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Chapter One
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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.
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Chapter Two
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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.
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Chapter Three
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“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.
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Chapter Four
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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?
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Chapter Five
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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.
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Chapter Six
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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.
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Chapter Seven
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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.”
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Chapter Eight
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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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Chapter Nine
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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.

The End. For Now.

Want to read more stories from this world? Check out Renegade Hunter, the steamy story of how Sharen met her demons. 
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Thank you for reading this story from my heart,
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