
  
    
      
    
  


Wings, Horns, and Shifters

Lacey Carter Andersen


Copyright 2019

Published by Lacey Carter Andersen

This work of fiction is intended for mature audience only. All characters are over the age of eighteen. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. Any reproduction or other unauthorized use of the material or artwork herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the author. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Disclaimer

Wings Horns and Shifters (A Reverse Harem Book Collection)

Author’s Note

Power in Her Kiss

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Magic in Her Harem

Stolen by Her Harem

Claimed by Her Harem

Treasured by Her Harem

Rogue Demon

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Rebel Lover

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

A Note From The Author

More by Lacey Carter Andersen

About the Author


To my husband—thanks for letting me talk about writing and covers all day. 

You’re a saint!
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~ Lacey Carter Andersen
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SIGN UP FOR EXCLUSIVE first looks at my hot new releases, exclusives, and contests from Lacey Carter Andersen!
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Want to be part of the writing process? Maybe even get a taste of my sense of humor? Teasers for my new releases? And more? Join Lacey’s Realm on Facebook!
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Author’s Note
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This is a collection of steamy reverse harem romances, from my various paranormal worlds. In these stories, you’ll get to read about dragon shifters, wolf shifters, demons, and angels. This collection has a variety of story lengths, from shorts, to full-length novels.

I hope you enjoy them!
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Power in Her Kiss
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~ Three Short Steamy Tales ~


Sultry Fire
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Chapter One
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Hira

I stand chained in the center of our town square. My sword has been taken. My armor has been taken. And to add insult to injury, I’m naked.

When I said I’d do anything to protect the people of this town, this wasn’t what I meant.

Besides, this whole plan is insane. Stop the dragons by offering them a naked woman? Every town between here and the island the dragons were born on has been burned to the ground, with or without the offering of a virgin.

And that’s the other thing: I’m not exactly a virgin.

Okay, I’m not even close to a virgin.

The least the stupid villagers could have done was strap some sweet, quiet chick to this platform. If the dragons even bother to check me out before they kill us all, they’re going to know immediately that someone told them they were getting a steak and they got chopped liver instead.

Not that I think they’ll even pause before killing us all.

Or that I think I’m chopped liver. I’m just not what they are looking for... which basically means I’ve been left here to die.

The thought makes fire erupt on my arms once more. But the metal chains that hold me cannot be melted. So no matter how bright my flames grow, I know I’m trapped here.

I glare out at the crowd of people who are peeking between buildings to stare at me. Most of the people look frightened. But a few of the assholes look turned on. It just figures that I spent my life keeping some of these jerks from seeing me naked, and now I’m on display up here for all to see.

And then my gaze lands on the old witch. She’s the one who claims that I’m the woman who will “steal the shifters’ hearts.” 

I hate her.

Turning away from the witch, I look to the woods that back the town. My anger sputters to a halt when my eyes meet those of a man in the woods. Instantly, everything within me tightens. He’s a stranger. A ridiculously handsome stranger.

His hair is long and dark. His eyes are a shocking yellow. And he’s looking at me like I’m his favorite meal. 

It takes me a second to remember to breathe. To stop staring at his broad shoulders and bare, muscular chest. And when my brain fires up once more, I realize how wrong it is that he’s just staring at me.

Without thinking, I raise my cuffed hands and flip him off.

To my surprise, he responds with a feral grin.

I hear a roar that shakes the town. My gaze darts up to the sky as my pulse begins to race. My hands itch for my sword. Without it, I feel even more vulnerable. 

The villagers slip into their homes, leaving me alone to face our enemy.

“Cowards!” I shout at them, hoping my voice isn’t shaking too badly.

I see a flash of scales above the horizon. At least that’s what I think they are.

“You don’t act like a virgin.”

I whirl to find the stranger from the woods behind me. So close he can touch me.

“Sneaking up on people is rude!” I shout, more due to nerves than actual anger. And then his words hit me. “And what exactly does that mean?”

His gaze is hot as it runs over me, and he takes a step closer. “I’m just saying. There’s no way a body like yours hasn’t been touched before.”

I roll my eyes, even though his words turn me on. “Nice line. But, you do realize that I’m here, strapped to this damn thing, as a sacrifice to the dragons that are coming?”

He moves closer, and I hate that I step back, so far that the chains are taut. But his size... he’s massive. Bigger than any man I’ve seen in my life. 

