed the door on your child a long time ago.

He sighed. “I actually wanted to talk to you about more than just Mark.”

The sensation of fingers moving down her spine made every hair on her body stand on end. “Then what? Spit it out.”

The old man set the staff back down and turned to her. “I’ve been reading over the ancient texts, including what little we have about the time when Caine took over and the Immortals lost their thrones.”

She held her breath.

“Something is missing.”

No shit, if we knew everything this whole mess wouldn’t be nearly as bad.

“Have you ever heard about demi-gods?”

She raised a brow. “Like half-gods?”

“Yes, the children of the Immortals.”

She shook her head.

“Well, they’re rare, and most of them have little to no power. Their power might be something as small as being particularly lucky, or living abnormally long, or being incredible beautiful. Something small like that couldn't unbalance the Immortals’ power. But—“ he paused. “Then, there is Caine. He's not a vampire, a witch, a merman, a gargoyle... nothing about him makes sense. He lacks the characteristics of any of the paranormal beings.”

“So what does that mean?”

He held her gaze. “I believe he might be something... forbidden, a dark secret that should have never been brought to life.”

That sounds... bad. 

Her heart raced. “What?”

“A child of two Immortals.”

She stared. “I don’t understand. I mean, why would that be so forbidden?”

He regarded her as if she were stupid. “Because there has only ever been ten Immortals. For this very reason. It’s too dangerous. It can change the balance. And yet...”

“What?”

“The balance doesn’t feel off.”

She sighed, tired of the old man’s riddles. “And what does that mean?”

“I believe there is a twelfth Immortal.”

Her brows rose. “So we need to find one more?”

“No, you don’t. But what you should know is that Caine is even more dangerous than we ever imagined, and these Immortals may have secrets that could complicate our plans.”

Like we need more complications. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “I wish we druids could offer you our help in the battle, but that is not our way.”

Mark did. “I understand.”

Turning away, she wondered what the significance of twelve Immortals might mean, and how it could impact the war between the two sides. I guess we’ll see.



Chapter Fourteen

Surcy lay on the grass, staring up at the bright moon. She’d left the warmth and comfort of the inner-sanctuary, where all the Immortals and druids lay sleeping amongst the magic plants, to take a quiet moment to herself. Tomorrow, they would attack Zudessa. They would take on Caine and his angels. Either the battle would destroy them all, along with all hope at a better world, or everything would change forever.

For some reason, both futures scared her.

This was everything that they’d been working toward, but now the unknown loomed in front of her, and for once, she felt empty when she imagined the future. Tristan had said he’d bought them three days before Mark’s soul was destroyed, but did he and Daniel have the same time?

Or had she already lost them?

And can the Immortals really bring them back if that’s where they were sent? For some reason, she couldn’t imagine it could be that simple. She didn’t want to think about what her demons might be facing in such a terrible place.

It’s possible they can’t survive there.

The moon blurred in her vision as her eyes filled with tears. She didn’t know the answers, but an emptiness clawed at her center, one she feared meant her demons were lost to her forever.

“Surcy?”

She shot up, and her gaze connected with Clarence’s. No, not Clarence, the God of the Earth. After dipping into the waters, he’d announced that he hated his human-name for this lifetime, and that everyone could call him Adan.

“Do you need something?” she asked, frowning.

He glanced down at something in his hand, a little vial that seemed to contain nothing but water. His expression was uncertain as he shifted it between his fingers.

“Yes, angel. I know that you don’t work for us... but I have need of you.”

His words vibrated through her in the strangest way. She touched her chest and frowned.

“You felt it didn’t you?” he asked.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“That, is how it feels when your ruler speaks to you. Once we’re in charge once more, that feeling will grow stronger when we give a command. When we wish something, you’ll all feel it deep within you. It isn’t in the forceful way that Caine commands you. It will be something more natural. Because that’s the way it was meant to be.” He moved a little closer, his gaze holding hers. “We trusted Caine. We never imagined he would be capable of what he did. But as much as he thinks he seamlessly rules in our place, he doesn’t. If anyone remembered what it was like before, they’d know how much was missing.”

She believed him, but that wasn’t what bothered her. “So, when all this is over, I’ll serve you?”

He nodded, lifting a brow. “Isn’t that what you desire most? Isn’t that why you’ve done all of this for?”

I did it because the world was wrong, because innocent people were suffering in the demon realm, and angels were mostly heartless thugs. 

And because my demons convinced me to help them.

Not so I could serve a better leader.

Slowly, she shook her head. “No. I mean, I never thought about what things would be like for me if we restored the ten of you to power.”

He didn’t speak, just waited, watching her closely.

“After you're back on your thrones, will I be able to be with my demons?”

“We’ll judge souls fairly and place them where they should have been all along. Things will be very different, Surcy. Definitely more fair. But I can’t guarantee where you and your loved ones will end up.”

After all we’ve done! After all my demons sacrificed to help these people, they really won’t even give us this? Anger blossomed inside her, but she forced it down. Anger would get her nowhere.

And when her anger faded away, it was replaced with nothing but a painful emptiness in her chest. 

“I understand,” she said.

Then both looked at the moon for a long minute, a sadness that seemed soul-deep stretching between them. She wanted to beg him for special treatment. She wanted to tell him, after all they’d done, they should be exempt from judgment. But she couldn’t.

“Love is complicated,” he said. “It goes against all reason. Believe me. Love led me to one of the greatest mistakes I could make. And yet, I don’t regret it.”

Tears pricked her eyes as she imagined the faces of her demons. Goose bumps rose on her flesh, as if they even her skin missed the touch of the men she loved.

“I need you to go to my human-wife and make her drink this.”

She looked at him and then down at the water he held. “Why?”

“It’s from the pool. Going in the water is deadly for any but Immortals, but there’s a legend about the water's ability to heal. If she doesn’t seem to be recovering on her own, I want you to make her drink it.” He held out the vial, but she didn’t take it.

“Are you sure?”

He sighed, noisily. “I know I should be above things like this. I know I shouldn’t care for one human female, but that’s why love is such a weakness. It defies all logic.”

Reaching out, she plucked the vial from his fingers. It wasn’t that she was looking forward to a long night when she’d be battling in the morning; it was that she felt she owed this man. It was her fault his wife was injured. Maybe if the woman lived, she would provide an anchor for him, to help him remember that humans had value.

So he could never end up like Caine.

Rising, she started walking, knowing that it would take a while to reach the edge of the sanctuary. But, his voice stopped her. “Just in case we can’t save your demons’ souls, it might be a good idea to mourn them tonight, so their deaths can’t be used against you.”

She felt every muscle in her body tense. Are these Immortals trying to drive me insane? Can they be saved or not? It felt... terrible not to know.

Without answering him, she kept moving, but tears ran down her cheeks. Maybe a plan like that would work for him. For her, if she didn't have hope, she wouldn’t be able to keep going.

So, she’d hold onto the belief that her demons could be saved, regardless of the odds against her.

The forest was quiet. With each step she took further from the sanctuary, she prayed for clarity. She prayed she would know what to do when the time came. When she finally felt the prickling as she crossed the protective barrier, she inhaled deeply. She prepared herself for the hospital, and for the truth of what happened to the human woman.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.

Turning, she stared into the darkness. There was a terrible feeling deep in her soul, a sense that she was being hunted by a bloodthirsty predator. Every instinct begged her to retreat to the sanctuary, but she was rooted in place.

In the shadows between trees, she saw two eyes staring at her. Dark eyes held death, but also something familiar. The creature moved closer into the light.

Daniel! She gasped when she recognized the crouching form. Daniel’s face was as familiar to her as her own. She knew his dark eyes, his blond hair, and his chiseled good looks that hid the vulnerable man inside. This time, however, his expression sent her blood racing.

“Daniel?” she whispered, inching closer. “Is that you?”

He rose from his crouched position, still mostly in shadows. 

She longed to touch him, and the urge to throw herself into his arms was a need that burned through her.

“I thought you’d died. I thought I’d lost you.” Her fingers grew sweaty around the vial clenched between them.

And then, his voice came, familiar and yet strange. “I did die. And I was reborn.”

She froze, heart in her throat.

He stepped forward, his dark angel wings spread behind him. “And now, traitor, I’m here to end your life.”




Chapter Fifteen

Surcy couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Daniel was an angel? That was impossible. Why would Caine do such a thing? It was dangerous! Stupid!

Before she could even process what had happened, Daniel leapt at her.

They crashed into the forest floor, and he spun on top of her. She tried to fight against him, but he was too strong, and she was confused, unwilling to hurt him.

He pinned her hands above her head with no effort at all. He looked down at her, his faces inches from hers. “Any last words?”

“I love you,” she whispered.

His brows drew together in confusion. “What? You... you seem familiar.”

“He erased your memories.” Somewhere in the back her mind she’d known it, but it finally came together. “He erased your memories and sent you to kill the woman you love.”

He frowned. “No, Caine sent me to kill a traitor. I could never love someone who rebelled against our Judge.”

She laughed and looked to the heavens. “This has to be some kind of joke, or it's a terrible irony.”

He settled more solidly on top of her. “What do you mean?”

Her gaze met his, and she laughed again. “Caine is an asshole. I was an angel, and you guys convinced me to love you. You convinced me to abandon everything for you and your cause. Then, the asshole captures me and erases my memories. When that doesn’t work, he turns you into an angel and erases your memories too. It’s like a giant joke he’s playing, and I just kind of figure the only thing I can do at this point is laugh about it.”

“I don’t believe any of your bullshit,” he said, glaring.

She made a shrugging motion, even if her shoulders didn't have anywhere to move with him holding her down. “If you don’t think you love me, kiss me.”

His eyes widened.

Where the hell did that idea come from? Maybe it was because of all the fairy tales about a true love’s kiss breaking a spell. Or maybe it was because if she going to die, she wanted one last kiss. Either way, it was all she could think about now.

He regarded her curiously. “So, this story of yours... if I kiss you, and feel nothing, then I’ll know you’re a liar.”

“I guess.” She licked her lips. “Unless you’re scared to.”

He smirked, his expression so familiar it twisted her heart. “All right.”

Without releasing her wrists, he shifted, sliding lower. He was so much larger, he surrounded every inch of her with his huge body. Everything inside of her warmed, aching for his kiss, aching for his closeness.

His mouth moved closer. His head tilted, and he caught her lips.

For one powerful moment, time stood still. Fire blazed between them, and the kiss grew deeper and deeper. His mouth softened over hers as their tongues tangled in the age-old dance.

She moaned and arched against him.

His cock hardened and he settled lower over her, grinding between her thighs.

Her head spun. She tried to get her hands free, to touch him, but his grip only tightened.

In her mind, she wanted this to be like the times he was rough with her. Where he did exactly what he wanted with her body—exactly what she wanted him to do. 

Unfortunately, his grip was not that of a lover. This angel might be enjoying her kiss, but he still planned to kill her.

The realization crawled in the back of her mind like a serpent, curling around her thoughts, and spoiling their kiss. He moved her wrists so they were held by only one of his hands.

She tensed, knowing what was to come.

Tossing her head, she broke their kiss. He clenched a flaming sword over her head, ready to take her life.

He was breathing hard. “That was... nice. But it changes nothing.”

She nodded.

The sword came down, and she jerked her body with all her might.

Her hands broke free. His sword plunged into the earth, where her throat had been just seconds before. She rolled him, so that he was beneath her, and called her own soul-blade forth. Instantly, it was in her free-hand, near his throat.

“Do it,” he hissed.

She stared down at him. Could she really kill him?

No. I can’t.

So what could she do?

Her hand squeezed around the little vial in her hand, and she froze. The Immortal had said it could heal. Could it heal Daniel? And could she really use it for the man she loved instead of his wife?

I can always get more.

It was a struggle to pull the cork with one hand, but she never took her gaze from his. She had no idea what this water would do. If it didn’t work, she had no idea what her next step would be.

She couldn’t kill Daniel, but she couldn’t let him kill her.

When the cork popped free, she took a deep breath, and moved it to his lips. “Drink.”

He frowned as she poured the water into his mouth, and then, he spit it out. The liquid dripped over his face, and over her.

“You idiot!” she said. “You fucking idiot!”

That was her only plan to bring him back, to restore his memories, and he’d just destroyed their only chance.

“Kill me!” he growled.

She sent her soul-blade away. “No, I love you.”

In an instant, she was tossed back. She turned, trying to crawl away from him. She just needed enough space to clear her thoughts enough to teleport, but he was on her in an instant, pinning her to the ground.

It was hard to breathe beneath him. He pinned her arms above her head, yet again, and his weight kept her belly firmly on the ground.

“What now?” she asked.

He said nothing. She felt him shivering and jerking behind her. But he had her pinned so heavily that she couldn’t even turn to see what he planned.

And then, he moved both of her wrists into one of his hands once again. She knew this time he wouldn’t fail. He’d kill her, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

Closing her eyes, she was surprised when she felt his hand move onto her hip and slide between her belly and the ground. He shifted slightly so that he wasn’t pinning her as flatly, and then his hand dipped into the front of her pants.

Every muscle in her body tensed. “Daniel.”

“Oh fuck, Surcy,” he whispered. “I died. I thought I lost you.”

She was breathing hard. His hand moved into her underwear, and his fingers slid into her folds, stroking her slowly. “You—remember.”

“Everything,” he groaned. “And now, I need to bury myself inside of you.”

To feel close again. To forget everything but this moment.

“Yes,” she moaned, grinding against his hand.

The silence of the woods seemed to wrap around them, to protect them from the world, if only for a short time.

His thumb brushed her clit, and she gasped. He continued to slide slowly inside her, deepening her arousal, making her ready for him. And it felt...unreal, yet perfect. Exactly what she needed. Not just sex, but to connect with him again.

Her nerves cried out in pleasure as he touched her faster. And then, one of his fingers slid deep into her channel. 

She couldn’t breathe. Oh god, she couldn’t think. She’d never wanted anyone inside her more than she wanted him that moment. 

It made it so easy to forget. So easy to live for just that moment.

And then, he slid his hand out of her pants.

“No,” she murmured. “Daniel, I want—“

“I know,” he said, biting her shoulder blade gently.

He fumbled with the button and zipper on her pants, then drew her pants and underwear down. A second later, she heard him taking off his own pants. She tried to move, but his hand still held her wrists down. It was strangely... erotic. Being taken in the forest like this, being fucked on grass and leaves.

Suddenly, his hard erection was sliding along her folds from behind.

She felt the shudder move through his body.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “So wet and ready.”

She opened her mouth to speak, to say what she didn’t know, but he plunged deeply inside her. A strangled sound escaped her lips, and then he was fucking her like a wild animal. The sounds of their flesh slapping against each other filled the silence. His cock was massive, almost too big, from behind, but it also felt so good her body was screaming for it to never stop.

It was all so overwhelming. So hot. The way he pinned her hands down. The way he slammed into her with such abandon, swearing softly through gritted teeth as he plunged in and out. 

When a shudder moved through her body, and her inner-muscles tightened around him, his grip on her hip tightened too. “You coming, sweet Surcy?”

“Yes,” she moaned.

“Then come,” he ordered her, and his shaft swelled within her.

Her orgasm came, like a wave. She wished she had something to hold on to as she crashed over the edge, screaming his name. He rocked inside of her, his seed exploding and a guttural roar squeezing from his lips.

When she at last felt her muscles relax, and her body and mind connected once more, she lay panting on the ground, not moving. He lay quietly on top of her, only for a minute, before he pulled his cock free.

Without releasing her wrists, he wedged his tip into her from behind.

She tensed. “You ready for my ass?”

He slid deeper, even as her muscles squeezed around him in protest. “Always.”

His hand moved from her hip to her slick folds. He began to work her again, causing the sensitive nerves to fire off in a sensation that bordered on painful. But with each movement he made, his shaft slid deeper and deeper into her, until he could go no further.

And then, he took her, slower than before. He stroked and touched her with each thrust until the sensation deep within her was a need to explode once more.

This time when her orgasm hit, it was deeper and louder, shuddering through her body like an earthquake. When she felt him come inside her, she was still shaking from the aftermath of her orgasm.




Chapter Sixteen

For a long minute, neither of them moved. Finally, he released her hands and they redressed. Before she could stand, he pulled her into his lap.

“Sorry. There was nothing in my mind—of you, of Tristan, or of Mark. Suddenly, someone pulled back the shades, and I could see all of it. I was scared, scared that if I let go of you for one minute, I’d forget it all.”

She rested her head against his chest. “It’s okay. I’m just glad to have you back.”

More than glad. More than anything I can describe.

He kissed the top of her head and stroked her hair. Neither of them spoke for a long time. The sounds of the woods returned. The insects and birds. The whistling of the wind. It was like the world had begun to turn once more.

“I’m an angel,” he whispered.

She tried to keep her words even. “How does it feel?”

His hand stilled in her hair. “Too natural. And yet, like I’ve been collared.”

She nodded. “As long as Caine’s in charge, he has far too much power over us.”

He continued to stroke her hair. “So what do we do?”

What can we do? “Are Mark and Tristan angels too?”

Daniel stiffened. “I don’t think so. I never saw them or sensed them.”

Something she hadn’t known was there began to ache, and she realized something terrible. When she’d seen Daniel, she’d naturally assumed they’d all been turned into angels. It was twisted and awful, but at least it meant they weren’t beyond her grasp.

But what if it was only Daniel who had been spared?

“We have to accept they might be gone,” he said. A shiver rocked violently through Daniel’s body. “He shattered Tristan. And he burnt me alive.”

“Who?” she whispered.

“The archangel. He’s more powerful than any being I’ve faced except Caine.”

“So, we’ll have to be prepared for him tomorrow too.”

Daniel stiffened. “Don’t tell me anything. Caine can get inside my mind. He can order me back at any time.”

“So what do we do?”

He was quiet for too long. “I go back. And I pretend that I don’t remember anything. You do whatever you have planned. And when the time comes, I help.”

Tears choked her throat. “I don’t want you to leave. I don’t want to send you back there, or do this alone.”

He kissed her hair. “Me neither, but we have to.”

The dark night slid into the slightest shade of grey. She stared at it, knowing it meant their time together was slipping away. With all their powers, neither one of them had the one they really needed. To stop time.

“I have to go, or he’ll know something went wrong.”

She clenched the fabric of his shirt in her hand. “What will you say?”

He laughed, the sound so familiar it spoke to her very soul. “I’ll think of something. Lying isn’t exactly a weakness of mine.”

They rose, and he held her in a tight hug for one more painful moment. When she pulled back, he had the saddest smile. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” she whispered, and then he teleported away.

Heart in her throat, she stared at where he’d been for one long moment, before she too teleported away. Just inside the hospital, she watched an old man stiffen as his gaze fell upon her.

At the front desk, when Surcy asked about the Immortal’s wife, no one knew. Surcy moved from one room to the next until she met an ICU doctor. He immediately knew the nameless stabbing victim, and just as quickly informed her that the woman had died.

She left feeling as if she’d swallowed a rock. The news would not be easy to tell the Immortal, or his children.

When she teleported back outside the sanctuary, she froze in shock. Where the woods had once been, the ground was leveled... leaving nothing behind but ash. For acres upon acres, stretching on for miles, nothing remained of the sacred grounds.

In shock, she took a step forward, stepping onto the ash that still smoldered. This was impossible. She’d only been gone for what? An hour? Two?

And then, she looked at the ash. 

Kneeling down, she picked up the hot substance. Flakes of blue shone back at her.

The archangel.



Chapter Seventeen

“Did you really think they’d be safe here forever?”

Surcy whirled to stare at the most massive angel she’d ever seen. He had large red wings, corded arms, and a cruel face. Power hummed from him, power and something she couldn’t quite place.

“Kneel,” he ordered, and the word vibrated through her.

She collapsed onto her knees, even as she fought his control.

He moved closer until he stood just above her. “It's such a strange thing. I could order you to do anything. To suck my dick. To cut your own head off. And you’d do it. You’d have to do it.”

Her muscles jerked as she fought his control over her. But no matter how hard she tried, her body remained under his control. Sweat slid down her forehead, and her breathing was rapid.

“Why are you doing this?”

The angel smirked. “I could pretend it was because Caine ordered me to. But it’s not. I, in fact, have my own agenda that has nothing to do with Caine or those damn arrogant Immortals.”

“What is it then?” she asked, almost afraid to know the answer.

He knelt down until his face was level with hers. “What do you know about the Soul Destroyer?”

“Nothing,” she hissed, but it was painful to speak the lie.

“Such a pointless game.” He reached forward and trailed a fingertip down her cheek. 

She jerked away from his touch. “Just leave. You’ve gotten what you wanted. You’ve destroyed this place.”

“Tell me what you know of the Soul Destroyer.”

This time, she felt his power like a hand around her heart, and the words bubbled up. “It’s just another realm, a place where the worst creatures imaginable are thrown.”

A smile touched his lips. “I always suspected as much.” His gaze grew distant, and he stood fully once more. “But Caine will never let me near it.”

“What do you want with it anyway?”

He glanced at her, as if remembering her for the first time. “I don’t have the power to rule the human realm, the angel realm, or the demon realm. But there? There I could have everything.”

No wonder Caine made this asshole an archangel.  He's just like him, already drunk on power.

He reached out and grasped her face painfully. “You’ve helped me in more ways than you can imagine, so, I’ll give you this.”

Suddenly, an image was pressed into her mind of a space just outside of Zudessa. There, the Immortals and druids lay in a pie of smoking bodies, covered in ash, their skin blackened by smoke.

“All of them still live,” he whispered. “If I killed them, Caine might get what he wanted, but I wouldn’t. If you want any chance at winning this war, you’ll have to hurry... before the angels find them.”

When he released her face, she could feel the bruises from where his fingers had gripped her. Turning, he walked across the ash, his feet crunching with each step. When he reached the road, he looked back at her.

“If I make it into the Soul Destroyer, I’ll say hi to your demons.”

In the blink of an eye, the archangel was gone. The pressure of his command instantly lessened, and she shot to her feet, trembling. So Caine did destroy their souls.

Clenching her teeth together, she called her soul-blade into her hand and teleported. Instantly, the smell of blood hit her nostrils. Her eyes flashed open, and she saw the scene from her mind, only it was so much worse. The Immortals and the druids looked... dead. Like a pile of burned bodies.

Heart in her throat, she moved to them, placed a hand on the chest of someone she didn’t recognize, and sure enough, felt the rise and fall of his or her breath. Looking past the barrier that surrounded Zedussa, she saw the angels gathering in the sky. They would be upon them within minutes. She had to do something! She had to get them to safety!

But did she have the power to do it?

Closing her eyes, she sent a silent prayer that she did, and gathered her magic.

Soon she would either save them all, or doom them.




Chapter Eighteen

The Goddess of Sacrifice blinked her eyes open. She’d never been in this much pain before. It was mind-numbing, and yet she could feel every broken bone, every cut leaking warm blood from her body.

Staring at a stone ceiling far above, with the small opening in which angels flew by, she knew exactly where she was, and who she faced.

“You’re awake?”

Her head dropped slightly to one side. She stared at the dark cloud that swallowed the entire side of the throne room. But in the cloud of darkness, she knew Caine watched her, drinking in her suffering.

“I know what you think,” he said, his voice sliding over her flesh like slime. “That you were powerful enough to stand against me and survive.”

Blood leaked from her lips. “No,” she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “I simply knew there was nothing more you could do to me that hasn’t been done already.”

“You’re referencing your rape, beating, and death?” He laughed. “Oh believe me, child, that’s nothing in comparison to what I can do to you.”

Something within her shriveled back in fear. Something she hated.

It was her damned heart. It remained human, no matter what she did. It ached when she took lives. It felt like an open, gaping wound each time her memories turned her dreams into nightmares.

Her heart was the one thing she wished to be rid of more than anything else in this world. She cared nothing for the war, for the angels and the demons, or for anything except for a way to stop the pain that made her every breath pure torture.

She’d been so close to achieving her dream.

She’d felt the gargoyle die. She’d held his stone-essence in her hand, ready to devour it. To kill the last thing that was human within her. But Caine’s angels had invaded her fortress before she could, killing her guards and taking her prisoner.

Now, she cared nothing for what this power-hungry fool did to her. She only wanted the stone-essence back.

“Looking for this?” Caine’s voice came, filled with humor, and a hand emerged from the darkness, holding the gargoyle’s essence as it pulsed.

She tried to roll toward it and gasped. She cried out as the pain roared through her, blackening her vision. She needed that essence, needed it more than she needed air.

“I have thought long and hard over how to make you suffer for your betrayal.” The cloud moved toward her, and she sensed him coming closer.

But her gaze was locked on the gargoyle’s essence. If Caine got close enough, she would snatch it from him. At that point, no matter what happened to her body or soul, she wouldn’t care.

The throne room doors were thrown open. Four men, surrounded by angels, were bound together. Their heads and hands were locked in thick wooden stocks that they carried on their massive backs. The men looked wild and dangerous.

They were exactly the kind of men she feared.

Trailing behind them all was an old woman, less battered than she was, but a lot filthier.

“Do it,” Caine said, and his voice was like a coiled snake.

The old woman shuffled closer to her and knelt down. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “But it’s the only way he’ll let me go.”

The Demon of Sacrifice tried to escape the woman, but her injuries made it impossible. 

The old woman began to chant a spell, a witch’s curse. She plunged a glowing red hand into The Demon of Sacrifice’s chest. The pain... it was on another level. It went beyond her body and soul, to her very heart.

When the demon’s vision cleared, she saw the woman holding a pulsing ghostly heart in her hands. And she knew, she could feel, that it was her own. The witch rose to her feet and moved to the four frightening prisoners. 

She hesitated.

“Do it,” Caine commanded, his voice shaking with rage or excitement, she wasn’t sure which.

The witch tore the heart into four equal pieces while the demon screamed and withered upon the ground. When the witch was done, she forced the pieces, one after another, into the men. When she was done, the men were on their knees, panting and glaring.

“It’s done,” the witch said.

The demon lay upon her back, shaking in shock. She felt different. Her emotions didn’t make sense, and her chest felt empty and strange. “What did you do to me?”

“Simple,” Caine whispered. “You betrayed me for this fucking stone heart. And so, I have given you the perfect punishment. These four men now control your heart. They hold the pieces, connecting you to them forever.”

“No,” she whispered.

“It’s like being in love,” he said, his voice amused. “Only, you don’t have a choice.”

She heard him snap his fingers. The angels grabbed each man, and then they were gone.

“Wh—what?”

“Oh, did I not mention? Not only do they hold your heart, but if you want to find them, you’ll have to work for it.” He laughed. “Now guards, taken her broken body and toss it outside the barrier. Let’s see how long it takes her to heal with birds picking at her flesh.”

Two angels grabbed her. She screamed at the pain their touch brought. Her head lolled to the side between them, and she wished for death. She wished real death would come, the kind that meant her suffering would finally end.

The old witch, wearing nothing but scraps of cloth, knelt down, her body filthy and thin.

“My freedom,” she whispered, her voice cracking.

“Of course,” he said, annoyance in his voice. He gestured with his hands. “Guards, take her back to the dungeons.”

Two angels grabbed her arms. The woman began to fight, her voice rising. “You gave me your word! You said—“

“I’m sorry, but you’re far too valuable for me to let go.”

As the Demon of Sacrifice was carried out of the fortress and to the desert outside, she heard the sounds of the witch’s sobs. She wanted to be happy. The witch had doomed her to a life of unimaginable suffering. But her heart? The pieces of it, that she could sense even now, ached to return to her. 

Her thoughts came again, swimming through her pain. If Caine thought he’d won, he was wrong. He had no idea what she was capable of. She would track down the four men, and she’d recover her heart. Then, she’d find Caine, get her stone-essence, and make him pay.

He might be powerful, but I’m The Demon of Sacrifice. Revenge against men is what I do.




Chapter Nineteen

Surcy somehow managed to teleport the entire group of people to the little cabin Daniel had brought her to so long ago. She wasn’t sure if was the exertion of teleporting that many people at one time, or her exhaustion, but she immediately collapsed, falling into darkness.

When she awoke, she was lying on a bed, with the God of Earth’s two children asleep beside her.

She sat up and found herself surrounded by Immortals. To her complete shock, all of them appeared to be entirely healed. Their hair had returned and their skin was no longer burnt and blackened.

It was... impossible, a miracle. And yet, as she watched, she noticed a stiffness to their movements.

So maybe they still have more healing to do.

Her body ached as she pulled back the covers and slipped from the bed.

The Goddesses of Winter and Spring glanced up at her from where they crowded near the fire.

“The angel’s awake,” The Goddess of Winter said.

Her words had an immediate effect on the room. All eyes turned to her, with a mixture of relief and unease.

Adan, the God of the Earth, left the kitchen and came to stand in front of her. “My wife?”

Her heart lurched, and she shook her head.

For a minute, a look of pure pain came over his face, and then it disappeared. “Humans always go too fast.”

The Goddess of Winter moved closer, and Surcy felt an immediate chill. “I wish to speak with you. In private.”

Surcy almost groaned. What could this be about now?

Wincing, she followed the goddess outside. To her shock, the God of Sin followed too. The other Immortals stared at them as they passed, and there was an unspoken tension she didn’t understand.

On the porch, they sat around a little table, no one speaking for a time.

At last, the God leaned back, exhaling loudly. “We fucked up.”

She raised a brow in confusion.

“Caine, the bastard. The monster who tortured all of us for so many lifetimes. The man who screwed up every fucking realm. He’s our son.”

Her brain stopped. She looked between the two of them.

The Goddess of Winter stared out at the sky, her gaze troubled. “It was one night of pleasure. We convinced ourselves when I got pregnant that he couldn’t possibly be the father." She gestured to the God of Sin as she spoke. "We’d had many other partners, and the coupling of Gods had never before resulted in a pregnancy.”

“But we were wrong,” he said. “We didn’t know it until it was too late. We kept him in the fortress. We watched him carefully. He showed more power than our demi-god children, but not much. We didn’t know until he attacked what he was capable of.”

Okay... that was unexpected.

“Why are you telling me all of this? I know he’s your son, but you know we still have to kill him, right?”

He laughed. “Of course you have to kill him. He’s a monstrous mistake that we both regret terribly.”

The Goddess of Winter spoke, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “I thought if I was kind to him. If I was patient with him. That even if he was... our child, he wouldn’t be the wretched creature that the Fates warned about.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “But there was always evil within him, I just didn’t see it.”

He sneered. “It wasn’t entirely our fault. It was about the balance. If she hadn’t have been so pure and good—“

“There is no one to blame for this but us,” the goddess interrupted, her words like a slap.

Tension sliced between the two Immortals. Zagan looked as he really wanted to say more, but he kept his mouth shut.

“I’m sorry,” Surcy said, not knowing what else to say.

The Goddess seemed not to hear her. “We just wanted you to know that he’s more dangerous than you ever imagined. When the time comes, we have to kill him without hesitation.”

Surcy opened her mouth to offer some reassurance.

“Go,” the goddess whispered, but it wasn’t a command, more like a plea.

Surcy turned back to the door, but looked at them one last time. The God of Sin had moved to stand behind her, even though they didn’t touch. A single tear slid down the goddess’s face, but froze midway on her cheek.

What must it be like to know your child is evil? And to know he’ll be killed? Her heart twisted, and she slipped back inside.

The cabin was strangely quiet, as if the Immortals were lying about preparing for war in some unseen way. She went to the kitchen, ate and drank, then showered.

When she finished her shower, the Goddess of Winter and the God of Sin had returned to the room, each on different sides. All eyes turned to Surcy.

Uh oh.

“So what now?” The God of Night, a vampire with a hell of an attitude, asked. Something in his dark expression told her he was angry.

Surcy decided to just be direct. “We heal as quickly as possible, and we go back to fight.”

The vampire leaned back in his oversized chair and crossed his legs. “Are you fucking kidding me? We were all nearly burnt to a damned crisp. Now we’re supposed to go back and fight against an army of those assholes?”

Surcy tried to hide her surprise. “We don’t have another choice. Without the sanctuary, it won’t be hard for Caine and his angels to find us. We need to act quickly.”

“You mean it won’t be hard for them to find us with a spy in our midst.”

Her gaze swept to the God of Autumn. “What do you mean?”

The god looked older than the rest, with tangled long auburn hair that fell loosely around his narrow face. His skin was a deep tan, almost the color of the leaves just before they changed shades in the fall. Although he was far shorter than the massive Immortals, he didn’t seem to notice or care.

“You might have been able to trick those demons who all have hard-ons for you, but you don’t fool us, angel,” he sneered. “Caine has been pulling whatever he wants from that mind of yours. That’s why the angels found us. That’s why we’re in danger.”

“No—“ she denied.

“Yes,” he hissed. “And at any point, he can ring his little bell and call you back. And then what? You’re his to command.”

Was Frink right? The thought sent something aching through her. She’d suspected he was telling the truth... Truth be told, she'd known, but it was too much to consider. If she had to accept that all along she’d been unknowingly hurting her demons... she shivered at the thought. She couldn’t. She’d deal with that new emotional blow when the time came.

She drew herself up taller, her heart racing. “I’m here, fighting for what’s right. I’m trying to make this world a better place, but I’m not one of you. I can’t do this alone. So whether you trust me or not, it doesn’t really matter. Do you care about this cause? Do you want to take that bastard down?”

It was the God of Summer who answered. The shifter glanced at her, his golden eyes spinning slowly. “After what he did to me, I would rather die a thousand more deaths than see him remain on my throne. I will kill him, with or without the help of the other Immortals.”

“But what about his little security system?” The Goddess of the Ocean stood from her seat, her tail replaced by long legs. “You know that we cannot enter the throne room as long as Caine sits on the throne.”

I didn’t know that. “None of you can?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Damn it. Then what can we do? How can this work?

And then it hit her, there was only one solution.

Surcy took a deep breath. She knew what she had to do. “But I can.”

The God of Autumn huffed. “Yeah, so our plan should depend on an angel Caine can control with a simple word?”

No one spoke for a long minute.

“Perhaps that’s exactly what we should do,” the Goddess of the Ocean said, her voice holding danger. “Angel, what are you willing to give up for this plan of yours?”

“Anything and everything,” she answered with ease.

The woman’s ocean blue eyes locked onto hers, and the Immortal crossed the room. Stroking Surcy’s cheek, she smiled. “I have a plan, loyal angel. But it will be painful, and it will destroy you.”

I’ve died and had my memory wiped. I've lost the men I love. What more can they do?

Knowing them... something even worse.

Surcy swallowed around the lump in her throat. “All right.”

The Goddess turned back to the room. “I know how we can ensure that Surcy is the perfect person to face Caine. The plan is a simple one, but with our help, she will succeed. So, who will join this cause of ours?”

Her words hung in the air.

The Goddess of Love stood from where she’d been seated by the window. Her beauty was so overwhelming it overpowered the room. “All I want is peace and goodness... but none of that will happen until we put that bastard’s head on a spike.”

The Goddess of Spring laughed. Her solemn expression was gone, replaced by a smile. “I forgot how fucking fun all of you are. I’m in.” Flowers sprouted on her fingertips and moved up her arms. “Let’s see Caine face us when we’re ready for him.”

Murmurs rose. Other Immortals stood, moving by the Goddess of Love’s side. At last, only the God of the Night remained. And the God of Autumn. 

The God of Autumn sighed.

“Autumn?” The Goddess of Love called.

The Immortal glared. “By all logic, we’ll lose this battle. And this time when he kills us, it’ll be for good. But I for one would rather go down swinging, then hiding like a frightened child. That is your plan, isn’t it, vampire?”

The God of the Night rose, his dark eyes locked on all of them. “I’m not afraid.”

Surcy stared. “You practically stink of fear.”

Anger radiated from him. “I’m going to fight with all of you, but not because of your childish attempts to convince me. I’m going to fight to remind all of you that there’s nothing more powerful than the night.”

The Goddess of Love moved closer to Surcy, to stand in front of her. “So what’s the plan?”

Surcy took a deep breath. What is the plan?




Chapter Twenty

The next morning, they stood outside the barrier separating Zedussa from the rest of the world. Surcy was positioned in the middle of the line of Immortals. The druids had stayed behind to guard the children, knowing that they might be the last beings with the blood of gods remaining after that day.

Each of the Immortals had donned traditional robes befitting their station. They were long, with slits on the sides, and pants underneath. Each one wore an emblem that symbolized their power. And the fabric was spun of both gold and silver, making it so the morning sunlight seemed to cling to them.

Some of them held weapons.

Some of them were dangerous enough without them.

The Gods and Goddesses of the Seasons would shift into dragons the moment the attack begun. They had no need for anything but their claws and their teeth. It was the same with the Goddess of the Ocean. She no longer wore her mermaid tail, but she swelled with the power of the ocean. She assured them that when the time came, neither Caine nor his angels would be safe from her wrath.

Of all the Immortals, the Goddess of Life was the quietest. She carried with her a golden dagger, but she admitted that she would do little fighting. Her strength would be to lend the others her powers. She would heal their wounds to keep them moving. She was the healer that would fade into the shadows made by the God of the Night.

She was perhaps their most powerful tool.

The vampire stood at Surcy’s side with a sword in his hand. He held it like a man unaccustomed to weapons, but he’d reassured her that he could use it, if needed.

The God of Sin, The God of Earth, and The Goddess of Love held their weapons with confidence. Her bow rested in her hand, as if made for her, and she had many arrows upon her back. The God of Sin carried a long sword with a wickedly jagged edge, and the God of Earth carried an axe.

All looked like powerful Immortal beings, ready for an attack.

And yet, Zedussa was silent.

No angels crowded the sky. None even soared overhead. There wasn’t even the flicker of movement that said guards walked their paths around the structure.

“It’s eerie,” the vampire whispered.

She agreed.

“They’re waiting for us,” the Goddess of Love said, and there was a darkness to her words. “And so we shouldn’t disappoint them.”

“Just be prepared,” The God of Sin said, his voice forcefully casual. “It isn’t just Caine and his angels we have to watch out for. His archangel will be there too, and that bastard’s smarter than all of them combined.”

Surcy shivered, remembering the red winged angel.

When their group started moving forward, she called her soul-blade into her hand. They walked in measured strides across the lifeless lands, moving toward the formidable structure.

“This place was a thing of beauty when we ruled here,” The Goddess of Life whispered.

Surcy stiffened, and a strange sensation washed over her. Glancing behind them, she saw that life was blossoming everywhere that the goddess had stepped. Grass sprouted on the ground, hidden seeds split, and trees emerged slowly from their slumber. They grew at an incredible speed, stretching higher and higher as branches and leaves erupted.

Her pulse sped up.

Already things were changing. She prayed that was a good sign.

When they were just outside of an archer’s range of the fortress, the Goddess of Love gave an order, “stop.”

Immediately, they obeyed.

“It’s time,” the Goddess of Love said. “We must execute the plan to the letter.”

The Gods and Goddesses of the Seasons moved back and within seconds they shifted into their dragon forms. Where once the four Immortals stood, now powerful magical creatures stretched their massive wings. The God of Summer was golden and massive, humming with strength. The God of Autumn was red and simmering with a contained kind of anger, that she could sense waiting to explode. The Goddess of Winter was black, her anger worn about her like a cloak. The Goddess of Spring was a lovely shade of blue, with talons that could sever heads with one swoop.

A cloak of darkness spread over all of them like a black cloud. For a second, it made Surcy's chest feel tight. The cloud reminded her so much of Caine. But then, she breathed deeply, reminding herself that this was all part of the plan. The God of the Night would do his best to conceal them, for as long as possible.

At last, they were ready.

And then, the war began.




Chapter Twenty-One

Daniel stood like all the other angels. They were silent soldiers, preparing for a war. It took everything within him to stay standing in the silent throne room, knowing that Surcy was somewhere close by, preparing to attack.

This feels wrong. How the hell am I an angel?

A tremor rolled through his body. Images flashed in his mind of the moment he was burned alive.

He felt his eyes widen, and clenched his entire body to keep from throwing up. Was it not enough he had to burn to death in his first life? He’d had do it again!

His head spun, and he felt light on his feet. Burning to death had to be one of the worst ways to go. Even after that, he had experienced a different kind of pain when his soul appeared in the throne room. Daniel had been still withering in agony when Caine had turned him into an angel and wiped his memory.

He’d fought it with all his might, but it was useless. 

He would never forget the moment he tried to kill Surcy. It would haunt like a ghost for the remainder of his life. He didn’t know how she’d brought him back, but making love to her was the only thing that healed his soul. That kept him from imploding the moment he realized all that had happened.

Thank God for Surcy.

Staying by her side was the only thing that could bring him peace again, yet he was more valuable here. He had to pretend that he didn’t remember and be ready to help her when the time came.

Even if it drives me mad.

Even though not knowing what happened to Mark and Tristan was its own kind of torture.

Suddenly, Daniel sensed a change in the room. His gaze moved to the darkness that concealed the cowardly Caine, and his entire half of the throne room.

What’s happening now?

Caine’s darkness crept slowly out over the rest of the room like a cursed mist. It did nothing to hide the red-winged archangel that leaned back arrogantly near the bastard, nor did it hide the three portals to the other realms. 

Despite himself, Daniel’s gaze flickered to the portals. They loomed deadly, salvation and punishment, the blinding brightness of the entrance into the angel realm, and the absolute darkness that led to the demon realm. Beyond them was the Soul Destroyer, closest to the back of the throne room. It hummed of danger.

“They will be here soon,” Caine said, his voice breaking the tension-filled silence. “There’s more that still must be done.”

The doors to the throne room opened, and four angels carried a massive wooden stock across the room, before setting it near the portals. They opened the top, where spots had been made for a head and hands to go.

He’s going to punish someone? But who?

“Daniel.” 

When Caine said his name, he knew. He knew that the punishment was meant for him. And yet, how could Caine know that Daniel’s memories had returned? Daniel had done everything that was asked of him. So was this about something else?

It doesn’t matter. I have to obey.

He stepped forward and bowed, even though it was like a dagger in his stomach.

“Yes, Caine.”

“Go in the stock.” Caine’s command seemed to fill the air.

He didn’t force Daniel to obey. The demon could try to fly or outrun the six dozen angels who crowd the room, but Caine and Daniel both knew he wouldn’t make it more than a few feet before he was dead.

So, Daniel played his game. “Yes, Judge.”

He went to the stocks, placed his hands and his neck into the carved out spots, and held himself stiffly as it was closed over him and locked.

“Good. Now, the bait is ready. We need only to set the trap.”

Fuck. Is he going to use me against Surcy?

His stomach clenched, and he made a silent prayer. When the time came, he hoped Surcy had the strength to let him die again.

She had to.

If he distracted her for one moment, he knew Caine would win. 

Clenching his fists, he shifted, testing the strength of the stocks. They held, without the slightest leeway. 

His mind began to spin. There had to be a way he could still help Surcy. But how?




Chapter Twenty-Two

Surcy watched as the dragons unleashed their flames on the fortress. The God of the Summer latched onto the roof of the structure and began to pull, his massive wings flapping, causing wind to press down on all of them. The other dragons seemed to understand. Their flames stopped, and they latched on too.

The entire building shuddered and shook. Angels came pouring out of the hole in the center of the roof. They attacked with their flaming swords, but fire blazed over them, killing them instantly.

Surcy held her arm over her face, wincing up at the chaos, and then, the roof came tearing off. One of the Immortals shouted. They ran, throwing themselves on the ground. Stone fell like rain from above them, and she held herself tensely, hoping nothing hit her.

Several quiet moments passed before she looked up. The entire roof of the structure was gone, most of it tossed to the ground on the other side of the fortress. Stone had fallen all around them, but to her complete shock, none of the Immortals seemed injured.

They rose once more and moved to the massive door of the structure. She tensed wondering how the Immortals would open it, when the doors were flung open, and angels came pouring out.

The God of the Earth swung his mighty axe. Heads fell. 

The God of Sin was there to defend him, to watch his back each time he swung his axe. And the Goddess of Love shot her arrows, each one hitting an angel with ease.

She clenched the handle of her sword more tightly and took a step forward as the God of Night’s darkness spread around them once more. When the first angel swung at her, she avoided his blow with ease. They danced around each other, jabbing out, swinging their blades, connecting over and over again.

And then, water struck him in the back. The angel hit the ground, and Surcy severed his head in one blow.

Turning, she spotted the Goddess of the Ocean. Water swelled behind her. Gathering water from a nearby source, she held it back like an invisible wall. She shot out little streams at the angels who attacked.

All around, the Immortals fought like animals, distracting the angels.

Surcy took a deep breath. It’s time. This was the part of the plan that terrified her the most. None of the Immortals could enter the fortress until Caine was removed from the throne. While they could battle the angels and cause a distraction, she would have to take down the Judge himself.

I just hope this plan will work.

Teleporting, she appeared just outside the throne room doors. She had no idea what she would face inside, but she knew the task was hers alone. Then, slipping the little bottle from her pocket, she stared briefly at the dark liquid swirling inside.

Tears stung the corners of her eyes. She removed the cork, took a deep breath and chugged it down.

Gagging, she forced herself not to hurl the disgusting liquid. She only had one shot at this. And it had to work. Instantly, her lips began to tingle, and her gut began to churn. Time was of the essence. Already she could feel the chill moving through her body, spreading out to find its source. Tossing the bottle on the ground, she knew it was time.

Pushing open the doors, she tried to enter as quietly as possible, but the noise of the room immediately exploded around her. Her jaw dropped. Above the huge room, angels fought in the air against the dragons who blasted fire, and chomped them in their massive jaws. It was bright, and warm from the dragons’ fire.

Not at all like the throne room that haunted her nightmares.

Her gaze moved to where she would find Caine. To the man she must take down.

Time stood still. Daniel was encased in stocks. At his sides? Mark and Tristan stood with their flaming swords pointed at their friend. The dark liquid in her stomach churned faster, and she felt the chill moving up her spine.

It was impossible. All three of her demons had been turned into dark-winged angels. None of their souls had been destroyed. Mark and Tristan hadn’t been given the special water, so they were both mindless soldiers. It was clear that Caine intended for them to be Daniel’s executioner.

The cruel bastard.

“Welcome, Surcy,” Caine said, his voice uncurling from the darkness. “The time has finally come, the moment that will finally end this rebellion once and for all.”

She swallowed hard. I can’t look at my demons. I can’t worry about them. They’re simply distractions.

“It’s time for you to step down and give the rightful judges back their thrones.”

He laughed low, as if angels and dragons weren’t fighting above him. “None of the Immortals can face me, and so, this plan of theirs hinges on you taking me down. Do you really believe you have any chance at succeeding?”

“No,” she said.

Her confession hung in the air between them.

His dark cloud moved towards her, and she sensed him drawing nearer, stopping just behind her angels. “I can’t imagine they sent you here unprepared.”

Was there fear in his voice?

“They did not.”

“Come here,” he ordered.

Gritting her teeth, she fought his command, but it flowed over her, through her, racing in her very blood. She struggled against each and every step, yet she struggled in vain. Within moments, she was standing before the dark cloud. Close enough to touch her demons. She felt Daniel’s gaze upon her. It took everything inside her not to look in his direction.

“Kneel before me,” Caine said. “And let me pluck their plan from your thoughts.”

His words weren’t a command. She glared at him. “Not a chance in hell.”

“Such an attitude,” the voice came from the darkness, and her eyes flicked to the red-winged archangel.

Every instinct within her screamed. She hadn’t expected to find him here. The Immortals had thought he’d be leading the battle, but they should have known better.

“Coward,” she hissed at them. “Hiding in here when there’s a war to fight.”

The archangel smiled, his expression slimy. “I live only to serve the great Caine.” His tone was filled with mockery.

“I told you to kneel,” Caine said, but she could almost feel him smiling as he said it.

“No fucking way!” she shouted at him, itching to call her soul-blade into her hand, to sever the heads of these two monsters.

“Why not just command her to?” The archangel said, but she got the sense their words were rehearsed. That they were playing with her.