“I’m aware of our current situation.” He leans over me and inhales. A growl tears from his lips, and I watch him shudder. “But I couldn’t resist your scent.”

I freeze. Yellow eyes. Big. Half naked. And a growl. ”I’ve never met a wolf Shifter before,” I tell him slowly. “But I’m pretty sure you’re one of them.”

His grin widens. “So, you’re beautiful, smell like heaven, and you’re smart. That’s... intoxicating.”

I raise my chin. But before I can answer, another roar shakes the air.

Three dark shapes are approaching above the horizon, and this time I’m sure, those are dragons.

“Hate to break up whatever you’re doing here,” I tell him. “But this isn’t a good time.”

He raises a brow. “Actually, I think this is the perfect time. You know, those dragons are going to like your smell just as much as I do. And the first thing they’re going to do is fuck you like crazy.”

My jaw drops open. “No, they’re just going to kill me.”

He shakes his head. “Sorry, sweetheart, but that’s just not going to happen.”

I strain at the cuffs at my wrists, my panic building. “There’s no way I’m going to—“

“Pretty sure they won’t give you a choice. See, they’re in heat. They left their home just because of you. Just because of your smell. You’ve been their goal this entire time.”

More flames erupt on my arms, but this time it’s my fear that has them so out of my control. “Are you here just to scare me?”

His grin  returned. “Nope. My pack and I were planning to get as far from this place as possible when I caught your scent. Actually, we all caught your scent. We came up with a plan.”

“A plan?” I repeat, feeling dumb.

He nodded. “We’ve never all agreed on a woman before. Until you. But every one of us wants you. So, we’ve decided to make you an offer. I’ll free you and bring you safely to our den. A place the dragons won’t find you too quickly. But it comes with an agreement.”

My suspicions rise, but as I look at the approaching dragons, I don’t feel I have much choice. “What’s the agreement?”

“You become our mate.” He says it like it’s the most normal thing in the world. “But you should know, if you want to get rid of those dragons, this isn’t going to be a slow wooing. The only way to encourage them to move on to a different female is to cover you with our scent.”

“Cover me with your—“ My gaze snaps back to the dragons. They’re getting bigger. Closer.   “Fine, whatever, I’ll do it.”

“You sure?” he asked. “This is a lifetime commitment.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think I’ll have a very long lifetime if I don’t, so I agree.”

“Do you give me your word?” he asks, and for the first time he sounds very, very serious.

“You have my word,” I tell him, then lift my cuffs.

He reached for them with his big hands. Holding my gaze, he snaps the first one open. I feel my nipples harden. I’ve always been a sucker for strong men, and this guy is blowing my mind. Then, he reaches for the other cuff and snaps that one too.

Wow!

But then I realize that I’m free. There’s a moment I consider just running the hell away. But I gave my word. And as a warrior, my word means something.

And then the moment is gone, and he’s slinging me over his shoulder.

“What the hell?” I shout, my hands smacking against the naked skin of his back.

He laughs. “Trust me, we’ll move faster this way.”

I open my mouth to protest, and he begins to run. His bare feet slapping against the ground. Immediately, I’m overwhelmed by how fast we’re going. The trees are a blur. Colors blending together.

My stomach lurches, and I close my eyes, trying to push away the queasiness. I guess he is faster than me. What else can a Shifter do?

This time when I hear the dragon’s roar, I know they’ve reached the village. Especially when I catch the scent of smoke in the air.

And then, a thought hits me. “What will happen to them?” 

He answers, even though the question was more to myself. “The dragons will kill all of them.”

I swallow hard. “I don’t want them dead.”

“Even though they sacrificed you?” he sounds incredulous.

I know it’s stupid. But even though the villagers drugged me and chained me in the town center, they also took my sister and me in when they didn’t have to. We were two little girls that no one would go near, because of the Elementalist blood running through our veins. And even though they weren’t the nicest to me, they were kind to my sister.

My sister who I sent far from here a few days ago. Luckily for her.

“Yes. Is there anything we can do?”

He slows for a moment. “If you really want to, we can piss them off and draw them away.”

This is insane. “Fine, how do we do that?”

“I could turn you on. Basically, it’ll strengthen your scent and draw them right to us.”

My thoughts freeze. “So... you turn me on, and the dragons will come this way and leave them alone?”

“It might work,” he says. “They’ll just smell you and a male on you. It’ll drive them mad. But it’ll put us in a danger too.”