“You know what might be more fun?” Caine asked. “We should let her make the choice—this foolish cause of hers, or the loves of her life.”

Her heart pounded. The dark liquid’s chill was everywhere, bleeding from her blood to something deeper, perhaps her very soul. Her teeth began to chatter and her limbs began to shake.

“Just face me like a man!” She shouted. “I’m tired of your games and bullshit.”

“Mark,” Caine ordered. “Hurt the angel.”

Despite her every intention, she turned. Mark had the same subtly handsome face, the same gentleness to his features. Although his glasses were different, the way they framed his deep blue eyes was as familiar to her as her own.

He showed no emotions as he drew the sword deeply across Daniel’s hand, drawing dark red blood.

Daniel jerked in the stocks. His jaw clenched and pain shone in his eyes, but he said nothing.

“Stop this,” Surcy said, and she didn’t have to fake the emotion in her voice.

“Only you can stop this.” The humor in Caine’s voice made her want to tear out his throat.

“Mark, Tristan, you were once demons, fighting for our cause. Daniel is your best friend. You can’t do this. You can’t hurt him.”

Tristan raised a brow, his stoic face expressionless. She looked into his mismatched eyes, craving to see recognition in his gaze more than she needed air, but there was nothing. A wicked déjà vu flowed through her but she pushed the feelings aside. She would deal with them later.

“Kill him,” Caine ordered.

Her soul-blade leapt into her hand, and she caught Tristan’s blade with her own one second before it touched the back of Daniel’s neck. Tristan pressed down harder. She fought against his strength, even as the blade lowered, cutting a line of blood into the back of Daniel’s neck.

“No,” she sobbed.

Inch by inch, Tristan forced her blade deeper.

Daniel cried out.

Surcy did the only thing she could think of to end Daniel’s suffering. She sent her soul-blade away. 

The power of Tristan’s strength sent his sword down in one quick, fatal motion. Daniel was dead. His body still hung there, lifeless, held up by the stocks around his wrists.

She couldn't look at his severed body. A sob exploded from her lips as she turned away. 

“One down, two to go,” the archangel said, laughing.

Overhead, a dragon’s roar echoed with rage. Whether it was for her loss or his pain in the battle, she didn’t know. She kept her focus on the archangel.

“Why are you doing this? Fight me!”

“Oh, but that’s what you want, isn’t it?” Caine said.

She stiffened, but tried to hide her thoughts. Did he know what they had planned? Did he know that the Immortals had discovered a simple way to destroy him?

“I could order your demons to walk straight into the Soul Destroyer. I just have to wish the portal to open and it is so. They can't refuse a direct command. Then they will be gone."

“No,” she denied him, her stomach turning. “You can’t.”

“Go to the Soul Destroyer,” Caine ordered Mark and Tristan.

They obeyed him without hesitation, coming to stand close to it. Instantly, the portal seemed to open. Darkness moved from it like a black fire, licking at their legs and feet. Their dark wings shook upon their backs, but they remained in place.

“Let me see their plan, or I will forever destroy the two men you hold so dear.”

Tears filled her eyes. With the slightest order, Mark and Tristan could be lost to her forever. She couldn’t make a mistake now. Too much was riding on her getting this right.

As tears ran down her cheeks, she collapsed onto her knees. “Do it, if it will keep Mark and Tristan safe.”

The darkness pulled back from Caine and she saw the face from her nightmares. His haunting beauty whispered of death and danger. He placed his big hands on either side of her head and tore into her mind like a savage. 

Surcy screamed, the violating feeling making revolution blossom within her. For one long minute, he peeled through her chilly thoughts. He froze.

His confusion was like a perfume that filled the room. He slowed in his exploration of her thoughts, focusing on the moment the Goddess of Life filled the bottle with its dark liquid. The substance had only been used twice before in the history of forever.

“No,” he whispered. 

And then, he was shooting out of her mind.

“No!” he shouted, staring at his hands as the dark veins appeared, spreading onto his fingers, wrists, and up his arms.

Spinning to his archangel, he shouted. “You’re the only one powerful enough to take this poison from me. So take it!”

The archangel smirked and stepped away from him. With a simple gesture, Mark and Tristan flew across the room, slamming into the stone.

“What are you doing?” Caine shouted, true panic in his voice. “If I die, you go with me. They’ll execute you as a traitor.”

His smirk widened. “Or I can do what I always wanted... serve no one but me.”

The archangel leapt into the Soul Destroyer. For a minute he screamed in terrible agony as it ripped at him, and then, he was gone.

Caine turned to her. The black veins had spread up his neck and gathered on his face. The black veins spidered in the white of his eyes, and then his head tilted back.

A second later, he collapsed to the ground.

So did Surcy. The poison the Goddess of Life had used to infect Caine through Surcy was a powerful one. It wouldn’t just destroy him. It would destroy her too.

They’d warned her they didn’t know what would be left of her to be reborn.

Her breath puffed out in front of her and tears flowed from her eyes, tears of relief and sorrow. It was done. Caine was destroyed. The Immortals would take control again, and everything would be different.

Better.

So much had been lost.

But all that mattered now was that it was done.

Closing her eyes, she knew the instant the poison consumed her entirely, because there was nothing. Nothing left of her.

Then came the darkness.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Mark screamed as the Immortal touched his head. His memories exploded in his mind, and then, it all came back to him. Surcy. Daniel. Tristan.

Everything.

Including the fact that Tristan had killed Daniel.

The Immortal drew back his hand. The being’s golden-eyed gaze held his. “We, the Immortal Ten, have been restored to power. You are an angel who will serve us.”

Mark nodded, even while he tried to force air into his lungs. He’d killed Daniel. He’d worked for Caine. He’d betrayed everything he’d ever believed in.

And yet... his memories were fuzzy. The Immortals had won. Caine was gone.

He should be happy.

Turning, he saw that Tristan was kneeling beside him, recognition in his eyes. So his gargoyle brother remembered it all too.

Now what were they to do?

“You may rise,” the Immortal said.

They both stood.

“Go and find a place,” he commanded.

They turned to see lines of white and dark-winged angels lined up perfectly in the throne room. They found a place in one of the lines and waited, for what they didn’t know.

From behind them, a line of people walked on a path through the angels. When they reached the dais, they spun. All wore matching golden robes. Instantly, he recognized the Immortals they had saved. The ten most powerful beings in existence sat upon ten golden thrones that had been concealed by darkness for far too long.

The God of Summer remained standing, staring out at the ranks of angels. “We are the Immortal Ten. We have ruled here since the beginning of time... until the usurper Caine came. He was the child of the God of Sin and the Goddess of Winter, a being with the unexpected ability to manipulate minds. He used his powers against all of us. He manipulated our thoughts. Some of us he killed over and over again, ensuring we remained ignorant of who and what we were. Some of us he manipulated into prisons of his own making, but he made a fatal mistake. He knew that the Goddess of Life had had a child... but he did not understand her role in restoring us to power.”

The God of Summer gestured with his hand and suddenly a woman appeared, surrounded by dark-winged angels. She blinked in confusion.

“Where am I?”

The Goddess of Life stepped forward and smiled. “Daughter, Goddess of Hope, you are home.”

But there’s already ten of them. How can there be more?

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“The Goddess of Life concealed your father. Caine believed you to be an Immortal, but he didn’t understand that you were more powerful than the ten of us... because your father wasn’t a simple mortal.” He hesitated. “It’s me.”

The woman’s eyes widened, and Mark recognized her as Sharen, the demon-hunter that Surcy had saved many times before. She was an Immortal?

An eleventh Immortal?

“Come to me, daughter,” the God of Summer said.

Sharen stepped forward, but three massive angels stopped to block her path.

“What do you want with her?” One of them asked, the defiance in his voice surprising everyone in the room.

The Immortal smiled. “Not to worry, Alec, she is safe.”

Alec didn’t move. A small hand grasped his arm and pulled him back, and then she walked forward, lit by the same inner glow as the other Immortals.

Without being told, she knelt.

Her father smiled. “There are only ten thrones. Ten judges to decide the fate of man. To make you a judge would destroy the balance.” His gaze moved to the Goddess of Life. “We have decided how to ensure you may survive within this world, but not overthrow the balance. You, my daughter, will help with the great changes that will now occur. Many demons will be angels soon, and many angels will be demons. Someone with knowledge of all the realms will need to help with their adjustments, while we focus on our job—to judge mankind.”

She looked up at him. “I can do that. But not alone.”

“Then, you will have your lovers at your side. Not ours to command, but yours.”

A surprising smirk touched her lips. “I’d prefer they be given free will.”

He raised a brow. “Are you certain?”

“Yes,” she said, with absolute certainty.

“Is that all?” he asked, and there was a fatherly humor in his voice.

“I’d like Surcy and her lovers too. This is a big job, and I could use an angel I trust at my side.”

His smile faltered. “You may have her lovers, but not Surcy.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Because Surcy... she has been reborn as an angel. But she paid the ultimate sacrifice in this war. Her mind is gone. Who she was. Not just her memories. Everything.”

Sharen rose, her jaw clenched. “Bring her to me.”

Her father raised a brow. “My daughter, we have all tried to restore her mind.”

“And yet none of you are the Goddess of Hope.” Tears gathered in her eyes. “She gave up everything, father. Everything. I may have set this rebellion in motion, but she restored all of you to power. Surely I can try?”

He nodded and made the slightest gesture.

Two angels hurried from the throne room.

Mark looked from one Immortal to another. He realized he’d been in shock. Nothing Sharen had said had made sense, but now he realized, and the knowledge was like a hand plunging into his heart. Surcy... she didn’t remember them. Again?

How could it be possible? Were the Fates simply cruel children playing their heartless games?

The doors opened once more and one of the angels came in carrying Surcy in his arms.

Tristan sprung forward and snatched her from the other angel. His eyes were wide, fixed onto her face.

The other angel returned a moment later, leading Daniel. Daniel looked confused. How long ago had the Immortals brought him back?

Daniel and Mark hugged, a hard hug that said what their words couldn’t.

They all three stood together, looking down at Surcy’s face. It wasn’t like before, when she had been confused and didn't recognize them. . It was... blank.

She stared off, as if seeing nothing.

“Surcy,” Tristan whispered, the word torn and filled with tears. “Surcy!”

“She can’t hear you,” The God of Summer said. “She can’t hear anything anymore. She is just a shell. The essence of Surcy—whatever made her at her core—is gone."

“Bring her to me,” Sharen, The Goddess of Hope, ordered.

They moved up to the dais with even steps. If Sharen couldn’t fix her, no one could. That knowledge made him feel as if the world was crashing down on him.

Tristan laid Surcy at Sharen’s feet and the goddess knelt down, touching her gently.

Mark spoke before she could act. “If you can’t restore her mind, I want your word that you’ll destroy mine.”

“And mine,” Tristan and Daniel repeated without hesitation.

Sharen’s eyes filled with unshed tears. “You can’t mean that.”

“Promise us,” Tristan said. “Give us the word of an Immortal.”

Sharen looked up at her father. After a moment, he nodded, but his expression was reluctant.

She took a deep breath, and reached out to touch Surcy’s head. Her eyes closed, and minutes of silence ticked by. Her expression changed, from faraway to frustrated.

Come on. You can do this. Save her life. Bring her back to us.

At last, Sharen’s eyes opened. “Something’s wrong.”

Her father spoke. “I told you. It isn’t possible.”

“It’s not that,” she said, and then her gaze met theirs. “I can’t bring back someone I didn’t know that well. But you all can. Touch my hand.”

They obeyed without question, placing their hands upon hers. One second they were in the throne room, the next they were gone, pulled through their lives with Surcy. 

He remembered when they saw her on that farm, many years before, the most beautiful angel in existence. One who let them live for reasons none of them would ever understand.

Their memories ran through every laugh, every tear, every small moment that meant more than the big ones, every piece of themselves that contained Surcy.

Someone drew in a deep, shaky breath, but they kept being pulled through time, pulled through everything, until they reached the end. Until they reached that very moment when they touched Surcy, their hearts in their hands, ready to die for her.

Mark opened his eyes. Surcy was breathing hard, her eyes closed. Her entire body shaking.

His gaze met Tristan’s and Daniel’s. Did it work?

Sharen suddenly collapsed. Her demons—no, her angels—surrounded her, pulling the little woman into their arms. Sharen wasn’t looking at them. Her eyes were on Surcy.

“Come on,” she said. “Come back.”

“Surcy?” Mark said, taking her hand. “We love you. Are you in there somewhere?”

Very slowly, her eyes opened, and they were staring at two pools of the deepest blue. “Mark?”

It was like an explosion in the room. Tears filled his vision, and he pulled her into his lap. They gathered around her, kissing every inch of her. Glorying in the look of recognition on her face.

And then, she laughed.

“What?” Daniel asked.

“You all make the strangest looking angels.”

And then, they were all laughing.

She touched each of their faces. “And I remember. Not just this, but before, before Caine took my memories.”

What must this be like for her?

It was something they’d have to deal with, not now, but soon. But they would be there for her, and they would be there for each other.

The God of Summer came to stand closer to them. “My daughter truly is the Goddess of Hope, and she’s given it back to you. Now I must know, can you serve my daughter as she helps to fix these shattered realms? Can you follow her of your own freewill?”

“Freewill?” Surcy asked, confused.

“You won’t have to obey anyone, angel.”

Surcy nodded. “I can do that.”

“And so can we,” Mark said, without hesitation.

The Immortal smiled. And then, a flash of light came over them.

This time, it wasn’t the end. Just the beginning of something more.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Surcy smiled as she stared from her bedroom window. Plants, trees, and flowers spread out in all directions, growing from the ash. It would not be the druid’s sanctuary for Immortals anymore. Instead, it was the place they would train angels and demons who had been placed in the wrong realms by Caine.

They weren’t able to help every demon and angel. Some of them couldn't be pulled from the realms, for reasons the Immortals had not yet determined. They believed it had something to do with the Fates, but none of them were sure.

And yet, they were able to help most of the people and to begin setting things right. It was everything Surcy had dreamed of and more.

Because she wasn’t just an angel bent to the will of new masters. She was working with Sharen, by her own choice. 

With her demons... well, her angels, she corrected herself with a grin..

And life, it was actually pretty damn good.

The door of her room opened. Mark, Daniel, and Tristan came in, their dark wings folded upon their backs. Her own wings shivered. She was still getting used to having them back, a gift from the Immortals themselves. There was something strange about not only having them, but seeing her demons with them too.

Daniel grinned. “Sitting in here staring at your wings again?”

She laughed. “I am not!”

“Then, you’re waiting for us,” Daniel’s smile widened and he looked to the bed.

Despite herself, a tremor moved through her body.

“Oh, that’s exactly what she was waiting for,” Tristan said, his voice deepened by arousal.

Too proud to admit it, she turned casually and sat on the edge of their big bed. “I was just going to take a nap.”

“A nap?” Mark asked, too innocently.

She began to undress, removing her clothes in moments. “A naked nap.”

“A naked nap?” Daniel sounded horrified. “Without us?”

She stretched and crawled into the bed, tucking herself under the covers. “I’m pretty tired. Long morning and all.”

“Fuck this,” Daniel said, and then he was tearing off his clothes.

Surcy had to hold back a laugh as he came sliding into the bed.

She wanted to tease him, to torture him, but the second his lips found hers, all thoughts of waiting died. His kiss was so hot, deep and desperate, and everything she loved about him. When his tongue swept inside, she was lost, lost to his touch.

She was lost until she felt his big hand sliding down the valley of her breasts, down her belly, and then to the junction between her thighs. When he began to stroke her slowly, she gasped against his mouth. Her thoughts spun, and she arched against his touch.

The big bed shifted as Tristan knelt, naked, at the edge. She moaned again with her eyes closed, and Daniel kissed her again. She felt Tristan lift the blanket, and thought nothing of it until his mouth pressed inside her wet folds.

One man stroked her, one man sucked her, and the sensation was incredible. Life-altering.

She moved against them, growing closer to her orgasm with each second.

When Tristan plunged his big fingers into her body, she broke their kiss and began to swear. Mark sat naked on her other side, he caught her lips and his kiss was different... gentler, slower, like an intricate dance. His hands found her breasts, and her nerves screamed as he brushed her nipples with his thumbs.

“Fuck this,” Daniel groaned.

And then, he moved her. Tristan lifted his head from between her legs, and everyone moved back as Daniel came behind her. Immediately she knew what he was doing. She gripped his thighs as he lowered her ass onto his hard shaft.

She was tight, struggling to stretch around him. Then Tristan’s head was back between her legs and the tension eased. The discomfort passed as they gave her everything she needed.

When Daniel reached his hilt, they were both breathing hard. He laid back, gripping her thighs and spreading her wider. Tristan gave her one last hard lick, and then, he moved higher. When he positioned his tip at her entrance, she felt overwhelmed. Could she handle feeling this good?

He plunged in hard and fast, and she cried out, her nails cutting into his shoulders. And then the two men were inside her, moving as one, awakening a higher level of pleasure that she chased like a drug.

“Mark,” she moaned.

He moved closer, and she dropped one hand from Tristan’s shoulder and began to stroke him in slow, even strokes. Her druid groaned, and then they were all working in a rhythm, nerves firing, bodies slapping together. Sweat ran down her back, and Daniel parted her ass wider from behind, his thrusts into her harder with each second.

She felt a ripple over her skin, felt her orgasm building.

“Mark,” she moaned again.

He rose up on the bed and plunged his cock into her mouth. She took him deep into her mouth, the salty, sweet taste of him an addiction. Her arousal grew as she felt him hard and swelling. When he grabbed her hair into his fist and began to thrust harder and she melted at the sensation of him dominating her mouth.

She loved having all three cocks inside her.

Her orgasm came like a wave of pleasure, an explosion of her body reaching the ultimate level of pleasure. The men followed, filling her with hot cum... the evidence of their own pleasure.

She held them close, shaking and crying out around the cock in her mouth as she came. It lasted too long, wonderfully long, until she came back into her body and felt them around her.

Mark laid at her side. They stroked her flesh, and she snuggled between them.

It felt like she was... home. It felt... right in every way.

Which was exactly the instant someone knocked at her door. “Surcy,” a deep voice called. “You’re needed outside.”

“While you do that, we’re going to take a little nap,” Daniel muttered.

She pulled out from between them and whirled on him. “I was going to take a nap.”

“Well, there’s no sleep for the head angel,” Daniel said, smirking.

She punched him playfully in the shoulder. “You’re going to pay for that.”

His handsome lips curled into a smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

A white-winged angel with hands bound knelt outside their new home. Ranks of angels stood behind her, and one angel stood at her side, using his magic to keep her from teleporting.

When she looked closer,  Surcy recognized the bound angel. She was the blonde who had helped distract Frink when she saved the kids.

“We caught this traitor,” the angel at her side said, his voice filled with anger. “The Immortals will wish her instantly thrown into the demon realm.”

Sharen met Surcy’s gaze, and she slid closer.

“This is the same woman who helped me when I rescued my demons,” Sharen whispered in a soft tone.

“She helped me save the Immortal’s kids.”

Sharen sighed. “She was also the bitch who told them I was heading to save my demons in the first place.”

“So what do we do?”

Sharen didn’t speak for a long time. “The second she’s turned over to my father, her life will become hell. I’m not sure she deserves that, but she doesn't deserve to remain an angel.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Surcy said, with a humorless laugh.

“Take her to the dungeons. Untie her hands. Tell her that soon she’ll have a chance to escape, and to take it. If by the time she’s caught again, if she hasn’t found a way to redeem herself, then we’ll have no choice but to condemn her to the demon realm.”

Fair enough.

Going to the angel, Surcy grabbed her arm and started toward the little dungeons they’d had built.

“So what’s my future?” The woman asked, tension in her voice.

“That’s entirely up to you.” Surcy cut the ropes from her wrists and shoved her into the prison. The angels there kept a ward up that prevented anyone from teleporting out. “When you have the chance, better get going, and find a way to make up from the wrongs of your past.”

The prison doors shut on her confused face.

Surcy turned and started back toward their home. Angels practiced in the field, some of them from the demon realm, some of them new. But it didn’t really matter.

All that mattered is that a new era had been born where the right people had been placed in each realm. Innocents were no longer being tortured, and cruel people were no longer in positions of power.

Now, when the angels fought to keep humans safe from demons, they were doing what was right. The balance had been restored. Even though there would be more battles in the future, the war had been won.

Yes, the thought of the archangel in the realm of the Soul Destroyer sometimes kept her up at night, and she worried that there were still powerful angels and demons who had remained in the wrong realm. For now, this was enough.

Entering the massive house, she moved through the halls and up the stairs. When she opened her door, her three angels were in a mass of snoring, naked flesh. She smiled.

This was her own kind of heaven. The perfect one.

The End of Book Three. Read on For Lily’s Story AND The Tale of How Surcy Met Her Demons.
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Chapter One

During the war between angels and demons, half-breeds fought their own war... this is their story, told through the eyes of Lily, a half-breed herself.

––––––––
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LILY COULD SENSE HIM in the darkness. But where? Her gaze ran over the restaurant, lingering in the shadows and sliding past the spider webs and dust. The abandoned building was creepy as hell, but not more so than half the places she spent her time hunting in. Normally, she’d feel right at home.

But not with this creature refusing to show himself.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she whispered into the darkness, trying, and failing, not to sound sarcastic.

But still, nothing stirred.

Sweat trickled down her back, and every muscle in her body was tense, ready for anything. Because for the first time in longer than she could remember, she had no idea what she was up against. I’ve never seen a creature that leaves behind a trail of dead animals—their essences sucked dry. Their eyes black and soulless. 

Which meant, she hadn’t yet decided if this was a creature she needed to destroy or save. Her bleeding heart hoped for the latter.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” she said, in a sing-song voice she hoped was convincing.

I just can’t let him get a jump on me before I can figure it out what the hell I’m dealing with. But by now, she hoped she was better at her job than that...

So when the sound of gunfire broke the silence, and one blazing hot bullet after another slammed into her chest, she knew she’d fucked up. The burning metal lodged itself uncomfortably inside of her, and the smell of burnt flesh and coppery blood filled her nostrils.

Do not pass out! She commanded herself, even as the world tilted, and she hit the ground.

Her head lolled to one side, and she stared into the corner. Sensing her friend watching her with bated breath. But I won’t give the signal. Not yet.

Warm blood seeped from her wounds, creating a crimson pool beneath her. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to take deep breaths. Pain was just pain. If she didn’t focus on it, she could fight through it.

And be ready to face whatever’s gonna happen next. 

A couple long seconds ticked by before a shadow separated itself from the wall of the empty restaurant. 

She narrowed her eyes and forced herself to focus as the shadow became something more tangible. An angel. Or at least it had been an angel. Now, something was wrong with him. His skin was green and peeling. His wings nothing more than painful looking stubs of white upon his back. And his face, it held a lifetime of pain. An aged sorrow that took away the immortal beauty of most of his brethren and left behind something sickly. 

A disgraced angel has nothing but scars. What’s a battered angel with stubs?

And why didn’t he call his soul-blade to him? Angels and demons could call their swords to them whenever needed. She’d never known an angel to use a gun. In fact, they detested the damned things.

“What are you doing here?” he hissed, interrupting her thoughts.

She pressed her hands to her bullet wounds, even though she could already feel them healing. The things still hurt like a bitch. “Looking for someone.”

His eyes focused on her, narrowing as he leveled his gun at her chest. “Me?”

“Depends,” she drew out the word. “Are you the one killing animals around here?”

He didn’t bother to deny what they already both knew. “You made a mistake coming here.”

His words were a soft threat, and his trigger finger moved ever-so-slightly as his gaze locked onto her chest. He planned to end things now. To rid himself of her.

Internally, she smirked. Sorry, pal, this isn’t over yet.

“I’ve never known an angel to kill animals before. Some new agenda by your idiot boss, Caine?”

Every muscle in his face tightened, and his words came out barely louder than a hiss. “He’s not my boss anymore!”

Whoa, so he is a rogue angel. She almost smiled, glad she’d found this angel before the other Hunters. Because any enemy of Caine is a friend of mine. The Hunters and Caine might not have fooled themselves into thinking angels were the good guys and demons the bad ones, but she knew better.

So did the entire Rebellion. And they were hell-bent on saving anyone who might stand with them in the fight against Caine and his angel thugs.

“If you don’t want him finding you, you’ll need my help.”

His gun wavered. “Your help?”

“All the animal deaths have attracted the attention of The Department—”

His eyes widened. “They’ll tell the angels, and they’ll report me to Caine!”

“Exactly, so this is what we’re going to do...”

“I’m not going back,” he cut in, and his stubs seemed to shiver on his back.

She raised a hand in reassurance, slowly sitting up. Breathing hard, she gritted her teeth and concentrated on the metal in her body, then pushed with all her willpower. The bullets hit the floor with little clinks behind her. And the aching pain they left behind made her stomach turn in protest.

“I’m not— here to— send you back,” she said, trying to slow her panting. “I just want— to stop the killings.”

Come on, listen to me. Trust me. She wished her powers of manipulation worked on angels. It’d make saving this one a lot easier.

One of his eyes started to twitch, and his hands shook. “I can’t stop killing. If I stop, I’ll die, and then I’ll be reborn with him. I won’t be his tool again. I won’t!”

Deep breath. Stay calm. “We can figure out another solution. Please.”

“Solution?” he stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “I’m an angel. And a fucking incubus. He used me... used my powers for whatever he wanted. But I can’t... let go... not without his permission. I’m under his control. But I still have to feed. Without sex, all I have is their essences.”

Everything clicked at once, and she felt her heart squeeze in sympathy. Every incubus needed sex to live. And she guessed this is what they became when they weren’t allowed to feed—killers, sucking the essence from living beings just to keep breathing.

And yet, he didn’t kill any humans.

A wave of relief hit her. It would’ve been so easy for this angel to do just that. The fact that he didn’t, it meant that he had goodness inside of him.

Unlike most of Caine’s angel-thugs.

She struggled to stand, keeping her movements slow and careful. “You’re incredible. After all you’ve been through, you didn’t kill any humans. That tells me you deserve all the help I can give you. Why don’t you just hand me the gun, and we’ll get out of here before the Hunters come. I’ll take you some place safer.”

His gun slowly lowered. Relief came over his face. And her heart did that awesome flip-flop thing it did when she knew she was finally going to save someone.

And then, he glanced at her, and his relief vanished in a flash. “Wait, why are you standing? You should be dying. You’re... you’re not human are you?”

Damn it.

“No, I’m not. I’m a hybrid.” She stood still as his trigger finger twitched. “A half-demon.”

“An enemy.” He growled the words, his lips pulling back to reveal his teeth like a wild animal.

“No—”

“Do you take me for a fool? You’re here to kill me! To destroy me!” His magic prickled over her flesh. “Angels and demons! There are no greater enemies than us!”

Fuck, I’m losing him!  “Don’t use your magic! They’ll know you’re here!”

But he vanished, teleporting away.

Panic uncurled inside of her. She had to find him. To help him! Before the angels tracked his magic straight to him!

But just as she turned to rattle off a new plan, she felt the cold barrel of a gun as it pressed against her temple. 

I guess he didn’t make it far.

“We need to go, now!” she ordered him. “They’ll be here any minute. You need to run!”

The gun pressed harder against her temple. “They already know I’m here. I’m sorry, but I have to do this.”

Do what? A damn bullet won’t kill me. It’ll hurt like hell, but—

Every hair on her body stood on end as she felt the magic push inside of her. It was like a hand plunging through her skin and muscles, bending her ribs to reach her heart. And then, the cold hand wrapped around her heart and squeezed.

Shock held her frozen in place, and pain numbed her mind for one terrible minute that seemed to stretch on for eternity. 

At last, she gasped, finally able to draw in a breath. Finally able to think. This fucker is trying to possess me. 

Like hell! 

She willed herself to fight, but his magic was too powerful. Made to paralyze its victim. 

Her entire body twitched. Her limbs spasming around her. But even with all her willpower, that was all she could manage.

Fuck. A scream ripped from her lips as she helplessly fought the angel’s possession. Damn it, I need help! 

It killed her to do it. But in another minute, she’d be completely under his control. Gritting her teeth, she pushed her strength into her hand. She just had to hold one finger up to make the signal, but it took everything within her to do it.

A second later, her best friend Kate materialized in front of her, her expression grim. Reaching out, she grasped Lily’s shoulder tightly, before teleporting them both away. 

The world shimmered into nothing. A tunnel of darkness. And then, came sharply back into focus. 

Lily slumped to her knees, now in a different corner of the restaurant. 

Touching her chest, she tried to fight the shock that made her entire body shake. I hate that feeling. She shivered. It feels so... wrong.

Slowly, she became aware of her best friend. Kate kept a hand on Lily’s shoulder, using her magic to keep them concealed in the shadows. Thank god for Kate.

Lily’s gaze moved away from her friend to the creature she’d hoped to be able to save. He was still in the center of the room. Standing as if in shock.

What the hell? Why didn’t he teleport away? He knows they’re coming for him...

“That’s impossible” he whispered. “Demons can’t teleport.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but her words died on her lips.

Around him, the air shimmered and changed. Six angels, their brilliant white wings almost blinding, surrounded him. Dwarfing him as he shrunk back in the middle of them, raising his pathetic gun as if it might do something against such impossible odds.

Her lips drew back in a silent snarl of rage, and she pulled her dagger from the sheath at her ankle. Rising slowly, she chose her first target and pulled back her arm to strike.

Kate’s hand wrapped around her wrist, stopping her.

Lily looked at the younger woman in confusion. This man needed their help! And she’d be damned if she just gave up now!

Her best friend slowly shook her head, her dark eyes saying what her words couldn’t, there’s too many of them. We’ve lost this one.

Lily looked back at the angels, her heart flipping. 

Kate was right.

Moving as if in a nightmare, she re-sheathed her dagger, knowing what was about to come. And hating that she couldn’t stop it.

“Come on, Richard,” one of the white-winged angels said. “Time to come home.”

He didn’t answer, but his jaw tensed. Seconds later, the sound of shots being fired filled the air as he spun around the circle, firing wildly.

Oh, Richard.

None of the angels so much as flinched. They just towered over him, waiting until his bullets were spent.

The gun tumbled from his fingertips, and he tried to back up, but an angel simply shoved him forward, back into the center of the circle.

The color drained from Richard’s face. And again, she knew what he would do. And she knew how it would end.

His image wavered as he tried to teleport, but he remained in place. She couldn’t sense the angels’ magic preventing his teleportation, but she knew that’s what they were doing. 

And then, one of the angels smiled and gripped Richard’s arm. “Come, Caine’s expecting you.”

A whimper escaped his lips and then, they were gone.

She collapsed against the wall, feeling empty. I lost another one.

Kate knelt down in front of her. Her big, black eyes almost lost behind her curtain of long, dark hair.

Please don’t say anything reassuring.

“How much did we get paid for this shit?”

The tension in Lily’s chest eased. “Not enough.”

If she’d agreed to be a full-time Hunter with The Department, she’d be making enough money to at least pay their bills. But that wouldn’t allow her the flexibility to hide the fact that she was a half-demon, or to secretly try to help the creatures she hunted. So, she was an Investigator. Sent to look into the things that weren’t deemed important enough to send a team of Hunters.

And when she saved paranormal creatures, she didn’t mind her cruddy pay one bit.

But days like this... she found it hard to see any benefit to her crappy job.

“Want to look into anything else or head home?”

Lily’s thoughts leapt to another case just a few hours from their current location, but as her gaze went to her best friend, she pushed the thought aside. Kate was way too thin for a girl of her age, and the circles under her eyes said she needed a hell of a lot more sleep.

There’s always more cases, but there’s only one Kate.

“Let’s just go home.”

If only Richard was going someplace safe too.

Instead of teleporting, they walked out to her black convertible and climbed in. Kate said nothing more. They’d done this too many times to bother reassuring each other. Instead, they rolled down the windows, blaring Alanis Morissette. 

Just another crappy day.






Chapter Two

Lily slammed a shot of tequila, downing it in one gulp before plunking it down on the counter. “Another.”

Kate shook her head. “You’ve had more than enough.” Her friend grabbed the bottle and walked through their tiny kitchen, shoving it back into the cabinet full of liquor. “How about something to eat instead?”

Opening their fridge, she stared at the dark, empty space and then turned back to Lily. 

Lily laughed at her friend’s expression. “I guess we better go shopping soon.”

“With what money?” Kate asked, grinning. “Saving trouble-making creatures in distress hardly pays the bills, let alone puts food in the fridge.”

“At least being a consultant for The Department got us this awesome apartment.” She shifted in her barstool and slumped down onto the counter. “Besides, something always works out.”

A second later, her friend disappeared.

What’s she up to now?

A long minute ticked by, and then Kate was on the barstool next to her, a bag of salt and vinegar chips in her hand. When Lily sat up and raised a brow, her friend had the good grace to blush.

“The Gregors will never notice one snack missing. Their fridge and pantry are stuffed.”

“Why, Miss Goody Goody. I think I might be rubbing off on you after all!”

Kate’s blush deepened. “Shut up and eat your stolen snack.”

While Kate opened the bag, Lily gathered her latest files of suspicious occurrences from The Department and dumped them onto the countertop. Then, they each grabbed some chips and started stuffing their faces, in a way that was some mix between piggish and absolutely satisfying.

But who do we have to impress here? Lily thought, with a grin, before grabbing another handful of the salty snack. 

Settling into their favorite barstools, they grabbed files at random. Some people got messy drunk after as many shots as she’d had, but not Lily, she got ultra-focused. At least on nights like these. Images and information that meant nothing to her the last time she’d sat down with them suddenly started to make sense.

Yup, I’m like a genius fueled by liquor. Liquor and chips.

A comfortable silence stretched between them as they handed interesting pages to each other, making notes on the sheets. Behaving as if this was as normal as two girlfriends sitting down to watch a chick flick. Only their entertainment involved bloody photos of crime scenes and stories that would make a seasoned cop’s stomach turn. 

Just another weekend at a demon’s house!

After an hour, Lily finally stretched and looked over at her friend. Kate’s dark brows were drawn together in concentration, and her hair was a frizzy, endearing mess. For a second, Lily just stared, feeling her heart grow like the freakin’ Grinch himself. She didn’t know how the hell, after just three short years, this girl had become so important to her.

But she had.

One minute Kate was just a seventeen year old kid living a normal life, the next she came into her powers with a bang. And lost her family, friends, and life as a result. If it wasn’t for Lily using her powers of manipulation to get her out of that cop car, she had no doubt the Hunters would have taken the girl and destroyed her.

And yet she’s not exactly safe here either.

Lily’s happy feelings melted away. When she’d rescued Kate, she hadn’t planned on pulling her into her crappy life, but the kid had nowhere to go. And now, she tried with every ounce of her being to give Kate a normal, happy home.

Unfortunately, there’s nothing normal or happy about my situation.

Her gaze slid over her tiny studio apartment, with its cramped bathroom, and the bed that was barely big enough to be called a double.

I need to do better for her.

Kate was applying for colleges, and Lily was hell-bent on making sure her little genius made it. No matter what she had to sacrifice. Because this life might work for her, a half-demon in her mid-twenties, but Kate deserved a real life. With a husband, kids, a picket fence—all that crap. 

Kate glanced up and caught her gaze, frowning. “What?”

“Why don’t you head to bed?”

Kate laughed. “I’m not the one who got shot today.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “We both know you’re tired. Why fight me on it?”

Kate gave her a toothy grin. “Arguing about nothing... um, who does that sound like? Maybe you’re rubbing off on me after all!”

Lily tried to shove her, but Kate was gone.

“Maybe take a shower before bed?” Kate suggested, suddenly across the room of their apartment. Crawling onto the bed, she slid under the blanket. “You smell awful.”

Lily climbed off the barstool. “At least I don’t sleep in my clothes!”

Kate mumbled something Lily didn’t understand, her eyes already closed.

Lily was tempted to crawl into bed with her friend, but she caught a whiff of herself and wrinkled her nose.  I do smell. Like freaking blood and sweat. Grabbing her clothes off the floor, she went into their bathroom. Even though exhaustion tugged at her, she was still feeling wired. She always felt this way after a job gone wrong. 

When I couldn’t save someone.

Peeling off her clothes, she slipped into the shower and turned it on. Hissing under the cold stream, she felt the sensitive spots where she’d been shot at ache. Looking down, she scowled at the five separate marks on her chest. All were pink scars of healing flesh, but soon they’d be nothing at all.

I wouldn’t mind them, if I’d actually managed to rescue that damn angel.

Her failures circled through her head. Not just the ones today. But the ones she’d made ever since becoming a Hunter. Even though she remembered her successes to, her failures seemed to leave a hollowness in her belly that lingered no matter how much she tried to ignore it.

A long time later, she stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and slipped on her shorts and tanktop. It was more than time for bed. More than time to stop running through her mistakes in her mind.

As Lily opened the bathroom door, she noticed the room was darker than she remembered. And something felt... off. 

She froze.

Her gaze snapped to the bed where a man held Kate with his arm pressed against her throat. Kate’s eyes were wide and her mouth was open in a silent scream as her hands held on to his arm. Oh, shit.

Chapter Three

“Let her go,” Lily ordered, not taking her eyes from the man threatening Kate. She can’t teleport free when she’s scared. I need to get to her before he hurts her.

His mouth curled into a sickening smile, and his calm voice seemed to rise from the darkness like steam. “There are many who believe demons like this one only belong in their realm.”

Lily stiffened. How does he know what she is? Kate was such a mix of races that not even the angels sensed her as a demon. 

Her heart pounded. “I’m the demon, not her.”

His skin shimmered, changing from tan to a deep blue. “You’re a half-breed, just as she is. And I need you to pay me a little visit near the City of Flames.” 

“Let her go, and I give you my word. I’ll do as you’ve asked.”

“I’m sorry, but that just isn’t good enough.” He slid them off the bed and onto their feet, his arm still firmly around her throat.

“You’re making a mistake,” her voice dropped low and threatening. “I’ll never let you leave with her alive.

He raised a brow. “I’m afraid, you can’t stop me.”

Every muscle in her body tensed, ready for a fight.

But Kate and the demon vanished, teleporting away. 

Which was impossible. Which should have been impossible.

“No.” Shit. “No, God damn it! No!”

Turning in a blinding rage, she grabbed her lamp and yanked it out of the wall. Throwing it with all her might, she enjoyed watching it as it smashed into a million little pieces. And then, she was left with nothing but the sound of her own heavy breathing. And the knowledge that she’d failed.

Again.

As her rage calmed, her thoughts fused together to make sense once more. What the hell just happened? 

There were only a few demons that could open a portal when they chose. And all had been given the ability by the demon-king himself. But the king didn’t bestow the power on anyone he thought capable of abusing it, only a trusted few. 

And a Voltorra demon? Something just wasn’t adding up. Voltorra demons didn’t thrive on pain and killing like lower level ones. They were rare... and creatures of prophecy, not mischief.

Surely he wouldn’t hurt her. Would he? 

The problem was, she wasn’t sure.

So I need to rescue her as fast as possible. Even if it means returning to fucking hell.

Sifting through her pile of clothes on the floor, she pulled on her least favorite pair of jeans, a tanktop, and boots. Anything more would be a waste where I’m going. She grabbed her keys and cellphone and headed into the night.

Lily knew exactly who would be able to help her once she reached hell. Even though he was the last person she wanted to see, and a man she’d managed to successfully go ten years without speaking to. 

No matter how much this little trip feels worse than sticking a fork through my leg, it’s worth it if I get Kate back safely.

And I’ll also get to see them. 

The thought came out of nowhere, and suddenly her blood raced. She’d been too young the last time she’d seen the three incredibly sexy demons. At least too young for them. But because time moved differently on the human-realm, she would be nearly their age now. And that opened up all kinds of delicious possibilities.

If there’s time, I’m definitely going to live out a few of my hormonal teenage fantasies.

I just wonder if they’ll figure out who I am first.

She smirked. Unlikely.

Climbing into her car, she knew exactly where she was going. When she’d been a student with The Department, she’d been able to slip into demon realms through the portal at school without being detected. But now, she only had one safe place that gave her access to a portal into the dangerous realm. The Rebellion’s headquarters. Even though up until recently they hadn’t had all the pieces necessary to use it.

So I guess if I had to go back, I timed it right.

It took her nearly twenty minutes to race through town and slip down the narrow alley hidden between two beat-up abandoned warehouses. Moving to one of the buildings, she pushed back a brick and typed in the code. Sliding back the wall, she entered headquarters, quickly closing the door behind her.

Her old teacher and mentor Sharen Bran, materialized out of the shadows, her expression surprised. “Lily, what are you doing here?”

“There’s a problem,” Lily explained, her gaze moving to the weapon in her mentor’s hand.

Immediately, Sharen re-sheathed the dagger she’d been holding and stepped closer, and into the light. Lily tried to hide her surprised expression. The woman looked like she’d been through hell. One side of her face was swollen and a butterfly bandage covered a cut on her cheek. Her clothes were wrinkled, and her dark hair was more than a little messy.

Sharen appeared to be assessing her too, before her gaze moved to Lily’s face. “What happened?” 

Better just pull this band aid off as quick as I can.

“A demon sucked Kate into the demon-realm. I’m going to go get her.”

Her mentor’s eyes widened. “I’ll get my stuff.”

Lily grabbed her arm as she turned away. “I got this.”

Sharen smirked back at her, looking a little more like her old self. “I’m not letting you go in alone. End of discussion.”

“Listen, I’ll be fine. I’ve got help on the other side.” When Sharen didn’t look convinced, she continued. “Actually, if you come, you’ll make it harder for me.”

Her teacher frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Sigh. “I’m going to the City of Flames.”

“City of Flames?” Sharen looked downright confused.

“It’s where the ruler of hell lives. A city. And only Level Eight demons and above are allowed in it.” 

“You’re telling me you don’t need help because you’re going to a city filled with demons?”

Lily laughed. “It’s actually a lot safer than any city on Earth, since they don’t let the little shit demons in it.”

“Then, there should be no problem with me coming with you,” Sharen said, nodding to herself.

You never were easy to argue with, she thought with a smile.

Lily actually appreciated her concern more than she could ever say. There weren’t many people in her life that worried about her. And even fewer that reminded her of her mother, in a strange way.

But, I’m afraid this is a solo mission.

“The city doesn’t allow humans.”

“Then you can’t go either,” she challenged.

“I’ve got enough demon in me to pass for one of them, and besides, like I said, I’ve got some pretty powerful friends on the inside.” She could almost hear her time ticking away. “Please, I need to go. I don’t know what that demon wanted with Kate, but I need to keep her safe. She’s...” My family. My best friend, “my responsibility.”

Sharen rubbed her face, looking tired. “All right. But if you aren’t back in three days, I’m coming after you.”

“Agreed.” Her gaze moved back to her mentor’s battered face, and her chest tightened. “Did you get that in the demon realm?”

Sharen shook her head. “I haven’t gone in yet. This was done by a Hunter.”

Shit. “They found you?”

Something unreadable flashed in her mentor’s eyes. “Just one found me. And he won’t be a problem.”

I hope it wasn’t a Hunter I knew.

“I’m sorry,” Lily murmured.

Sharen looked surprised. “Why?”

Lily shrugged. “I know what it’s like to go against people you once called friends.”

The woman stood up a little taller. “Don’t worry about me, okay? I’m fine. Let’s just focus on your friend.”

She doesn’t want to talk about it. That’s okay. I’ve got my own scars I don’t like poked at.

“Sure thing.”

Her mentor led her through the neatly organized warehouse, filled with shelves stacked with boxes of weapons and supplies. They passed through dark aisles where the shelves blocked most of the light into a central area surrounded by lamps.

In the center, their stolen Demon Stone glistened in the light. Eight feet tall and made of a black stone darker than any black found on Earth, it whispered of magic and trouble. The Rebellion had fought, killed, and risked unimaginable things to acquire the stone. Lily had hoped never to use it.

To never go back to that dark, terrifying place.

Goose bumps rose on her arms. As a demon-hunter, and a student of Sharen’s with The Department, she’d crossed over many times. But the lower levels were off-limits to the Hunters. Most had never even considered going to the places where the demons were born into their new eternity. The only demons they cared about were the ones crawling up in an attempt to escape.

But I’ve been there once before. And the memories still haunted her of the day that changed her life forever.

The sound of Sharen typing in a code brought Lily back to the present. Turning, she watched as the woman carefully removed a piece of Soul Chalk from a glass enclosure.

“Be careful with this,” she said. “We might never acquire another piece.”

Lily nodded and took the simple white piece from her mentor. Not willing to second-guess her decision, she went to the stone and carefully drew a doorway into it. But when she reached up to write the code to the demon-king’s realm, Sharen stopped her with a strong grip on her arm.

Looking back at the other woman, Sharen held out a small Splicer. Unlike the ones they’d used during her time entering demon-realms with The Department, it was only about four times as big as her hand. It had a place to grip it, while a sharp, half-circle blade protected the wearer’s knuckles.

“Take it with you.”

She shook her head. What did they have to do to get that? Few weapons could function in the demon-realm. No guns. And only swords made with special metal. 

“That wasn’t a request. That was an order. I’m not going to send my best student alone into trouble without a weapon.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Bran, but it’ll be destroyed where I’m going.”

“Sharen,” she corrected her. “So... you have to go in weaponless?”

Lily smiled. “I’m a half-demon. I might not be able to use my soul-blade in this realm without drawing the angels to me, but I can use it there.”

Slowly, she put down the weapon. “If you’re sure.”

“I am.”

Then, they stood staring at each other. Lily knew she had to go, but she couldn’t seem to leave just yet. 

“How are you doing?” the woman asked after a quiet moment. “How’s Blake?”

For a second it was hard to breathe. “We broke off the engagement. Haven’t seen him since.”

“Is he still with The Department?”

“Yup,” Lily strove to sound casual. “Still committed to wiping out the ‘demon vermin’ and all that nonsense.”

Which means even though I loved him, I had to let him go.

“I’m sorry—“

“It doesn’t matter. A demon-hunter and a half-demon marrying is just about the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

Sharen chuckled. “I remember thinking the same thing... you know, before my husbands pushed me into this whole blessed union.”

Lily forced a smile. “You’re one of the lucky ones.”

“Maybe you will be too.” 

She snorted. “You’ve got three handsome husbands. I doubt I’ll find one.”

“Love has a way of finding us when we’re least expecting it.” 

Yeah, right. But rather than saying the way she truly felt, she nodded. “Maybe.”

Sharen pulled her into a tight hug. “Be careful, sweetheart.”

I’m lucky I have you. “Will do.”

When her mentor released her, she turned back to the demon-stone. Lily wrote the name of the secret realm carefully on the dark stone and watched as the portal opened with swirling waves of white. 

“I’ll open the portal three times a day, at—”

“No need,” Lily stopped her. “I’ll get back on my own.” 

“But how?”

She grinned. “I’ll make the demon-king send me back.”

Handing the chalk back to Sharen, Lily inclined her head in respect and stepped through to a place surrounded by fire and danger, where demons would kill her if they sensed her human half. 

Let’s hope I’m better at lying than I am at saving lives.




Chapter Four

Jaxson stiffened, a growl slipping from his lips. His wolf rose within him, his fur standing on end in irritation. Someone has used the portal outside the City of Flames. 

Just what I need right now...

The last week had been spent dragging low level demons out of the city, and capturing two rogue Level Eight demons who actually thought they could commit crimes within the king’s protected lands. After all the bullshit, Jaxson had wanted nothing more than a calm day in the palace.

No, calm isn’t the right word. I wanted a day of complete freedom.

Actually, he’d wanted to go out exploring the plains, looking for a real fight, but his youngest eternal-brother, Ian, had begged him to play cards instead. And since Ian rarely asked for anything, he’d reluctantly agreed.

And ended up with some much unwanted bonding time with the two men he spent far too much of his time with already, his eternal-brothers. The two demons who’d been bound to him in death. 