I think of the people in the village I actually care about. Fuck. “Fine, let’s do it.”

He freezes and promptly slides me off his shoulder. My breasts rub his body all the way down, and I’m more aware than ever that I’m naked.

I look up up into his handsome face, and suddenly I’m not so sure about this plan of his. But he doesn’t give me time to think. Instead, his mouth lowers, and before I can think, his hot lips are on mine. The sensation is impossible to explain. It’s a spark of arousal. Of attraction. It burns from him to me. It’s consuming in a way I never expected.

One of his hands digs into the back of my dark hair and tilts me to give him better access. I like the way he kisses me. Like he’s the one in control.

I’m usually the one in charge of things in sexual situations.

Running my hands down his bare chest, I’m satisfied when I feel a shiver run through him. He likes me touching him. This big, handsome man wants my hands on him.

When he grasps my hip with his other hand and draws me against his obvious arousal straining against his thin pants, I’m shocked by how I grind myself against him.

His tongue plunges into my mouth, and I gasp. He knows exactly what he’s doing, and he’s doing it oh so well.

When he breaks our kiss, I try to pull him back.

He laughs, the sound husky and sexy as hell.

Pushing my back against a tree, he kisses my neck, then slowly moves down my body. My nipples tighten as he slides his lips between them, but to my absolute frustration, he ignores my breasts. I’m about to protest, when he continues down my stomach.

Oh!

I close my eyes. My inner-muscles clench and a fire moves through my belly. I know exactly where this is headed, and I can’t wait to enjoy every second of it.

When he gets to the space between my legs, he draws his mouth back. His fingers brush my mound, and then he stands.

A second later, I’m thrown over his shoulder again.

My head spins. “Why did we stop?”

“Look overhead.”

I do. And my arousal is replaced by cold fear. One of the dragons is flying just overhead. I can see its green scales. And I can feel the anger rolling off of him in waves.

He roars again, and blasts fire. The trees around us catch like kindling, and the heat from the flames is instant.

The man beneath me never slows. He takes us out of the trees that are on fire before I can process what is happening. I catch another flash of scales. This time golden.

“There’s another one!” I warn.

Again, the man doesn’t slow. “This is what we wanted, right?”

I swallow, hard. “I guess.”

“I just didn’t realize how fast I’d get you so hot. Your scent is so strong right now. It’s not just driving them mad, it’s driving me crazy.”

A blush heats my cheeks. “You didn’t get me hot fast!”

To my absolute embarrassment, his hand moves up my inner thigh and reaches to my wet center. A protest dies on my lips as his agile fingers start to stroke me.

“Fuck!” he groans, and his hand falls away. “If we keep this up, we’re not going to make it out of these woods.”

I bite my lip and look back at the sky. Was that a flash of red?

“So what’s the plan here?”

If anything, he moves even faster. “My pack and I made a temporary den nearby. We’re going to cover you with our scent there. That should be enough for them to move on to the next mate.”

I nod, even though the word should has me nervous.

Angry roars seem to explode from all around us. More trees catch fire.

The Shifter carrying me skids to a halt. “Damn it. They’ve got us trapped.”

I smirk. “Put me down, big boy. I can handle this.”

He does as I ask, although his expression is doubtful.

“Which way do we need to go?”

He points. Sure enough, the trees are blazing all the way to the ground, blocking our path.

Closing my eyes, I call my magic to me. The fire answers, and within seconds, the flames are quenched, leaving nothing but smoke behind.

I look back at him, raising an arrogant brow. “Ready?”

He pulls me closer and gives my ass a smack. “That was impressive.” The last word is a growl.

And then, of course, I’m back over his damned shoulder.

We plunge on through the woods. My gaze always on the sky.

“Are you used to doing everything yourself?” I ask, trying to keep myself focused on everything but my fear.

I feel him shrug. “I’m the alpha of my pack. The leader. So, yeah, I guess.”

“That’s a surprise,” I tell him, seeing another flash of red scales. “Most men would rather pull out their own teeth than even give me the chance to help.”

He laughs. “A wolf likes a mate who can stand on her own feet. We’re a protective, possessive group, but you don’t have to worry about us not letting you help.”

For some reason, his words surprise me. I hadn’t really thought about what I’d agreed to in order to be free, but the further I get from the town, the more curious I become. I’m going to be the mate to a pack?

“So how many men are in this pack of yours?”

He answers without hesitation. “Six.”