His skin was itching to escape. To fight. To kill. To rid himself of the feelings crawling under his flesh.

Maybe because it’s been so long since you Shifted. Angrily, he pushed the thought away. That had nothing to do with his current mood.

And now he had to deal with a trespasser. I hope this one doesn’t go easy. 

“Did you feel that?” Zane asked, dropping his cards onto the table. His eternal-brother’s big brown eyes looked excited.

Does he have to enjoy everything?

“Of course I felt it,” Jaxson answered, scowling.

Zane glared, but he kept his pretty-boy good looks even with his obnoxious expression. “What crawled up your ass?”

“Maybe he has a good hand,” Ian answered, always the peace-maker.

Jaxson pushed back from the table, slamming his cards down, and sending poker chips flying. “I just wasn’t in the mood for shit today.”

“He hasn’t masturbated yet this morning and needs to ease some tension.” Zane said, smirking. The dimples in his cheeks showing with the movement.

No, what I need is to bury myself in a woman who can look me in the eyes when I take her.

Which will never happen.

“Fuck you.” Jaxson turned and stormed from their room.

This is the last thing I need today.

Zane was wrong. Jaxson wasn’t pissed because of his very unfulfilled sexual needs. He was pissed because today marked the anniversary of his death.

Not that the two demons he’d bonded with would understand. How could they? Their death-anniversaries weren’t a reminder of pain. Of suffering. Of failure.

“Wait up!” Ian hurried to catch up with him, matching his stride.

The tall, lanky demon looked pensive, staring down at the ground. His too-long blond hair fell forward, his dark eyes filled with concern. Typical Ian.

“I’m fine.” Jaxson tried to force the words to come out without an angry edge. 

And he failed miserably.

“It’s October sixth.” Ian spoke softly.

Jaxson stiffened. “So?”

“So, it’s okay. Be pissed. But we’re here if you need us.”

Fuck. How does he know me so well? Jaxson liked to think he wasn’t that transparent... but it looked like he was wrong. Again. “Is that why you suggested cards? You thought I needed the company? Because I didn’t.”

“Of course not,” Ian said, shrugging.

Damn his patience.

Moving down the private stairs, they came out into the foyer. The pristine room was a flawless white, with thirty foot ceilings, and a massive chandelier with hundreds of flickering candles. 

Usually the brightness of the palace made him forget, even if for a few precious seconds, that he wasn’t back on Earth. But today, he felt nothing but misery as he compared his memories of Earth to this dark and dreary prison. 

This place is a pathetic shadow of life. A lonely ruler’s attempt at carving out a little heaven in hell.

Two Level Ten demons led a handcuffed Level Eight demon, who snarled and fought them, but the two guards seemed not to notice. As they passed, the men inclined their heads in a show of respect to Jaxson and Ian. Jaxson ignored them, heading for the exit. Needing to escape. 

When they stepped outside, the smell of sulfur clouded the air. A hundred or so buildings, crafted from the white plants that grew on the higher levels of the demon realm, crowded the black ground. As he climbed down the dozens of stairs leading up to the demon-king’s palace, he stepped around two demons, busily cleaning ash from the white steps.

Flaming torches that never burned out lined all the streets, giving the city a feeling of daylight. Even though above them darkness reigned, and nothing more. The City of Flames was the nicest place in the demon-realms.

But still hell. 

“You guys finally made it.” Zane stood, leaning against a building, looking calm and casual in his white uniform.

Jaxson felt rage creeping up his spine. “Teleporting is to be used when enforcing the rules of our king, not to make our lives easier.”

It’s a rare gift the demon-king bestows upon his most trusted servants. And the more restless my brothers get, the more they abuse their powers.

Once we stop obeying the rules, we might as well be the beasts the angels accuse us of.

Zane moved away from the building, hurrying to keep pace with Jaxson as he stormed down the main road of the city. “We’re going in search of a trespasser. That’s ‘enforcing the rules of the king’ right?”

Jaxson clenched his fists. Don’t punch him. “Just shut up and let me do my job.”

He rushed through the city, but his brothers easily kept pace with him. Level Ten, Nine, and the occasional Level Eight demon glanced at him, then quickly away. Even demons feared him.

He didn’t blame them.

At the edge of the city, they reached the moat of slow lava that surrounded the city. He stared at it for a long minute. He hated swimming in the damn lava. It had the unfortunate side-effect of stirring one of the worst of the seven deadly sins, lust. But he’d just made a point to his brother...

“Ready for a swim?” Zane was grinning.

“Splitting up would be the best way to search the portal grounds. You go left. You right. I’ll go right down the middle,” Jaxson ordered.

Zane chuckled. “What? You don’t want to stick together?”

Jaxson ignored him, clenching his teeth together. Time to practice what I preach. 

Leaping into the lava, the power of it hit him in an instant, warming his skin and hardening his cock. Ignoring it, he swam forward, only coming up for air when he had to. Reaching the other side, he pulled himself out and looked back across the river.

His brothers were gone. The cheaters teleported!

Scowling, he adjusted his boner, which, of course, remained painfully hard. Damned lust! Starting forward, he made a promise to himself. When he found the trespasser—and he would find him—the bastard would feel the sting of his wrath.

The ground on the opposite shore was black just like in the city, but not trampled down. As he walked forward, ash kicked up beneath his feet, surrounding him in a smoky fog. It slightly obscured his vision of the massive black boulders that stretched out as far as the eye could see. 

Smart demons avoided this area. Far too many beasts lurked, waiting to cause pain and suffering. The thought of the trespasser teleporting here alone... well, he almost felt sorry for him. 

Whether the beasts get him or we do, this won’t be a good day for him.

But it served the trespasser right for entering the king’s private lands.

Slowing slightly, he squinted as he scanned the plains ahead of him. In this realm, tiny sparks fell continuously, like glowing rain. For humans, the sparks would have been painful. But he barely noticed as they fell on his shoulders and his head. 

The sparks were also the only source of light out here. Which was enough for demons to see by. They were made for the dark, after all. It was the shadows created by the boulders that made this area dangerous. They provided the perfect hiding places for enemies. 

As much as I want to find the intruder before my brothers do, I can’t be an idiot.

He called his blade to him and it appeared in his hand a moment later. The long silver blade was sharp and deadly, and if he needed, it could brighten with flames.

Any creature stupid enough to challenge him would be sorry.

Weaving through the boulders, he listened intently, his senses stretching out around him. Determined that nothing would catch him by surprise. 

After several long minutes, he sensed something not far ahead of him. Inhaling deeply, letting his wolf senses stretch out around him, he scented something strange. It was a delicate smell, almost sweet. 

What the hell could that be? 

Tucking himself into a particularly shadowed area between boulders, he watched and waited. His mind racing through every possible source of the sweet scent. 

A moment later, a beautiful woman strode into the clearing not far from him. 

His jaw dropped, and he blinked several times to clear the illusion from his sight. And yet, she remained. This is impossible...

Her skin wasn’t bright red like most demons, but a pale red, almost tan color. He might have mistaken her for a human, if not for the two tiny horns on her head. So what is she?

His heart pounded rapidly. One thing was sure. He’d never seen such a stunning woman, not even when he was alive. Her hair was long and blonde, pulled back from her face in a practical way. And yet, it wasn’t practical at all. It was sexy. It drew attention to her flawless skin, high cheekbones, and long neck.

She was also tall for a woman, her body curved in all the right places. And the tanktop she wore? Shit. It did little to conceal her hard nipples and the sweet roundness of her breasts.

Fucking hell.

For a second, he just drank in the sight of her. Enjoying her like an incredible dish that tasted better with every bite.

I bet she tastes as good as she looks. A rumble rolled through his chest at just the thought of spreading her sweet thighs and burying his face between them. 

But as she moved closer, the blood from his groin seemed to send a little back to his brain. This has to be the intruder.

As good as she looked. As good as she smelled. It was his job to deal with her.

After that, she isn’t my responsibility.

For a moment, he imagined this woman kneeling before the demon king. What would his leader do to her? 

Nothing she doesn’t deserve.

Because even though the king of hell was called the devil, and feared for his ruthlessness, he wasn’t a cruel man. Jaxson wouldn’t have served him if he was. He was a fair ruler who enforced his rules and kept order over the demon realm. 

I just hope this woman has a good reason to be here, or the king will have to deal with her.

Her presence, however, disturbed him. Female demons were rare, and usually had done something pretty awful to be sent to the demon realm. So what had a woman like her done to end up in this dark place? And what was more, how had she known the location of this secret portal?

Time to find out. 

He eased from the shadows of the boulders and stood directly in her path, his sword held out before him in an unspoken threat. Immediately, her gaze snapped to him. And for a moment, she looked surprised.

Not frightened like every other demon who crossed paths with him. Strange.

As always, her gaze instantly moved to the scarring on one half of his face. 

His stomach tightened. For some reason, his grotesque appearance bothered him more today. In the presence of a goddess, a woman whose beauty was unparalleled to any woman he’d seen before, he felt ashamed to even stand before her.

When her gaze shifted to the rest of his face and then slowly down his body, he watched her warily. When their eyes met once again, he expected repulsion. Instead, she smiled at him. 

Of all the reactions he expected, a smile was the last one.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

It took him a second to find his voice. “Do you,” he stopped to clear his throat, “realize that you’re not supposed to be here?”

Her eyes twinkled in a way he could only describe as mischievous. “And what are you going to do about it?”

“I serve the demon-king. Since you’re trespassing, I’ll bring you before him, and he’ll decide what happens to you.”

Again, he expected to see fear. Again he was disappointed. 

No, not disappointed, surprised. Because her smile only widened. 

“I guess you have to do what you have to do.”

Lowering his blade, he shook his head. “What’s wrong with you? A normal person would be terrified.”

“Really?” She blinked her eyes slowly, mockingly. “I guess a little woman like me should be really scared then.” 

He scowled. “I don’t know who you are, but you have no idea how much trouble you’re in.”

She moved closer to him, then her gaze traveled down to his crotch.

Damn it.

“Is that from the River of Lust, or are you just happy to see me?”

Is she flirting with me?

Warily, he watched as she closed the distance between them. Pushing the arm that held his sword to the side, she pressed her body against his, running her hands up his chest. Instantly, her sweet scent washed over him. 

Within him, his wolf stirred in a way it hadn’t in many months. Like a puppy, it was drawn to her. Eager for more of her touch. For more of her intoxicating smell.

Like sugar. Or cookies. Or something mouthwatering.

But why was she touching him? A woman like this had no good reason to be anywhere near him.

This has to be a part of some sinister plan? Which means I should be shoving her away...

“What’s your name?” she asked, her stunning hazel eyes holding his.

“Jaxson.” Why the hell did I tell her that?

“Well, Jaxson. I’ll agree to go along without a struggle, but I’m going to require a kiss first.”

His breathing sped up and a wave of arousal swept through him, heating his blood. He was aware of every inch of her curvaceous, beautiful body pressed up against his. Closing his eyes, he tried to ignore the torturous awareness of her hard nipples against his chest.

Of course she’s not wearing a bra.

He felt like a horny teenager. He wanted to blame it on the River of Lust, but it probably had more to do with how long it’d been since a woman had willingly pressed herself against him. In the light. Where she could see his face.

Probably before I died.

Demons aged more slowly than humans. He’d died when he was twenty-seven. And after thirty years as a demon, he hadn’t aged a day. And yet, he felt as if a lifetime had passed.

“Am I not your type?”

His eyes flashed open. “You’re every man’s type, and you know it. But a woman like you wouldn’t be interested in someone who looks like I do, so what do you want?”

She tilted her head, frowning. “Someone who looks like you?”

Mistake seductress! He yanked himself free of her, his heart pounding. 

Grabbing her arm, he tightened his grip on his blade. “No more games. You’re coming with me.”

She shrugged. “I guess I’ll take a raincheck on that kiss.”

His cock jerked at her suggestive words, and for a second all he could think about was her kiss. Her touch. How her body would feel clenching around him as he came.

I need to get as far from this woman as possible. As quickly as possible.

Hauling her through the maze of boulders, he tried not to notice how the tiny sparks of light seemed to cling to her, nor how soft and warm her arm felt beneath his touch. Because if his brain started down that trail, he wasn’t sure he could stop it.

They walked in silence. But every second he was aware of her. Of how confidently she moved through the dangerous lands. And how calm she seemed, despite her situation.

She absolutely confused him. 

After several long minutes, they reached the River of Lust. He released her arm, considering his options. How the hell am I going to swim through the river with her, without touching her?

“You go first.” He told her gruffly, knowing if she made a break for it on the other side, he could easily catch her.

She shrugged. Then, moving to the edge of the lava, she gave him one last seductive look and dove off the edge.

When she surfaced a moment later, just a couple feet in front of him, she gripped the dark ground and drew herself up.

Her clothes were... gone. The tops of her naked breasts entirely exposed to his hungry gaze.

“Did I forget to mention I was wearing clothes from the human-realm?”

His willpower crumpled, and his thoughts turned to sludge.

Sending his sword away, he knelt down. Like a foolish sailor drawn to a siren, he leaned forward and trailed a finger along the mounds of her breasts, then down the space in the middle. 

His erection was no longer irritating, but absolutely painful. I need this damned woman.

No matter the cost.

Sliding into the waters beside her, he expected her to pull away. For him to wake up and find it had all been a dream. But instead, she pulled him closer, and their mouths met in a searing kiss that seemed to stop time itself.

Her fingers wove into his dark hair, twisting him so she had easier access to his mouth. And to his shock, a little moan slipped passed her lips. As if she wanted him as badly as he wanted her.

Which is impossible.

He knew it must have been the River of Lust that had this goddess touching him, but in that moment, he didn’t care. He needed this. 

Not just his body, but his soul.

He needed to feel... loved. Even if he was only fooling himself.

When she slid her tongue into his mouth, he groaned. His thoughts slipping away once more. Every nerve in his body singing to life.

Her hands went to his shirt, pulling the buttons apart with one powerful motion before she tossed it onto the shore behind them. Hungrily, she tore her mouth from his and slid her lips down his neck, sucking wherever she seemed to want and running her fingertips along his sensitive chest.

Feeling bold, he grabbed her breasts possessively, loving the way they spilled over in his hands. Squeezing them gently, an unexpected possessiveness filled him. He wished he could write his name across them. Claim them as his and his alone. Claim her as mine! 

Trailing his fingers along the smooth skin of her breasts, he tried to keep his touch light and teasing until he found her sensitive nipples. Then, he brushed them, loving when she froze, breathing hard. 

Feeling bold, he rubbed the sensitive peaks, drawing a gasp from her lips. Her reaction thrilled him, and he squeezed her nipples, rolling them between his fingertips until he felt her tremble beneath his touch.

Clumsily, her hands moved to the zipper of his pants. Without hesitation, she undid his button, unzipped his pants, and pulled his erection free. As her hands gripped him, he ground his teeth to keep from losing control too soon.

But the minx wasn’t done. She pumped him, slowly, as if they had all the time in the world. Her fingers grazing his sensitive skin in a way that wasn’t just sexy, it was intimate as hell.

“Fuck, woman,” he groaned, his hips moving to meet her strokes.

“You like that, my big demon,” she whispered, the huskiness of her voice raising goose bumps over his flesh. “Then you’re really going to like this.”

When she released him and threw her arms around his neck, he almost growled in protest. But then, she pulled herself up, her legs moving around his back. 

He froze. She wants to have sex with me? In the light? Where she can see me? His shock was quickly replaced by amazement as she pressed his tip to her entrance.

His hands moved from her breasts to her hips, and their eyes locked. Are you sure? He waited, expecting her to change her mind. Expecting her to shove him away.

When she didn’t, a tremble swept through his body. She really wanted him. Me! 

Slowly, never looking away from her, he eased into her tight body.

She moaned as his entire body awakened. Intune to every sound and movement this extraordinary woman made.

I’m going to make this so good for you that you’ll never want another man inside you. As long as you live, he promised her.

It didn’t matter how long it had been. Instinct took over and he thrust into her, sensing when she needed him to move slower and faster. Sensing when she needed him to suck her glorious nipples or stroke her sensitive clit.

Slowly, he built her arousal, watching her every movement. Feeling the way her body reacted to him. And loving every damn second of it.

Until he sensed she was getting close. Then, and only then, did he grasp her hips and let his control begin to slip. His thrusts grew harder and deeper. His cock swelled as her inner-muscles clenched around him.

“Jaxson, oh God Jaxson, just like that!” she moaned, digging her nails into his back.

He clenched his jaw, unwilling to go before she did, no matter how hearing his name on her tongue drove him wild. Even though everything within him was winding tighter and tighter.

When she shouted, her inner-muscles squeezing around him as her orgasm pushed her over the edge, his control finally snapped. He cried out as he came, filling her with his seed with a rush of euphoria that made him feel... alive. Powerful beyond his wildest dreams.

And connected to this woman in a way he couldn’t understand.

It was several long moments before his thrusting slowed, and she calmed around him. But even then, he kept himself buried inside of him, inhaling the scent of her arousal. Feeling how different her soft body was against his hard one.

Mine, his wolf seemed to growl possessively within him. 

He hated that he didn’t disagree.

“Wow!” she whispered. “I always knew you’d be good in the sack, but this...”

His brain took a pathetically long time to process her words. “Always?”

She pressed a light kiss to his neck, and pulled back, that wicked smile of hers back. “Of course, Jaxson, but it’s okay you don’t remember me. You will soon.”

His hands held her hips more tightly. What the hell does that mean?




Chapter Five

Zane had almost reached the portal, and he still hadn’t seen a sign of whatever being was stupid enough to trespass on the king’s lands. Rotating his wrist, he spun his sword in front of him, bored. 

That was the thing about living forever. Everything became boring after a while.

A couple of Level Three demons hissed at him from the shadows. The three foot tall creatures were bright red, with sharp spines down their backs, and rows of pointed teeth. They had the mental capacity of a dog, mostly acting on instinct rather than intelligence. Which made them more irritating than dangerous.

But they were better than Level One’s. They at least usually knew not to challenge demons more powerful than themselves. 

The thing is, today I could use a fight. Anything to mix up this mind-numbing boredom.

“Bring it,” he muttered to them, and felt a wave of annoyance when they slunk away.

He could chase them. But what was the point? He’d kill them. They’d die. And then, he’d be right back to walking around without a purpose.

Sighing, he looked up at the sparks of light raining from the sky. When he’d first come to the demon-realm, after the initial terror and acceptance of his death, he’d found the fire sparks beautiful. Almost like fireworks dancing in the sky. Now, however, he was tired of them.

He missed Earth.

Freezing, he scolded himself for wanting what he should never have. He’d gone to the demon-realm because he deserved it. Earth would be forever beyond his grasp. The sunlight. The blue skies. The scents not laced with sulfur.

The women.

Basically, everything worth waking up for.

Walking once more, he continued to spin his blade in lazy circles. Lately he’d been particularly agitated. Restless. He’d finally decided to ask Jaxson about something he hadn’t brought up in nearly five years... climbing through the realms and escaping back to the Earth. Even though I don’t deserve it. Because I can’t keep doing this forever. His eternal-brother would get angry again. He’d tell him that this was their life now and to accept it.

But he wasn’t sure he could anymore. He just... was tired of being dead.

Of not having a real life.

But as much as he wanted to bring it up today, he wouldn’t. Not on the anniversary of Jaxson’s death. His brother was already looking for a fight, and as fun as it was to annoy him, he wouldn’t risk such an important topic that day.

He reached the portal at the same time as Ian.

His youngest brother looked concerned, his dark gaze vacant. 

“No trespasser?”

Ian’s head shot up. “Uh, nope. You either?”

“Nope.”

They turned together and started the quickest path back to the River of Lust, the way that would lead them right to Jaxson.

Ian wasn’t holding his sword. Instead, his hands were stuffed in his white uniform pants.

“So, you didn’t call your weapon and you’re barely paying attention. Not exactly being the king’s top Defender are you?”

Ian gave a humorless laugh, sweeping his long blond hair back from his face. “I’m worried about Jaxson.”

Of course. “He’ll be okay.”

“It isn’t just about today... it’s... it’s been awhile since he Shifted last.”

Zane froze. “What’s awhile?”

That was the thing about the three of them. Zane often thought they’d become eternal-brothers not just because they died around the same time, but because they were all Shifters. But even in death, they needed to keep Shifting, or their humanity began to fade. It was like it kept them anchored to who they were before death. And in life, Shifters went crazy if they didn’t spend enough time in their animal bodies.

So Jaxson can’t be dumb enough to be forgetting to Shift. Can he?

Ian looked guilty. “I don’t want to share something private—“

“Nothing should be private between us,” Zane answered, realizing that his pace had picked up.

Finally, Ian shoved his hands back into his pockets. “I think it’s been about a month.”

“A month!” Zane looked away from his brother, shocked to his core. “Has he lost his mind? Waiting two weeks would be stupid. A month? What the hell is wrong with him?”

Ian frowned. “Calm down. I don’t think it’s like that.”

“Like what?”

His brother kicked at the ashy ground as he walked, stirring the black smoke up higher. “I think he’s just given up. He’s going through the motions, but I think that he doesn’t care if he loses his humanity. ” 

That startled Zane. Jaxson was the oldest of them. He had an awful life before dying a slow and painful death. He spoke little about it. But over the years, Zane had put together the pieces. 

For so long he’d admired his brother. Even in death, he seemed to always move with purpose and drive. When Zane had realized he was dead and condemned to hell, he’d been so depressed he hadn’t wanted to keep going. But Jaxson hadn’t let him give up.

And now Jaxson was the one giving up?  Not happening. “So what do we do?”

Ian exhaled, Zane’s extra sensitive hearing making the sound noisy in his ears. “I approached the king with an idea. One that I think will help us all.”

Zane rolled his eyes. Ian had been some kind of master computer coder when he’d been alive. Now, even though they’d taught him to fight well enough to hold his own, Ian still seemed to rarely speak in plain English.

“What does that mean?”

Ian smiled, one of his rare soft smiles. “We might be able to return to earth.”

“What—?” They stepped around a boulder and out onto the shore of the River of Lust.

Few things could’ve distracted Zane from a conversation about returning to earth. Finding a naked woman swimming across the river with their brother was one of them.

“Jaxson?” he shouted.

His brother turned, and even from a distance, Zane could sense his embarrassment.

Closing his eyes, Zane teleported. For one second, he felt cool and light, and then he opened his eyes. He was standing on the opposite side of the shore, Ian appearing beside him.

The beautiful she-demon, if that’s what she truly was, reached the shore before their brother. Instead of hesitating when her gaze moved up and focused on them, she gripped the edge of the ground and pulled herself up, to stand before them.

Naked.

Zane’s gaze roamed from her pretty bare feet, up her long legs, pausing for a minute, and then up to her large breasts. He wet his mouth. There were so few female demons. He’d had some fun with a couple of them who stayed in town, but none of them compared to this beautiful female.

“Eyes up here,” she said, her voice husky.

He felt himself harden. And as painful as it was, he brought his eyes up to her face. Full lips, high cheekbones, and massive hazel eyes created a face that took his breath away. Clearing his throat, he struggled for the right words.

“If you don’t want men staring, might I suggest wearing clothes?”

She smirked. “My human threads melted in the lava.”

“Too bad.”

“Yeah, you seem heartbroken,” she teased.

The attraction between them hung so powerful in the air that he took a step toward her. He didn’t care if his brothers weren’t ready to mate this female, he sure as hell was. Because as much as he preferred to share their women, he couldn’t be nearly as patient as his brothers.

And then he inhaled sharply, his dragon-senses stretching out.

She smells like my brother!

Jaxson climbed out of the lava, glaring. His shirt was clutched in his hand, and without a word, he started to pull it on her. With angry movements, he buttoned it down the middle, hiding her delicious form from view. 

What a time to be a gentleman... 

“So, where are you headed? Perhaps we could keep you company?” Zane suggested, grinning.

A growl rolled through the back of Jaxson’s throat. “This is our intruder. Let’s just get her to the king.”

She’s the intruder? Who the hell is she?

As Jaxson started back toward the castle, his white uniform made grey by the ashy plains, the woman slowly followed after him. “Is your friend always so focused on his job?”

Usually, but apparently he took a little break to have sex with a mysterious she-demon.

Zane responded, amused. “Is that what he was doing with you, his job?”

Her gaze caught his. “Why are dragons always such know-it-alls?”

Stiffening, he increased his pace. How does she know I’m a dragon?

“I’m Zane, by the way.”

She nodded and looked to Ian. “And is your panther friend going to introduce himself?”

Ian’s eyes widened. “How did you know I’m a Shifter?”

She grinned. “This trip is going to be more fun than I imagined.”

“You don’t actually answer a lot of questions, do you?” Zane watched her, unsure. 

There was just something about her. Something familiar. And there was nothing he liked better than a good puzzle.

She shrugged. “Just the good ones.”

As they entered the city, he expected her to show some interest in the City of Flames, but she didn’t. She simply followed Jaxson, her gaze straight ahead, her steps never faltering. As if she’s done this many times before. 

And yet we’d have remembered her if she had.

Every demon they passed had their eyes locked on her. She was lucky to be within the city. Lower level demons had a hard time resisting women. Zane liked to think it was because the lowest scum of the Earth were men who hurt women and children, and that many of the lowest demons likely still had a weakness for females, but no one really knew.

Ian cleared his throat, drawing the woman’s gaze. “You said you only liked good questions, so here’s one: there are only a handful of people who know the location of the portal you used. And most were given the information from the demon-king himself. Even fewer people would have any desire to go from Earth, where you were clearly from, given your clothes, to here. And fewer still would do it alone. Which begs the question, who are you? And what are you doing here?”

To his surprise, her confident demeanor faltered. “As to who I am—I’m a person on a mission. And as for what I’m doing here—I’m trying to help someone.”

Curious.

“And you’re a demon?” Zane asked, his gaze going from her skin, which wasn’t nearly a dark enough red, to her two horns.

“A half-breed,” she said, her tone cold. “Actually.”

Zane raised a brow. “Are you offended to be called a demon?”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “No, sorry. I just... the River of Lust got in my head a little. I got distracted, but now I need to get back to what I’m here for.”

“This person who needs your help, you must care for them deeply.”

“I do,” she said, the words strangely sad.

They reached the palace steps, moving around the servants who would forever clean the white steps. Jaxson strode ahead of them, and two guards opened the doors to the throne room at his approach. 

He and Ian waited outside with their “prisoner.” Zane kept expecting her to show fear or nervousness that at any second she’d be facing the devil himself. Instead, she looked annoyed. Maybe even impatient.

After a couple minute ticked by, Jaxson opened the door and waved them inside.

Well, here goes nothing.




Chapter Six

Lily strode into the throne room, flanked by the three handsome-as-hell demons. Even though she’d fantasized about Ian, Zane, and Jaxson since she was a teenage girl, she’d been surprised that they looked better than she’d imagined. She wasn’t sure if it was the River of Lust, or Jaxson’s shocking revelation that he didn’t think she’d find him attractive, but she hadn’t been able to keep her hands off of him.

There’s something endearing about such a sexy man not knowing how incredible he is.

And Ian and Zane. Yum. Ian’s intelligent air intrigued her, and Zane’s flirtatious spirit drew her to him. After she found Kate, she’d have to have a little fun with them too...

But for now, business.

As they neared the massive white throne in the center of the huge room, their party slowed.

The demon-king was speaking to a servant beside him, his expression intense. She studied him. He didn’t look like an immortal being who had lived as long as the realms had existed. He hadn’t aged a day since she’d seen him last: dark hair, dark eyes, and the physique of a man in his late-twenties. 

Adjusting the cufflinks on his white suit, he looked away from the demon at his side, his gaze briefly flickering to her, and then quickly back as his eyes widened. Gesturing the man beside him away, he stood and moved down the six steps leading up to his throne. When he was just feet in front of her, he stopped.

“It’s been a long time,” she said, straightening her shoulders.

His gaze moved from her face down to the white uniform shirt she wore, and her bare legs, then back to her face. “I can’t believe how much you’ve changed.” There was wonder in his face and... pride?

“And you haven’t changed at all.”

He smiled and held out his arms.

She hesitated and then moved closer to allow him to fold her into a tight hug.

“You look so much like your mother.”

My mother who died because of you.

She pulled back, stepping free of him as his arms slowly dropped to his sides. “Dad—”

“Dad!” Jaxson exclaimed behind her. “He’s your dad?”

Turning back to him, she grinned, even though her heart wasn’t in it. “Yup.”

The uncomfortable misery on Jaxson’s face almost made facing her father worth it. Almost.

Shrugging, she looked back at her father. “I’m actually here for a reason. Not for a family reunion.”

Was there a flicker of sadness on her father’s face, or had she imagined it? “Of course you’re not here just to visit. What do you need?”

“A blue demon capable of teleportation abducted a friend of mine from my apartment. I figured you might know who I’m looking for.”

His dark brows rose. “I’ve only given one blue demon that ability, one named Zarr. But I can’t imagine what he’d want with your friend. He spends his days prophesizing and staring into his scrying bowl.”

Interesting. “Well, he did. So can you point me in his direction?”

“I could,” her father crossed his arms over his broad chest, “but you’d be walking for the next three days to get to the top of his mountain.”

Irritation rose within her. “I can move pretty quickly when I need to.”

“I’ve got a better idea. Ian, Zane, Jaxson, you’ll escort her there.” 

She sensed the three demons stiffen behind her.

“They can’t teleport from within the city to outside of it, or vice versa, nor can they teleport too near Zarr’s lair, but they can save you a great deal of time by bypassing the plains.”

I knew my father had powerful wards placed around the city to prevent teleportation, but how did the demon manage to find a witch to create them near his lair? Usually wards required a powerful witch’s magic, which was why Lily didn’t have them around her apartment. I guess we’ll finally have to figure out a way to afford them when we get back.

“So it’s agreed,” her father continued, “they’ll accompany you.”

She wanted to refuse him. It stung to accept her father’s help more than she had to, but she couldn’t let her pride overrule her need to save her friend. “Alright. Thanks.”

Her father eyed the men behind her. “You will protect her with your lives.”

She placed a hand on her hip. “Let’s get something straight. I don’t need their protection. I need their ability to teleport. That’s it.”

The demon-king shook his head. “Of course. But if anything should happen to you, it’ll be their heads.”

What is with my father killing immortal beings just to make them suffer death again?

He might as well be Caine.

She sighed. “I’ve taken care of myself just fine the last few years. No need to start caring what happens to me now.”

“Lily—”

“I wasn’t starting anything. I’m just saying.” She spun on her heel and headed back the way she’d come, her heart aching for reasons she didn’t want to think about. “If your men are coming, they had better hurry.”

They followed her out the throne room door. But stopped, blocking her exit from the palace.

Her gaze slid over the three handsome demons. It was oddly satisfying to see their expressions of disbelief, as if they were trying to connect the woman before them with the child they met so briefly many years before.

“Little Lily?” Ian finally said, sounding shocked.

Jaxson’s eyes narrowed. “She doesn’t look anything like that child.”

“That’s because I’m clearly not a child anymore,” she said, then sauntered around them.

She heard the soft sounds of them talking behind her, but she didn’t give a crap. Suddenly, she felt angry with all of them. Angry and frustrated. 

Storming out of the palace, she headed back into the demon city. Even though she didn’t know what direction to go, she picked one without slowing. Knowing she needed to calm her racing heart.

She’d tried so damn hard not to think of her father over the years, and she tried equally hard to pretend that coming here meant nothing. That it wasn’t her crawling to him for help. So why did it sting? Why did she feel like she’d lost some emotional battle?

“You probably should have told him who you were.”

She stiffened and turned to face Ian. His cheeks heated, darkening his red flesh even more.

“Told who?”

He met her gaze. “Jaxson. Do you know what the king would do to us if he found out what happened?”

A spark of defiance moved through her. “I’m not a child. I can sleep with whoever the fuck I want.”

As if to prove it, she moved closer to him. 

Ian froze, like a deer spotted by a predator. Sliding her hands up his chest, she slowly leaned in. She gave him every opportunity to pull away as her lips closed the distance between them. But he didn’t. Instead, the instant her lips touched his, a rumble moved through his chest, and he grabbed her waist, pulling her closer.

Her thoughts spun away as the pressure of his mouth brought arousal crackling through her. As she pressed herself against him, she noted the hard evidence of his arousal with satisfaction. 

I wonder what my panther is like in the sack. Her nipples hardened. I hope I’m about to find out.

As his tongue swept into her mouth, one of his hands moved beneath her shirt to grasp her naked ass. The feeling of his big hand grabbing her, curving her around his hard cock, made her core heat up. Unable to help herself, she rubbed against his erection, wondering if he’d let her fuck him right then.

“Ian!”

One second she was lost in a kiss, and the next Ian was yanked from her. She opened her eyes to see that Jaxson had grasped the other man by the shirt and was glaring down at him. But Ian didn’t back down, he simply met the larger man’s gaze, unblinking.

She took a deep breath and tucked a stray hair behind her ear, trying to compose herself. “What’s the problem, wolf boy?”

Jaxson’s eyes flashed yellow as he looked at her. “You’re in public! With an audience!”

For the first time, she realized that although they weren’t on the busiest road, there were at least a dozen demons watching them. Some of them were staring a little too hard.

Do they realize I’m half-human or is it just that I’m a woman?

Unwilling to let her doubts show, she shrugged. “So what?”

Jaxson released Ian and advanced on her. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, but keep us out of it.”

Then, his gaze moved to her mouth.

She bit her bottom lip in a move she knew would turn him on. “Feeling jealous?”

He scowled. “Let’s get your friend and be done with this.”

Jaxson stormed away, and Ian gave her a heated look before following the angry wolf. 

A second later, Zane teleported to just a few feet away from her. “Here.” He held out a pair of pants and boots. “This might make our trip a little easier.”

“Thank you,” she said, taking the items.

It took her only a second to pull on the slightly ill-fitting black pants and to shove her feet into the boots. But when she was done, she felt a little better. A little more prepared to kick some ass.

Zane walked beside her as they followed the two demons who were now a distance in front of them. For a minute he said nothing, and she was a bit surprised by how calm he seemed. Almost like he did this every day and found it infinitely amusing. 

“So, what are you doing?” he asked, sounding casual.

“Were you not in the meeting with dear-old-dad? I’m rescuing my friend.”

Zane laughed, and she hated how much she liked the sound of his rich voice. “No, I mean what are you doing with Jaxson and Ian?”

No idea.

“Does it matter?”

He didn’t answer her for a long minute, but she forced herself not to look at him. Not to show that she wondered what he was thinking.

“I guess not.” He shrugged. “If you’re using them to piss off your dad, it doesn’t change the fact that they enjoyed your attention. Besides, it’s not like you’ll be distracting them for long, you’ll be returning to earth soon and chances are we won’t see you again.”

Guilt made her stomach clench. “I’m not using them.”

“That’s good to know,” he said, his tone nonchalant.

They reached the edge of the city. Not far from them, Ian and Jaxson stood on the dark shores of the River of Lust. For a second an image came to her, of the three of them diving into the lava together. Would desire overwhelm them? Would she get to touch all three handsome demons? 

Her inner-muscles clenched, and her breathing sped up.

She barely reached the two demons when Jaxson spoke. “This time we’re teleporting.”

Ignoring the flicker of regret that moved through her, she tore her gaze from his delicious eight-pack. Looks like Zane didn’t have time to grab Jaxson a shirt... too bad.

“Whatever gets us there faster.”

Jaxson turned to face her, his expression thunderous. “Ian. Zane. Go scout the teleportation location. Make sure it’s safe for the princess.”

“Don’t call me that!”

His eyes flashed with anger. “Why not? That’s who you are, right?”

She half expected Ian and Zane to step in, but instead, they teleported away, leaving her alone with the angry Shifter. I can handle him.

“Do you have something to say?”

In a movement too fast to follow, he grabbed her and pulled her against him. “I don’t like it when people play with my head.”

“It wasn’t your head I was playing with,” she challenged, standing on her tippy-toes in an effort to meet his gaze on more equal terms.

A growl rumbled from his chest. “I knew you were up to something. Beautiful women don’t just fall into my arms.”

Ah. I hurt his pride. 

Stretching even taller, she moved so that her lips were just inches from his ear. “I want to make something very clear to you. I had sex with you because I’ve always wanted to fuck you.”

His breathing came faster. “I don’t believe you.”

“Too bad you aren’t in my head, because you’d know every dirty little thing I’ve imagined you doing to me over the years.” Taking his earlobe into her mouth, she bit gently.

He swore, his hands grasping her hips and pulling her closer. 

“Careful,” she whispered, “I don’t think you can handle round two so soon.”

Like the moment before thunder rolls, she sensed something amazing about to explode. And she wanted it. So bad she felt herself growing wet at just the thought of his big shaft inside her once again.

And then, like giant buckets of cold water, Ian and Zane appeared beside them.

Jaxson jerked back from her, leaving her standing on unsteady feet. Unable to help herself, she looked to Zane. 

One of his brows was raised in interest as he looked between the two of them. “The area’s clear. You guys ready?” 

Jaxson cleared his throat. “Of course. You take her.”

Zane gave her a wicked grin. “Sure thing.”

Jaxson and Ian disappeared once more, and Zane moved closer, taking her arm in a gentle grip. “I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who could get under Jaxson’s skin so easily.”

She smirked. “Apparently he likes it when I press against him.”

Zane pulled her closer. “Well, who wouldn’t like that?”

Opening her mouth to respond, the words were torn away as she teleported. One second she was by the river, the next she stumbled to her knees, inhaling sharply. I hate teleporting long distances. Looking up, she realized she was on her knees in front of Zane, her mouth level with his... package.

Unable to help herself, she licked her lips. What would a dragon-shifter do if she suddenly took him into her mouth? She’d heard dragons liked to be in charge, but perhaps he wouldn’t mind?

“Better stand up or I might just take advantage of our positioning.”

Very slowly, she rose. “Raincheck?”

He swore. “Damn right.”

When she heard a movement behind her, she spun on instinct. But instead of finding danger, she was staring at Ian and Jaxson, both looking impatient at the base of a dark mountain. 

Her gaze slid past the two demons. As always, fiery specks of light floated down from the sky like rain. But it was the mountain that fascinated her, she’d never gone this far out from the city before. She’d never even known that things like it existed out in the darkness of the demon-realms. Halfway up the mountain she spotted a flickering torch. 

Zarr’s lair, no doubt.

Imagining her sweet Kate in such a place made anger boil through her. Whatever this demon wanted, soon he’d learn that messing with someone she loved was a big mistake. 

Stalking past the three men, she started up the mountain. They easily kept up with her brisk pace, but she refused to look back at them. Her goal was before her and nothing would distract her from it, not even the three hottest Shifters in the demon-realm.




Chapter Seven

Ian watched the woman as she climbed. He couldn’t remember the last time a female turned him on the way she did. Lily’s kiss had brought his shifter side roaring to life, the part of him that wanted to dominate a female. And now, all he could think about was pressing her down beneath him and sliding into her.

I bet she feels like heaven.

Adjusting his crotch, he was thankful he was behind both the woman and his brothers. The last thing he wanted was for them to realize how bewitched he already was by her. Even knowing that logically she’d return to the human-realm soon, he wanted to claim her... and not just for one night. 

But for now, our mission.

Two hours passed uneventfully. Just dark rocks and nothingness, spreading all around them as they climbed higher and higher. There were times when the climbing was more than a little challenging, but the hardest part by far was being transfixed by Lily’s round, shapely ass.

I can’t believe this is the angry, little girl who caused such trouble. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t seem to put this woman and the little girl together as one person. Which, he decided, was probably a good thing.

A slight sound made him pause, and the entire party froze. His Soul Blade appeared in his hand in a flash, with red flames dancing along its edge.

Out of the darkness came the demons. One after another the Level Three’s emerged, their gazes trained on Lily. The lower level beasts had difficulty resisting women, but he’d hoped that the creatures were smart enough to avoid one protected by three Level Ten demons. 

I guess not.

The hound-like beasts, with spikes lining their spines, peeled back their lips to reveal sharp, glistening teeth. A sound emanated from them. A low howl of warning.

His brothers’ blades glowed brightly as they moved instinctually to surround the beautiful woman who was theirs to protect. And then, to his surprise, her own blade appeared in her hand. I’ve never met a half-breed with a soul-blade.

Each time his gaze slid over another demon, he counted them. When he reached twelve, he tightened his grip on his hilt. A pack of twelve? Had he ever come across such a large group before? 

He doubted it.

When one leapt at him, he easily sliced it in half. The sounds of battle came behind him, but he focused on his next opponent. This one lunged forward, but danced back before Ian’s blade could gut it. Two more beasts tried to find an opening, but his sword was always there to stop them.

When one caught hold of his ankle, he barely had time to react before Lily put a blade through its head. He raised his blade in time to slash another one of the demons in its jaw. A minute of frenzied jabs and slashes left behind a mess of dead bodies, and no more opponents.

Turning to help his brothers, and the woman, they exchanged a look. Jaxson’s shoulder bled and Zane’s wrist had a jagged looking cut, but otherwise, they were fine. 

And Lily? She looked like she’d barely broken a sweat, even though two hounds lay at her feet.

Impressive.

“Are you okay?” he asked the woman, needing to be sure.

He didn’t know what he expected, but her annoyed snort wasn’t it. “My Saturday nights are rougher than this.”

His damn arousal rose once more. My primitive side likes a woman with a little fire.

Around them the bodies of the hounds turned to ash. Soon the beasts would return to Caine and the Realm Creator. Again, they would be evaluated. And again, they would be reborn into the demon-realm. Their judgment would be fast. But the pain of their rebirth into this world would be slow.

Which is why even the dead fear death.

“You boys ready to keep going?” she asked, her gaze running over their wounds.

Ian opened his mouth to answer, but there was another sound in the darkness. One of rocks and sand shifting beneath footsteps. A demon, perhaps a Level Seven or Eight, stepped out of the shadows.

“What do we have here?” The man’s voice was low and sinister. 

A growl slipped from Jaxson’s lips. “We’re on the king’s business, so if you know what’s good for you...”

The demon raised a brow. “The king’s business? With a human?”

“She’s a demon,” Jaxson asserted, too quickly.

“She’s not.” The stranger smirked. “And so, she’s not protected by the king’s law. In fact, any human found on this realm is condemned to death. Something I’ll be happy to enforce... after I’m done with her.”

Ian felt his panther uncurl within him. If he tries to touch her, I’ll kill him.

“You’re making a mistake,” Ian said. “One that will cost you your life.”

The stranger’s blade appeared in his hand. “You Level Ten’s are all the same. Cocky bastards... right until I watch the life drain from your eyes.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Zane laughed. “This fight will be over faster than you can shit.”

“Perhaps against just me. But what about two dozen lonely demons who want a taste of your little friend?”

Ian’s skin prickled, and he inhaled sharply. There, beneath the scent of ash, was the smell of many sweaty bodies. Glancing at his brothers, he realized they’d scented their enemies too.

There’s only one way we’ll take down all of them. And I’m only too glad to do it.

“You may have killed our little pets, but you won’t win these odds.” The demon smiled, a cruel smile. “So why not just give her to us?”

Lily took a step forward, her stance that of a fighter. “I can’t wait to help them rip you to pieces.”

Your wish is my command.

Sending his blade away, he gave himself up to his other side. It took him only a second, and then, he Shifted, taking on his panther-form. Crouching low, his tail swung behind him as he stared at the demon, waiting.

Ready for blood.

He watched the demon’s eyes widen. And then the coward stepped back, stumbling as he did so. Out of the darkness, dozens of glowing soul-blades appeared in the shadowed hands of their other enemies.

Jaxson had Shifted too, into a massive dark wolf with scars on one side of its face. Every hair on his body stood on end, and Ian sensed the power building beneath his flesh. Like Ian, Jaxson had an instinctual need to protect the female in their care and kill their enemies.

But there’s something even more. A need to not just protect a female. A need to protect this female.

Zane Shifted a second later. Where once his smiling eternal-brother stood, a black dragon with shimmering scales, spikes on its back, and slitted eyes watched them.

“What now, demons?” Lily taunted, holding her sword out before her. “Will you fight or run like cowards?”

Her words seemed to break everyone from their shock. Good. We want to fight them now, when we expect them.

From all sides, demons came at them. But he and his brothers weren’t worried.

Not as long as she has the common sense to stay behind us.

Ian leapt on the first demon who approached him, avoiding his opponent’s sword and tearing out his throat. The bastard didn’t even have time to react. Leaping from his body, he barely avoided a sword in the back.

Squaring off with the next man, a demon with blonde hair and the build of a titan, he tensed, ready for battle. I hope you’re ready to die! 

The world around them was suddenly lit by reds and oranges as Zane took to the air, blazing hot death over the demons. Screams echoed around them, but Ian kept his gaze trained on the demon before him, his desire for blood and death building.

The next enemy didn’t go down so easily. Ian raced around him, darting out of reach of his weapon and waiting for his chance to strike. At last, the man swung his sword out, too hard, and it hit the ground. And then, Ian was on the demon’s back, his jaw clamping onto his shoulder. 

His opponent tried to fight him, but his attack was useless. Slowly, he sank to his knees. His blade arm falling to his side. 

Ian shook him until blood coated his muzzle. Until the demon stopped moving.

Spinning around, he heard the clanging of swords. Not far from him, Lily faced off with a massive demon. Over and over again their swords met, but she never slowed nor struggled under the more powerful blows of her attacker.

Ian started toward her. She spun behind her enemy, kicked the back of his knees, sending him tumbling to the ground, and brought her sword down on his head.

The demon collapsed, unmoving.

She looked to Ian, their eyes meeting for a split-second before they turned to face any new dangers. But the shadows were silent.

Jaxson rushed back to their party, moving to stand at Lily’s side. In a surprisingly intimate gesture, she reached down and stroked the fur of his back.

Our enemies are defeated. Zane’s words echoed in his mind from somewhere high above them.

You’re certain? Ian thought back.

Yes, but we should be extra cautious on this journey. These demons knew about her from someone. Probably someone capable of teleportation from the city. Someone within the king’s trusted men.

Ian stiffened. One of our own? Couldn’t it just be Zarr’s people?

Why would he lead her out here simply to get the wild demons to attack her? There are far easier ways to kill a half-breed.

Zane landed a moment later, shaking the ground beneath their feet. Stretching his wings out, he reared back, attempting to impress Lily. And from the way she gazed at him, Ian thought his brother’s plan might have worked. When he settled back on the ground, he Shifted, slowly taking his human form once more.

Then, Ian Shifted back, thinking over his brothers words. Zane was right, but the idea that they had a traitor in their midst didn’t sit well with him.

As the three men returned to their demon forms, Lily glanced at all of them, one brow raised. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Jaxson stood from his crouched position on the ground, blood splattering across his bare chest. “Nothing that you need to be concerned about.”

She made an annoyed sound but shrugged. “I’ve heard that before, but I’ll let it go. For now.”

I bet. Ian thought, with a smile.

For the remainder of the journey, they left their blades out but didn’t encounter any other dangers. When they reached Zarr’s cave, Ian was surprised yet again by Lily. The woman strode right in, as if she owned the place. As if she was expected.

This woman—

His thoughts froze as a bloodcurdling scream filled the air. 

Lily started running. They followed, right on her heels. 

As they rounded a corner, they came face-to-face with a crude door made of the white plants found in the higher demon-realms. Lily didn’t hesitate. She kicked the damn door over and over until it simply fell in.

On the other side, Zarr jumped away from a cauldron simmering in the middle of his cluttered cave. A young woman sat, tied to a chair in the corner of the room.

Her friend.

Lily marched right up to the demon, grabbed him by his dark hair, and jerked his head back. Without a word, she pressed the blade of her sword against his throat. “Ready to die, asshole?”

He and his brothers stiffened. Is she actually planning on killing him?

Zarr’s eyes widened in fear. “But if you kill me, who will tell you of the prophecy?”

Ian held his breath. Was this a game? How would she respond?

She smirked and kicked his knees out from under him, bringing him to the ground, her hand still gripping his hair. “You’ve got one minute to convince me not to kill you.”




Chapter Eight

Every inch of Lily was aware of Kate, tied to the chair in the corner. She couldn’t see any signs of injury, other than tiny burn marks on her flesh from the sparks that rained from the sky, but that didn’t mean this bastard had been kind to her. He was going to pay. She just hadn’t decided how badly. 

Yet.

“The prophecy,” Zarr said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Spells the destruction of the half-breeds. And only you can stop it.”

Her grip tightened on his head. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

His words came out faster, frightened. “I’m sorry I took your friend, but I needed you to come here, and it was the fastest way. But the prophecy is real. The time of half-breeds hiding safely among the humans on Earth is coming to an end.”

“And what the hell am I supposed to do about your little fairy tale?”

“The Department is testing out a device capable of telling if someone is a half-breed.”

That can’t be possible.

He must have seen the disbelief in her eyes, because more words rushed out. “They have a place they keep people they suspect of being more than human. They just appointed a new head of The Department, and the device is nearly finished. Once they prove it works, they’ll replicate it and no one will be safe.”

If what he’s saying is true, we have to stop it.

“So why come to me about this little problem then?”

The demon studied her for a moment. “Because you work with the Hunters. And because you have the clearance to get close to the device.” He hesitated for half a second. “And because the new head of The Department is someone you know. A man named Blake.”

My ex-fiancé? He can’t be serious!

Then, the demon whispered, “and you know he’d do anything for you.”

Releasing her hold on Zarr, she tossed him onto the ground and went to Kate. “You okay?”

Kate looked pale, but otherwise in good health. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

“So are you going to help?” Zarr challenged, rising onto his elbows.

She untied her friend, keeping the demon in her peripheral vision. When the ropes were loose, she helped Kate stand and turned back to the demon. Something in her expression made him cower back from her.

“And what’s in it for you? Why do you suddenly care about the fate of a bunch of half-breeds?”

The demon slowly rose to his feet, his expression serious. “My daughter, Eveleen, is in their testing facility. I visit her, but I can’t get her out.”

Her stomach twisted. No wonder he’d been desperate enough to kidnap her friend.

“And you couldn’t just tell me that when you showed up at my place?”

“To be fair, I didn’t think you’d be this reasonable.” He muttered. “And also, I wanted to show you what I could of the facility.”

“Show me?” she frowned.

What the hell does that mean?

He gestured to the caldron beside him.

Suddenly, Jaxson stepped forward from the doorway. “Don’t look. Voltorra demons are known for being untrustworthy.”

Zarr glared at the other demon. “All of us are known for being untrustworthy, but I’m not going to harm the only person capable of saving my daughter.”

“If you even have a daughter!”

“Stop!” Lily shouted. 

The idea of half-breeds being kept as prisoners, and of a device capable of identifying her people, was enough to make her take the risk. She didn’t trust Zarr, but she couldn’t just ignore the possibility of something so dangerous.

“Take Kate,” she ordered Jaxson.

He glared, not moving.

Ian stepped around his brother. “Kate, will you wait with me over here?”

Her friend cast a nervous glance her way.

She nodded. “They’ll keep you safe.”

Kate shuffled after Ian, only looking back once.

When she was sure her friend was safe, she turned back to Zarr. “Okay, demon, show me what you got.”

Zarr got to work, adding strange smelling herbs to the bubbling waters in a frenzy. Before, at last, just stopping to stand over the dark waters. Speaking softly—words she didn’t understand—he slowly wove his spell.

Jaxson and Zane moved to stand closer to her, the comfort of their presence overwhelming. Each man flanked her, so close they could almost touch her. Although they didn’t.

When an image formed in the dark waters, she leaned forward, bespelled. And then, more and more images came at her, faster and faster. 

A metal hallway circled around, passing dozens of prison cells. The magic propelled the images forward, through one room after another at a fast speed. Past several thick metal doors, a room with a strange contraption, like some freaky ray gun, sat in the center of a table, being worked on by several scientists. Back down the hall, past several doors, they went into an office. Behind the desk, Blake sat in a dark suit. As they moved closer to him, she saw what he was staring at: a picture of her.

And then the image faded away.

Staggering back, she nearly lost her balance, but Jaxson and Zane grasped each of her arms, keeping her up. When her legs stopped trembling, she tugged her arms free of them and turned her gaze to Zarr.

“Do you know where the facility is located?”

Zarr folded his arms over his chest. “No. I can teleport in to see my daughter, but I can’t identify where they’re keeping her. I figured you could find that piece of information.”

How helpful.

“I guess that’s that then.”

Starting toward the door, she paused as she was about to pass the demon. Without warning, she punched him as hard as she could in the face. 

He hit the ground, unmoving. Sprawled and unconscious in a pile of limbs.

Zane gave her a disapproving look.

“That was me being merciful. If he ever touches Kate again, I’ll tear him to shreds.”

Ignoring his stunned expression, she left the room. Out in the cave tunnel, Ian and Kate spoke softly to one another. But both stopped when they saw her.

Kate hurried to her and threw her arms around Lily’s neck.

Lily squeezed her friend right back, feeling her eyes sting. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“I knew you’d come for me. When I heard noises, I screamed. Hoping it was you. Hoping you would find me.”

“Always,” Lily whispered, the word a promise.

When Kate pulled back, Lily had to close her eyes for a second to fight the tears threatening to spill. She had to do better. The young woman deserved it.

As they started back down the mountain, Kate spoke to Ian and Zane, her sadness quickly replaced by small smiles, and eventually, a permanent blush. Lily hung back, overwhelmed by her emotions. She hated that because of who Lily was, Kate was constantly put into danger. If anything ever happened to her, she’d never forgive herself.

“She’s fine,” Jaxson said, his voice forcefully gruff.

Lily jerked her chin up. “Of course she is.”

“And it wasn’t your fault she got mixed up in this.”

Lily snorted. “Of course it was. I’m the reason—“

Suddenly, she couldn’t finish her sentence. I’m the reason she’s always in danger.

Jaxson grabbed her arm and stopped her.

Looking up into his handsome face, she reached up, longing to touch the scars on his right side. The ones that still looked painful. 

He flinched and started to pull back, but she wouldn’t let him. Instead, she gripped his arm with one hand, while she let her fingertips graze his scars, his strong chin, and finally his lips.

“What are you doing?” his brows were wrinkled, but his dark eyes held uncertainty.

“I don’t know,” she said, avoiding his gaze. “I guess... just making sure I don’t forget anything about you.”

“Lily—“

“You guys coming?” Zane shouted. “Kate’s ready to go home.”

She pulled away from him and started after the others, Jaxson following slowly behind. When they reached the edge of the mountain, they teleported, appearing at the edge of the city. There, to her surprise, her father was waiting.

His gaze slowly ran over her. “Did Zarr hurt you in any way?”

She smirked. “Not a chance.”

“Good,” he said. “Now, it’s time for you to return home. I’ll take you back.”

She wanted to protest, but she could think of no good reason to do so. “Alright.”

Looking back at the three demons she’d fantasized about more times than she could count, she thought of something clever she could say. Something memorable. “Well, it’s been fun.”

Basically, anything but that.

And then, they shimmered away, and she was standing in her apartment once more. 

Her father hugged her awkwardly, wished her the best, and left.

Kate gave a deep sigh and headed for the shower, promising to tell her everything after getting clean, eating, and taking a nap. The second the girl was out-of-sight, Lily collapsed onto the edge of their bed, staring up at the ceiling. She needed a plan. She had to find Blake, destroy the device, and help the half-breeds.

But instead, she was thinking of the three handsome demons and all the things she wished she’d said and done.

Regret tastes pretty damned awful.
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The End of Lily’s Story. For Now.
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Chapter Nine

The last thing Jaxson wanted to do was have an audience with his king. But the devil wasn’t exactly known for his patience. So, he and his brothers stood before his throne, finally finished sharing most of their tale. 

Except for the whole sleeping with his daughter thing. Jaxson didn’t have a death wish, after all.

“So that’s all Zarr showed her? You’re certain?” the demon-king pressed.

“That’s everything,” Ian asserted.

The king crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair, his expression thoughtful. After an uncomfortably long silence, he sighed.

“That won’t do at all. My daughter was already putting herself into far too many dangerous situations, but now she’ll go against the Hunters. And that is something I can’t allow. Not without knowing someone is watching her back.” He leveled them with a pointed stare.

Jaxson’s heart raced. “My lord?”

“The three of you are now assigned the duty of keeping my reckless daughter safe.”

“But we’re here and she’s—”

“You now have my permission to return to earth. You must, however, try your best not to piss her off. My daughter, I’m afraid, has my attitude, and I have no desire to make our relationship worse than it already is.”

Is he really—really telling them they could return to the human-realm? The thought made his head feel light.

The king’s lip quirked. “After all of your years of loyal service, some time on earth is the least I can give you.” 

“Thank you, my lord,” they all murmured. 

When they were dismissed, Jaxson walked from the throne room feeling uncertain for the first time in longer than he could remember. They could go to earth. All they had to do was keep one headstrong woman safe. How hard could that be?

And not fall back into bed with her.

His groin tightened. Maybe this won’t be quite as easy as I think.
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BONUS: An Angel And Her Demons

Mates of the Realms: Immortals

How Surcy Met Her Demons
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Chapter One

The way they met...

Surcy flew through the crisp autumn air feeling more alive than when she was human. This was living! Not just how powerful she felt, but also knowing how important her job was. Killing demons kept humanity safe, and she gloried in protecting the fragile humans from harm.

Because when I died I was no longer able to protect the people I loved.

The thought made goose bumps erupt on her skin. Her death had been a strange one. After years of making all the right decisions, she’d made a choice that shook up her world. She hadn't seen Jen, her best friend since second grade, in years. Not since Jen had disappeared at eighteen with her troublesome boyfriend. When her best friend showed up at her door with a baby and nowhere to go, Surcy took her and the baby in without a thought. 

Jen’s life had been a series of misfortune. Her boyfriend turned out to be a narcissist abuser. The pregnancy wasn't planned, but she had loved her daughter. And when his abuse was too much to handle, she had no one to turn to. No one but Surcy.

Surcy never questioned her decision to take her friend in. Even in her death she didn’t question it. She’d given Jen six months of peace: A place her ex couldn’t find her, a babysitter when she was off work, and someone who loved her unconditionally. 

Neither of them could have expected what would happen. 

Surcy still broke out into a cold sweat at the memory. She had opened her eyes late at night to a man standing over her with a gun, Jen’s ex, angry and bent on revenge. 

The sound was loud. The flash of the gun brighter than any light. And then, then she was gone.

She’d never regret taking Jen in. But she’d always regret failing to protect her and her child.

A mistake she wouldn't repeat.

So now, like all angels, her mission was to hunt demons and protect humanity from them. But unlike many of the other angels, she took her job very seriously. The slightest mistake held such great consequences...something she could never forget.

When Surcy spotted the right place, her mind refocused on the task at hand. She shot down from the sky and landed roughly on the earth between the worn road and the endless stretch of woods. Breathing hard, she let her senses spread out. Yes, this is the place my commander told me to go to. The disturbance had been six weeks earlier, but there was still a sense of wrongness that told her demons had entered this world.

So why didn’t anything else tip us off?

Angels rarely needed to explore an area just because of a disturbance, because within a short period of time the demons used their powers. Any time a demon used dark magic, angels felt it like a crack of thunder or a flash of lightning.

The fact that this disturbance had ended in nothing of note worried her.

She folded her wings on her back and concealed them with a glamour. Demons could still see that she was an angel, but she wasn’t worried about them. The glamour kept her wings from being visible to humans. 

Now, to track the disgusting vermin.

Acting on instinct, she headed through the woods toward the disturbance. It was there... in the distance. She could sense the traces of it, an unpleasantly acidic scent that lingered in the air.

She walked for a long time, never slowing or growing tired. When she broke out into a clearing, she froze. This was the place where the two realms met, one of the places on the human-realm that bordered the highest level of the demon-realm. If she were to stretch out her magic, she could actually see into the demon-realm. 

But she had no interest in that. The demon-realm was a wasteland that she had no desire to explore. She was more interested in the dangerous creatures who had stepped into this world, and where they had gone.

For a moment, frustration blossomed within her. Her commander, Frink, had waited a long time to send someone to check this out. He must have thought it was a fluke. If he were really worried, he would have sent one of the white-winged angels, one of Caine’s chosen few. 

But if I were in charge, I would have sent someone sooner. I wouldn’t risk the humans here. Stiffening, she was surprised by her thought. It wasn’t her job to question her superiors. It was her job to obey them without question.

Kill demons.

Protect humans.

What you want and think no longer matters. You are a tool of the great Caine and nothing more.

Her head ached. The familiar words echoed in her mind. She had heard them thousands and thousands of times during her training. She had strained against her ties, trying to escape the words, but there was no escape.

She touched her chest, trying to calm her racing heart. Thinking about her training as an angel was hard. So she tried not to think about it.

Something about this situation and this day has me spooked, but why? She clenched her fists.

Your needs and wants no longer matter.

You’re a tool.

A device.

Obey orders without question.

Do not feel. You feel nothing. Not fear, happiness, or anger.

You are no longer human.

A tear ran down her cheek for reasons she didn’t understand. She touched it with her fingers and stared at it. Something told her that it mattered, but she flicked it away. She had a job to do and no time for thinking about useless things.

Circling the space, she searched for evidence of where the demons had gone, but found nothing. She’d already looked at the news in the area. There had been no strange deaths and no unusual robberies or assaults. 

So what had happened?

The wind blew through the leaves, lifting them above the long grass in a macabre dance. She inhaled deeply and caught the scent of fresh cut hay and manure. There must be a farm nearby.

Maybe they can tell me something. She turned toward where she thought the farm would be and started walking again.

A short time later, she came out of the woods and found herself standing at the edge of a little farm. Cattle grazed behind wooden fences, and a red barn stood in one corner. She spotted a chicken coop and a large farm house beyond the barn.

It looked picturesque, not at all like a place visited by demons. Nothing was burnt. There was no smell of dead bodies, and yet, she felt something was there.

She took one step forward and froze as a man came out of the barn. An unspeakably handsome man. He didn't have the inhuman beauty of the angels, but a real beauty that seemed to awaken something fragile and uncertain within her.

Her entire body shook and she fought the urge to turn and run. She felt different... strange. And she didn’t like feeling this way. She needed to be steady and confident, not as if a powerful song was bringing up long dead emotions. 

She didn’t know this man. Seeing him should not awaken anything inside of her. He was not a part of a past long forgotten. He was just a stranger.

So what’s wrong with me?

Defying her impulses, she stayed rooted in place. Staring. Letting the emotions roll through her like waves.

He carried a huge bushel of hay on his shoulder as if it weighed nothing at all. He was shirtless, and sweat dampened his big, corded arms, his hard chest, and his six-pack of delicious muscles. He had long dark hair and carried himself like a man who owned every room he walked into.

And yet, it wasn’t the sea of muscles that drew her to him, or the perfectly angled lines of his face. It was something else. It was the way he made her feel.

There’s just something about him.

Swallowing, she reminded herself that she was an angel. Yes, some angels had human lovers. They said it made them feel alive once more, but she would never do such a thing. Her life belonged to Caine and she followed his orders without question.

So don’t look at him and see a man who makes you feel. See a man who might have answers for you on your mission.

Striding forward, her gaze never left the man as her heart raced in her ears. And then, he looked up. His eyes widened, and the hay tumbled from his shoulder. Electricity crackled between them, and she felt lost for one powerful moment. Not the way she felt lost when she died, but the way she felt when she was reborn. 

At that moment, her foot smashed through the grass and into a hole. Her ankle twisted and she gasped as she tumbled forward. She went down, and lying on the ground, she felt confused. Angels were graceful, not clumsy.

What just happened?

“Are you all right?” The man’s voice was deep and smooth, moving along her spine like silk sheets. He was closer, but he didn’t sound out of breath from his sprint to reach her.

She shuddered and shook her head, shocked by her reaction. Trying to jerk her foot free, she didn’t look up at the man as a wave of desperation swept over her.

“Let me,” he said, kneeling at her side.

His hand touched the back of her knee and slid lower.

She had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. It was as if her body was awakening, suddenly sensitive to everything around her in a way that was overwhelming. 

He unlaced her boot and pulled her foot free. She closed her eyes and tensed as his warm hand brushed the bare skin of her ankle. “I’m not a doctor, but I don’t think it’s broken. Just twisted.”

She tried to respond, but no words left her lips.

She gasped as his arm slid around her waist, and suddenly she was pulled into a standing position, her body pressed against his. Slowly, as if caught by the tide, she looked up and into his face. Time stood still as she realized that he had mismatched eyes, one deep blue, and one an emerald green.

So uniquely beautiful.

“Are you alright?”

She nodded. The wind stirred around them, and she was shocked by the chilled air against her skin. All of her senses rushed at her. It wasn’t just that she had a sense of autumn; she swore she caught the scents of the forest. And more. Was there an orchid nearby? Yes, she was certain there was!

Her head spun. She clung to his bare shoulders, scared she might fall.

“It’s okay,” he murmured softly before he swept her off her feet and into his arms.

She cried out in surprise.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked, sounding concerned.

She smiled at the idea of a human hurting an angel. “No, I’m okay. You just surprised me.”

He leaned down, while still holding her, and yanked her boot free from the hole it was trapped in. “You’re the one who surprised me.”

“Why?” she asked, loving each word that left his beautiful lips. 

He raised a brow. “It’s not every day that a man sees the most striking woman he can imagine.”

“Oh,” she said, feeling her cheeks heat.

I’m an angel. She reminded herself. So, why was she blushing? Why was she acting so... human?

“Why are you here?” He tilted his head, and his long hair fell over part of his face.

Moving without thinking, she pushed wayward strands back from his face and tucked them behind his ear. She froze as their eyes met again. Somehow her touch had changed to something intimate.

“What’s your name?” he asked, and the husky quality of his voice made her heart leap.

“Surcy.”

“Surcy,” he repeated, as if memorizing her name. “I’m Tristan.”

Tristan. God, why did she think she wouldn’t forget this man’s name for the rest of her eternal life?

“You never said what you’re doing here,” he prodded, gently.

Her mind worked quickly. “My car broke down and I left my phone at home.”

He nodded. “It wouldn’t have worked out here anyway.”

Spinning, he started to carry her toward the farm. 

“Where are we going?”

“I thought we could ask the Arthurs what to do.” His hands tightened around her.

“The Arthurs?” 

“They are the h—people who own this farm.”

She studied him. “I guess I thought you owned this farm.”

His expression gave nothing away. “No, my friends and I simply work here.”

I should be telling this man I can walk on my own. I should be plaguing him with questions that help my mission. Not staring up at him wondering what his lips taste like. Or imagining what it’d be like to have his big body pressed against mine while he thrust deeply— 

She felt her nipples harden and shook her head. This was insane! She wasn’t a horny teenager. She was an angel with a job to do.

So do your job!

“Uh,” she swallowed, somehow lost for words. “Have you noticed anything strange around here lately?”

His gaze met hers. “Everything is quiet here and very peaceful, just the way we like it.”

She couldn’t decide if he was a man of few words or if he simply didn’t want to tell her more. 

Her hands grasped his shoulders when he suddenly began to put her down. Then she realized that he’d laid her gently on a wooden bench in the front of the barn. It actually surprised her how gentle such a big man was. She wouldn’t have believed it possible.

When he stepped back from her, the strangest sadness came over her. Since dying, she’d felt like being an angel was better than anything imaginable, but somehow, she’d forgotten what it felt like to be touched. Her skin hummed with a need to have this man’s hands on her again.

A shirtless statue of a man stood over her. Power flowed from him like waves as every hard muscle begged to be touched.

“I’ll go and get the Arthurs.” Still he lingered as if the last thing in the world he wanted was to go.

Her hands twitched to touch him again, to pull him closer.

Without another word he turned and headed toward the farmhouse. 

She watched him go with a strange mixture of feelings. If he brought the farmers and they knew nothing, she would have to go. Her mission was to find demons, not to explore the way this strange man made her feel.

The sound of water running made her tense. What’s that?

Grabbing her boot from where the farmer had left it on the bench, she winced as she stuffed her foot back in it and laced it back up. Rising, she limped around the barn and froze.

Fuck!

Where in the hell was she? Another man—this one just as gorgeous—stood a few steps away, absolutely stark naked. He held a hose above his head and scrubbed his hair and face under the water.

Something must be wrong with her. She stood in place, unable to move. Her gaze swept from his neatly trimmed dark hair to his very impressive muscles, to his cock.

Maybe her memory was fuzzy, but she didn’t think most human men were built like that: Long, thick, and absolutely enticing. His shaft was begging her to touch it, and she was ready and primed to do just that.

She knew the moment he spotted her. He swore and the hose dropped into the mud under him as his hand went around his dick, covering himself from view.

What the hell is wrong with me? She snatched her gaze from his impressive length, and her eyes met the pale blue irises of the handsome man. He looked... embarrassed.

“I’m—I’m sorry,” she stuttered.

He grabbed a pair of glasses off a barrel near him, while still keeping himself hidden with the other hand. When his gaze landed on her, his eyes widened.

“What are you doing here?”

Looking for demons. “My car broke down.”

He stared at her, and she shifted uncomfortably. For some reason, she got the odd sense that the man didn’t believe her.

“And your broken car lead you to stand there... staring at me.”

For the second time since her death, she blushed. “I heard the water, and I—“

“Couldn’t help yourself?”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I should have... looked away.”

He ran fingers through his wet hair. “Uh, would you mind handing me that towel behind you?”

She turned and spotted the towel on another barrel. Grabbing it, she moved slowly forward. Her boots crunched on the gravel as she walked toward him. When she was a couple of feet away, she held out the towel.

He raised a brow and reached for it. Their hands touched. She swore a slight groan left his lips before he cut it off.

Breathing hard, she didn’t take her eyes from him as he pulled the towel around his waist and switched off the hose.

“Freakin’ Daniel,” he mumbled.

“Huh?” she asked, her gaze glued to a trail of water running down his chest.

“My... uh... friend pushed me into a pile of manure. Which is... uh... why I’m out here showering, you know,” he cleared his throat, “naked.”

His shyness shocked her, and she felt her lips curl into a smile. “I’ll have to thank him later.”

He turned.

She felt her eyes widen. Did I actually just say that?

And then, he threw back his head and laughed. “I didn’t know an—,” he cut himself off. "you were so funny,” he corrected.

Surcy shook her head, embarrassed. “I’m not usually. I just have diarrhea of the mouth for some reason. I mean, I don’t usually stumble across hot farmers, naked, with their giant junks just hanging out, and—“ She closed her mouth, in complete shock at the things that had just come out of her mouth.

He grinned at her, his look so sexy that her freaking knees actually felt weak. “Never apologize for telling a man he’s hot and has a giant package. We actually like it quite a bit.”

She didn’t know what to do, so she just stared down at her boots, now sinking in mud. None of this was like her. And yet... didn’t she used to get embarrassed around attractive men? Didn’t she talk too much?

How did I die and become a completely different person? And how did I forget who I was? The thought disturbed her.

“Mark?”

She spun to see Tristan moving toward her, followed by an old woman. Her smile was gentle. Her white hair was pulled back from her face in a bun and flour dusted her cheeks and the front of her apron.

“So this is our visitor!” she exclaimed. “You sure are a beautiful woman. She could be a model, couldn’t she, Tristan?”

The big man followed behind her, and his expression was one of humour. “She could.”

The old woman took her hands. “I’m Abigale Arthur, and my husband and I own this farm. I’m sorry that your car broke down out on that lonely stretch of road. If you hadn’t have found us, you would’ve been walking for hours to reach a town.”

Surcy smiled, enjoying the human’s talkative and friendly nature. Finally, a normal human!

“I’m glad I found you too.”

“But I must tell you,” the woman said, a slight frown pulling her lips. “Arty came by yesterday and towed the truck out of here. It was having some issues, so right now we don’t have a car to take you to town. Arty said he’d bring the truck back tomorrow though, so if you can stay the night, we can get you right where you need to be then.”

“No problem,” she said. “I’m in no hurry.”

Abigale’s smile returned. “I bet. You probably got one look at these boys and decided you wouldn’t mind staying one bit.” Then, she winked. “Just know they’re sweet as candy though. They might be big as ogres, but they’re cuddly as kittens.” 

Someone laughed.

She whirled around. A man leaned against the barn. He was as big as the other two, but he had short blond hair and an absolutely arrogant expression on his handsome face. The red plaid shirt he wore seemed strangely out of place, as did the piece of straw in his mouth.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard Mark and Tristan compared to candy and kittens.”

The old woman made a tisking sound and released Surcy's hands. Walking to the blond, she pulled the straw out of his mouth. Instantly, he looked down at her, his expression softening.

“Be nice, Daniel,” she said, patting his shirt. “I know you don’t like strangers, but the woman needs a place to stay for the night, and I already know she won’t be any trouble.”

The man named Daniel looked toward her, his dark eyes locking onto hers. “Is that right, sweetheart, you’re not going to be any trouble?”

She instantly disliked him... or, at least, her response to him was instant. “That’s right.”

He raised a brow, but patted the old woman’s shoulders. “Glad to hear it.”

Abigale smiled and looked back at her again. “I’m happy we got that straightened out. Now, Mark and Tristan, go get cleaned up. She had better eat dinner with us before she sees you naked again.”

Surcy’s jaw dropped and the old woman laughed.

The man named Mark blushed and didn’t say a word as he clutched his towel and headed for the house. Tristan followed slowly behind, locking gazes with her one last time before following the other man.

“Now,” Abigale said, turning to them both. “Why don’t you let Daniel show you around, and I’ll go finish up on dinner.”

The old woman hurried off, and then, she was left with the blond. He still watched her too closely.

“You want to see a farm?”

Her shoulders stiffened. “Sure.”

He started in one direction, leaving her to follow after him. 

For some reason, his behaviour irritated her. He acted as if she were an inconvenience. If she was really a woman stranded after walking for hours through the woods, she’d be pissed at his behaviour. 

At last, he stopped at the edge of the woods. “This is the end of the Arthurs’ land.”

She glanced between him and the trees. “Okay.”

He turned back to her. “And that ends the first exciting stop on our tour.”

As he started to walk again, she felt a flash of anger. “I’m sorry, have I done something to offend you?”

He stopped, and very slowly, turned back to her. Moving closer, he didn’t stop until he was invading her space.

A quiver moved through her body. He was so big. Tall. Strong. And as much as he radiated an annoying cockiness, she could also imagine running her tongue along his jaw. She bet a man like this wouldn’t make love to her. He was the kind of man that fucked a woman so hard she couldn’t walk straight.

Where the hell did that thought come from?

“Are you really here because your car broke down?”

Her thoughts snapped back to reality. “Yes,” she lied.

“And you just arrived in this area?”

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. 

He didn’t speak for a long minute. “Abigale and her husband are good people. They don’t need any trouble.”

Again, she stiffened, trying to stand taller. “I’m not here to bring trouble.”

He looked like he doubted her. “Oh? Then you’re just here to ogle my naked friend?”

She tried to hide how flustered his question made her. “I’m just here because of my car.”

He leaned closer. Close enough so she could feel his breath on her face. Something inside of her tightened and heated up. His lips hovered over hers. She ached. Ached for his lips on hers as she leaned in a hair’s length closer.

“Good,” he whispered.

When he brushed past her and kept walking, it took a second to stop her head from spinning. As she followed him in silence, she clenched her fists. There was something wrong with her. She’d felt so alive as an angel, but since meeting these men her perspective was changing so fast it frightened her. She no longer felt as if being an angel made her feel alive. That was nothing. A shadow of life. But this... the crazed way her body responded to their nearness, this reminded her of living.

I need to get out of here as fast as I can. Before something happens that I can’t undo.

And yet, she had the terrible feeling she was already too late.



Chapter Two

Surcy smiled as Tristan took the large plate of biscuits from Abigale’s hands and placed them on the table. There was something... endearing about watching the big men running around helping the old woman. They acted as if she were the one in charge and they her doting sons.

When they seated themselves at the table, they took hands and said a prayer before diving into the food. James was the farmer. A man who looked to have once been tall and strong, but had seen better days. His back was bent. His white hair thin on top, and his clothes hung awkwardly from his reedy body.

And yet, he smiled easily, and laughed often, as they all talked.

It was... strangely comforting to have been accepted into this little family as if she’d always belonged. It made her miss her own family.

Why didn’t I miss them until now? It was as if they’d been a distant memory, and now they felt like an important part of her once more.

“So, Surcy,” Abigale began. “What do you do for a living?”

She stiffened, giving them the job she’d been in life. “I’m a teacher.”

“A teacher!” Abigale exclaimed. “What a difficult job!”

She laughed, and memories came back to her. “It’s not so bad. In fact, I loved it. I taught junior high. It’s a fun age, where they’re not quite adults or kids. They need a lot of guidance, but they have such good hearts.”

“Not everyone can teach,” James said, reaching for a piece of fried chicken. “Good for you!”

They ate some more, and when the conversation began to lull, she prepared herself. Taking a deep breath, she smiled. “It’s so quiet around here. I bet nothing much happens.”

Abigale nodded, drinking some of her milk. “This place was getting pretty boring until these boys arrived.”

She frowned. “They haven’t been here long?”

The men had slowed in their eating, none of them looking up at her.

“Just a short time,” Abigale said. “But in that time they’ve practically rebuilt this place. We don’t know what we would do without them.”

Her shoulders relaxed a bit. Demons don’t build things. They destroy them.

Yes, demons usually came through the portal in a group of three, but there was no way the three men could be demons. The dark creatures would have slaughtered the old man and woman, killed their animals, and watched the forest burn to flames. They wouldn’t be dusting flour off of an old woman’s face, carrying plates, and helping two people obviously in need of it.

“So nothing weird happened here a few weeks ago then?”

James shrugged. “There was a weird storm. It came out of nowhere! But other than that, nah, nothing weird. Why do you ask?”

Does the storm have anything to do with the demons who entered this realm around that time? Most of the time when demons came nearby angels simply sensed the disturbance. But she had heard of times when a freak storm would come with their arrival. It had something to do with magic, but what, she wasn’t sure.

Stiffening, she realized that everyone was staring at her, waiting for her to answer. “Walking through those woods got me a little... spooked.”

Abigale laughed, reassured her, and started to tell another story.

She felt Daniel’s eyes on her, but refused to look at him. Who cared if he was suspicious of her? Tomorrow she’d been gone and none of their opinions would matter.

Actually, I should probably go today. If they don’t have information for me, this is just wasted time. Despite herself, she couldn’t imagine leaving so soon.

Which bothered her.

They finished dinner, and the three big men picked up the table. Daniel washed dishes while Tristan swept. Mark sat down with papers covered in scribbles at the table, and hummed.

“We best get to sleep,” Abigale said, winking at her husband. “Let me show you your room.”

The woman led her down a narrow hallway and opened a door to a room that had obviously been a girl’s room at some point. Abigale turned on the light and moved in slowly. She touched a doll sitting on a shelf and wrapped one hand along one of the posters of the bed.

“This room is lovely,” Surcy said, overwhelmed by the strangest sense of sadness.

Abigale nodded. “It was our daughter’s.”

Surcy sensed the woman’s need to speak and chose her words with care. “She doesn’t live here anymore?”

The woman looked up, light brown eyes filled with sadness. “She disappeared over fifteen years ago. One minute she was playing in the field, and then... just gone.”

Surcy moved forward and came to stand next to her. “I’m so sorry.”

Immediately, her mind went to the place the two realms met. She was actually surprised that these people weren’t completely riddled with unhappiness. A house this close to where the human realm and demon realm met was dangerous. Even though few demons managed to climb all the many levels of the demon realm, some did. And they’d immediately create chaos. She wasn’t sure if their location was the catalyst for their daughter’s disappearance ... or if an evil human had crossed paths with her.

But, she guessed, the reason didn’t really matter. Losing a child and having no answers was a horror she wouldn’t wish on her greatest enemy.

The older woman shook herself after a moment. “That was a long time ago. This house was quiet and empty for too long, but now we have the boys, and I doubt we’ll ever be lonely again with them here.”

Surcy smiled. “They do seem... kind.”

Those pale brown eyes locked onto her again. “They’re more than kind. They’re a blessing sent straight from God himself.”

Surcy nodded, unsure what to say. 

“Well,” the old woman turned and headed for the door. “There’s some clothes in the closet. It's James’ old stuff, but you might find something that you can sleep in. The bathroom through that door also connects to the boys’ room.”

“Thank you.”

“Goodnight,” Abigale said, then smiled. “And James and I sleep like rocks. No need to worry that we’ll hear anything tonight.”

Surcy's cheeks warmed. What did this woman think, that a woman with a broken down car was going to spend her night in the arms of three hot farmers? 

She froze. There must be something wrong with me, because I can’t think of a better way to spend my night.




Chapter Three

After the old woman left, Surcy felt strangely filled with energy. Going to her door, she lingered there listening to the sound of Mark’s humming. Tristan swept without looking up, his expression strangely peaceful, and she could hear Daniel washing dishes in the sink.

She needed to leave. These people seemed to have had a hard life. Things were finally going well, and she didn’t want to bring trouble to their doorstep.

Even though being here makes me feel... human, I have to keep going. She lingered for a minute longer. Her heart ached. For some reason, everything hit her at once. She missed her family. She missed having a future, falling in love, and experiencing life.

There was suddenly something very sad about being dead, and this place had reminded her of that.

She felt tears sting her eyes. Tears? She pushed the emotions away. Being an angel meant not feeling these things. 

I need to get out of here!

Taking a deep breath, she headed back for the kitchen.

The three men looked up as she entered.

“Did you need something?” Mark asked, his question hesitant.

“I’m just going to get some air.”

Daniel snorted. “Enjoy your air.”

Mark ran a hand through his short, dark hair, and shook his head. “Ignore him. He gets grumpy when he doesn’t get a nap.”

She laughed, and the sound surprised her. When was the last time I laughed? 

The men glanced at her as if they too hadn’t expected her response.

“It was nice having you here,” Tristan said, watching her closely.

It’s as if they all know I’m leaving.

“Thanks, but I—“

An explosion of thunder shook the house and lightning lit the sky behind the curtains. A vibration moved through her body, causing every hair to stand on end.

Magic!

Running for the door, she threw it open. The sky was filled with lightning that split the sky over and over again. Thunder rolled around them, and a strong wind had picked up. It slashed at her face, sending her dark hair whipping around.

She sensed the men behind her. Turning, she shouted over the noise. “Stay here!”

Even the big men would be no match for whatever had brought the chaos. Perhaps a demon with magic. 

The thought chilled her. Demons didn’t lose their powers in death and a demon warlock would be a very powerful adversary. 

She moved toward the location where the two realms met and froze. What in the hell?

Low level demons prowled out of the woods. Like massive, red hell-hounds they sniffed and pawed at the ground. There must have been... dozens of them, and they were all slowly heading toward the farmhouse.

“This isn’t possible,” she whispered to herself.

And it wasn’t. At least she didn’t think so. Low level demons couldn’t pass between worlds without being destroyed, not unless they had the help of a powerful being. Even then, she couldn’t think of a time when she’d ever heard of dozens of them being unleashed onto mankind.

I might not survive this, but I have to protect humanity.

Suddenly, the three men were at her side. 

Tristan spoke, his voice soft. “If we all fight, there might be a chance of saving the Arthurs.”

She turned to him. Why wasn’t he scared? “They’re stronger than they look. None of you with survive this.”

His mismatched eyes focused on her. “Do you trust us?”

She stiffened. “No, I don’t know you.”

“We can fight amongst ourselves or team up to fight them. But we need your trust.”

The demons crept closer. She caught their horrible scent in the air, like that of rotting bodies. Her heart sped up. What would it be like to be torn to pieces by them? Yes, she’d be reborn again, but death was always painful.

“Surcy?” he repeated her name, his gaze growing tense.

There’s something about these men. I’ve felt it from the beginning. Perhaps if they aren’t scared of the demons... they aren’t human. What are they? Vampire. Werewolf. Warlock. It didn’t actually matter, if they could help her save the Arthurs.

“All right,” she whispered.

Her soul-blade materialized in her hand, like an extension of herself. All angels wielded soul-blades that could glow with light in the darkness. The demons’ eyes locked onto her. She gripped her hilt tighter, preparing for battle, knowing the odds were against them.

Surcy stood with the three men, and then, dark blades lit with fire appeared in their hands. 

Demons? The word caught in her mind.

It wasn’t possible! If they were Level Ten demons, she had no chance against three of them. That wasn't even considering the hoard of lower level demons. She and the Arthurs were doomed!

And yet, the three men weren’t facing her. They were looking at the hoard, determination in their gazes.

They’re fighting on my side?

A hound leapt at her. Her focus shifted, and she lashed out with her sword, slicing its head from its body. The attack came like a force of nature. Like a hurricane, even as the wind picked up, swirling around them.

She killed and killed, as did the demons beside her. The three moved with the skill of fighters, hacking down the lower level demons without hesitation. She was aware of them somewhere in the back of her mind. And when a hound locked onto her wrist, she wasn’t surprised when Tristan killed it.

Somehow, fighting with demons at her side made sense.

Which is crazy.

When the last hound fell, they stared across the farm and into the shadowy forest.

“Is that all?” she asked, shouting above the wind.

Mark looked back at her. “Something let them in. We’ve sensed an angel in the woods these past few weeks—"

An angel could do this. But why would one?

“An angel wouldn’t do this,” she said, but her heart was racing.

She looked at the man, covered in blood, his expression guarded. He looked... almost afraid.

“It’s over though... right?” 

Mark moved to her, and touched her chin in the gentlest way imaginable. “This was done for a reason. Leave. Please. If you see the wrong thing, they might not let you be reborn.”

I could die... for good? Her stomach twisted.

But can I keep living without knowing the truth? “No. I need to know.”

Mark held her gaze. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

Am I? “Yes.”

He dropped his hand, his expression hesitant. “Then, we’ll do our best to keep you safe.” 

Emotions rolled through her. Why did these demons care so much about her? Weren’t they... enemies? Or is this a trap?

They took off toward the woods. She followed, feeling uncertain. 

When they reached the clearing, the opening between worlds was visible—pulled and held open by a force unlike anything she could imagine. The large doorway moved strangely, as if made of water. A woman with dark hair stood in the center of it, banging on it with her fists, her expression wild.

As her eyes locked onto them, she mouthed the words, “Help me!”

“It’s the farmer’s daughter,” Mark said, rushing forward.

Impossibly fast, Daniel grabbed the back of his shirt and yanked him back. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

“What do you think? I’m going to get her out of there!”

Daniel shook his head. “No, you’re not. Besides, you don’t even know it’s her.”

Mark shoved the larger man’s hand off of him and pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “She looks exactly like the pictures of Abigale when she was young. You and I both know it’s her.”

Daniel took a step closer, something dangerous flashing in his eyes. “If you go in there, you can’t escape, you’ll be trapped. Maybe forever.”

“Listen—“

“No, you listen!” Daniel shoved at the other man’s chest. “This whole thing screams of a fucking trap. Maybe that’s her. Maybe it isn’t. But either way, you’ll go in there over my dead body.”

Mark’s words came, soft but certain. “We can’t just leave her in there. We all know that.” And then even quieter, he added. “They have a chance to be reunited as a family, but not without our help. We don’t have a choice.”

Surcy’s hands curled into fists. Or we can save her and keep all of you out of the demon realm. “The answers pretty simple. I’ll go. I’m the only one of us who can pass safely between realms.”

They all turned and looked at her in shock.

“Uh,” Daniel cleared his throat. “Isn’t your whole job to send us back to that hell-hole?”

She raised a brow. “Are you trying to get me to rethink my decision?”

A smirk curled Daniel’s lips, and he opened his mouth as if to answer, but Tristan spoke first. “It’s too dangerous. We don’t know who, or what, set this up, but we won’t risk you. I’ll go.”

She ignored him and moved forward. 

Tristan caught her arm. “I said I’ll go.”

And I’ll just what, watch you disappear from the human realm forever? The thought made her heart twist.

She raised her hand without thinking and pushed his hair back from his face, leaving her fingertips tingling. “It’ll cost me nothing. Please, just trust me.”

For a second his grip tightened, and then he let her go.

Moving cautiously forward, she took a deep breath, feeling three sets of eyes on her. She’d never travelled into the demon-realm before. She’d been told it was easy, similar to teleporting, but that taking humans between realms was very, very difficult. 

At least without killing them. 

Part of her was afraid. If she messed up, a human would lose her life because of Surcy’s failure. But the idea of leaving the woman in a place meant as punishment made her stomach twist.

I have to save her.

So do it.

With one last deep breath, she stepped into the demon realm. 

It felt like escaping from a bubble. One minute she was in the dark woods, the next in a world so bright it hurt her eyes. This level of the demon-realm was entirely white, with white plants and trees growing among hills covered in caves.

The Arthur’s daughter stepped back, her eyes wide. She was covered in a thick layer of white, like everything in the demon realm, and tears streaked down her cheeks. “Can you help me get home? I got lost, and I haven’t been able to get back.”

She sounded so young and frightened that it tore at Surcy’s heart. Holding out her hand, she felt relieved when the woman took it. 

“I can take you home, through this doorway, but you can’t let go of my hand. Okay?”

The young woman nodded, her grip tightening on Surcy’s hand. “Will it hurt?”

I don’t know. “I don’t think so. But it’ll be over quickly.”

A tremble went through the woman’s body, but she nodded.

Taking another deep breath, she gathered her energy, funnelling it through her hand and into the woman. She imagined the Arthurs getting their daughter back after so long, and the sad child’s bedroom filled with laughter once more. Her power grew in strength. I’ll keep her safe, no matter what I have to do.

It’s now or never.

Stilling herself, she stepped into the portal, praying that she was doing the right thing.

Crossing over took longer this time. It made her feel strange, like her head was light, and her body was being pulled and stretched too far. She felt the woman slipping from her grip, and she held the hand more tightly, channelling more of her strength into the human.

And then, they broke free of the demon-realm.

She was instantly in Daniel’s arms. His eyes were wide. “Are you all right?”

Her soul-blade faded as she sagged against him. “I—I didn’t know it’d feel like that.”

To her shock, he leaned down and brushed a kiss against her lips. “I never imagined an angel would risk herself like that for a human.”

Her mouth tingled, her breath caught in her throat. “It’s my job.”

He shook his head. “No. It’s you. Surcy. You’re different...”

“We need to get out of here,” Tristan said.

She glanced toward him. He held the farmer’s daughter in his arms, and he looked frightened.

“What’s coming now?” She asked, almost afraid to know the answer.

Tristan locked gazes with her. “The angels. They want to see if their trap worked.”

She stared confused. “I don’t understand.”

“The attack. The woman. An angel knew we wouldn’t be able to help ourselves. That we’d use our soul-blades to help the farmers, and give ourselves away, and that one of us would step through the portal to save the woman.”

“No,” she shook her head. “Angels don’t risk the lives of humans to set up traps for demons.”

He tilted his head, his mismatched eyes filled with emotion. “I can’t decide if your innocence is annoying or endearing.”

Before she could respond, Daniel picked her up, cradling her in his arms. She barely had a second to grasp his shirt before they started running. Glancing over his shoulder, she saw the place the realms met vanished. She felt its power fade, and the sky calmed in an instant.

I don’t understand what’s happening, but if angels were coming, I’d know. I’d—

And then, the sound came, like a flurry of feathers in the back of her mind. She winced as the invasive feeling sent every muscle in her body tightening. The sound grew louder. Until it was hard for her to breathe.

Angels are coming. A lot of them. 

Gritting her teeth, she silenced the connection between her and them. Her mind went still, but even still she could feel them in the distance, drawing nearer. 

For the first time since becoming an angel, she feared what would happen next.

When they reached the farmhouse, Tristan set the Arthur’s daughter down. “Your parents have aged. You have aged. But they love you still. They are upstairs. Find them and unite with them.”

Tears tracked down her cheeks. “Thank you.”

Without looking back, the woman raced into the house.

And then, the three demons were staring at her. “We have to go, or they’ll send us back to the demon-realm.”

She slid from Daniel’s arms, her feet hitting the porch. Her legs trembled, but held.

What should I do? Can I really just let them go?

“You’re... you’re demons.”

Mark nodded. “I know you might not believe us, but you don’t know the truth. Demons aren’t all bad, Surcy. We’re not. We should never have been sent to the demon-realm.”

Her head swam. The angels were getting closer. 

If I let them go, I’m accepting that they aren’t bad. Which... which changes everything. 

From the moment she met them, nothing they’d done fit with what she’d been told of demons. They’d been kind and gentle.

What’s real? What I’ve been told, or what I’ve seen?

“Go,” she said, then pointed. “That way. They’re coming from the other side. I’ll distract them.”

“Will you protect the Arthurs?” Mark asked, hesitating.

She nodded. Even with their lives on the line, they’re worried about humans they barely know.

I’ve made the right decision.

“Tell the Arthurs where we went,” Daniel added, his words made of steel. “I won’t have them thinking more people they loved just disappeared.”

Her heart squeezed. God, you’re amazing. “I promise.”

They started down the porch.

Tristan looked back at her. “There’s a clock tower in Grand Rivers. Maybe we’ll see you there one day.”

She said nothing, but her heart flipped. Is he really telling me how I can find them again?

Their gazes held for one moment, and then they ran. She watched them until they disappeared in the woods. Pushing herself away from the porch, she stumbled down the steps and moved as far away from the farmhouse as she could.

When she collapsed onto her knees, she called her soul-blade to her.

Frink, her commander, was at her side an instant later. “We sensed the demon-vermin. Where are they?”

She pointed in the opposite direction from the way they’d gone. “Just through there!”

“And you let them go?” he shouted, grabbing her shoulder so painfully she cried out. He pushed his face closer to hers. “If you ruin this after all I risked, after all I did, I’ll pluck every feather from your wings. Understand me?”

She nodded, staring in shock.

He took off, racing on foot, his soul-blade in hand.

Did... did Frink set this up? She’d never thought anything of his temper, his outbursts, or the ruthless way he punished his angels when angry. But now?

She watched him go, her head swimming. 

Before she’d met the demons, her life as an angel was simple. Commands echoed through her mind and influenced every decision she made. But now? She’d actually disobeyed her orders. The commands... they no longer echoed through her mind.

I feel different.

More than an emotionless robot. 

And that’s when it really dawned on her, that’s exactly how she’d been for too long, a mindless soldier and nothing else. 

But she wasn’t that person any longer. Instead, she felt too much. Her chest ached, as if the three demons had reached inside her body and ripped out her heart. Or maybe they’d just awakened it... and left themselves within in, carving places for themselves within her.

Surcy clutched her arms against her chest, tears rolling down her cheeks. The demons had made her feel again. They had destroyed her entire belief system. And now they were gone.

Just like that.

She couldn’t actually seek them out. Could she? They had no future together.

And yet, the idea of spending eternity without them left her immobile for a long time. She may not have a future with them, but did she have a future without them? 

The wind whistled through the trees and the moon rose in the sky, and still, Surcy knelt. 

They said angels didn’t cry, but she did. 

She cried for her lost life. For her lost faith. And for the questions she still had no answers for. And when she couldn’t cry any longer, she wiped the tears from her face and rose on trembling legs.

The Arthurs still needed her protection, and she would keep her promise to the demons.

And then, when I can, I’ll seek out Mark, Tristan, and Daniel. 

She told herself she sought them out to know the truth, but as she walked toward the farmhouse, she couldn’t escape her thoughts of them. Of how they made her feel.

This isn’t love, she told herself. An angel could never love demons.

And yet, was that true? Or was it just another lie that angels told?
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