Six! “Wait, do you expect me to sleep with all six of you?”

“Of course.”

“At the same time?”

“Sometimes.” He hefts me higher on his shoulders. “Whatever you want. Some of us. All of us. One of us. As long as you’re satisfied.”

“I hate to tell you, buddy, but the idea of sleeping with six men sounds pretty exhausting. If it’s up to me, I might be spending a lot of my nights alone.”

He laughs again, the sound deep and rich. “I think you’re in for a bit of a surprise. Just like your scent has an impact  on us, our scent has an impact  on you.”

I huff. “I’m still not taking six dongs at the same time.”

He laughs louder. “You’ll be begging for it in no time.”

His hand smacks my ass again, and to my shock, I like the sting. I’ve never been one for rough sex before, but the idea is starting to grow on me.

Suddenly, the man carrying me freezes and starts to move slowly backwards.

“What is it?” I whisper.

“Shhh.”

He slides me off his shoulder, and I look ahead. There is a man stomping through the woods, and instantly, I know he’s a dragon. His skin shines like scales, and there’s the slightest hint of gold in his coloring.

Damn. What do we do now?
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Chapter Two
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The Shifter beside me places his hand on my belly. He pushes me slowly backwards. We move until we can no longer see the dragon, and turn around. Behind us, there’s another man, his skin a shimmering green.

I see the man beside me curse without a sound, and he pushes me in a new direction. This time, we spot a third man in seconds.

“They’re closing in on us,” he whispers.

“What do we do?”

For a second I think I see fear in his eyes, and then I see an idea strike him.

He maneuvers me against a tree and wraps my legs around his waist.

My eyes widen. “What are you doing?”

“Covering you with my scent.”

I finally get it. I can’t believe how dumb I’ve been. Somehow I didn’t consider what he meant when he talked about covering my scent. 

He starts to undo his pants. I hold myself stiffly. If this is the only way to stop the dragons, then I’ll do it.

But he freezes, his gaze sweeps over my face. “You don’t want this.”

“Just do it.” I tell him, tensing.

Slowly, he shakes his head. “I’ll draw them to me. I smell enough like you that they’ll take the distraction.”

My breathing comes in and out in a rush. “You don’t have to do that.”

He gives a small smile and pushes my hair back from my face. “I’ve never taken a woman who didn’t want me. I won’t start today. With you.”

Suddenly, a blonde man with greyish yellow eyes appears behind the man who holds me. I gasp, and he whirls around to face the stranger.

“Greyson, why aren’t you at the den?” the man who holds me asks sternly.

“I thought you might need my help.”

“Actually,” he pulls away from me, “you’re right. I’m going to be the distraction. You get her to safety.”

He nods. “Yes, Sam.”

And then, Sam gives me one last searing look and races away. 

I don’t move. I just watch him leave, feeling unsure. Regretting putting him in this position.

The strange man, Greyson, moves closer to me. He inhales deeply, and his smile grows wicked. “You smell delicious. I can’t wait to get a taste of you.”

Then, his gaze moves over my naked body in a way that’s so intimate it makes goose bumps blossom all over my body.

“I believe you’re supposed to get me to safety...”

He nods. “Don’t worry, honey, I’m just waiting for the signal.

Suddenly, we hear Sam shouting, “Over here you dumb winged assholes!”

“Subtle,” I mutter. 

Greyson grabs me and pulls me down into his lap. A second later, I see a flash of color move through the trees. For a minute my heart is pounding so fast I can think of nothing else. And then, I feel the Shifter’s erection beneath me.

“You’re turned on?” I sputter softly.

He reaches around and touches my inner-thigh. “Your scent is driving me mad.”

To my shock, I don’t push his hand away. Warmth is blossoming from his touch and my nipples harden. Suddenly Sam’s warning about the way I’d react to him and his pack seems a little less ridiculous. 

His hand slides closer between my legs, and his lips rub against my neck.

“Are you always this handsy with women?” I say, breathless.

“Only when the woman on my lap is rocking against my dick and spreading her legs wider and wider.”

“I am not!” And then I freeze, because I am rocking.

Damn it.

He cups my womanhood, and my head goes back. I feel like I’m on fire. His agile fingers spread me gently, and then he’s stroking me.

I close my eyes, and a moan slips from my lips.

He growls low and nips my throat with his teeth. My body jerks. So apparently, I like being spanked... and bit. I learn something new every day.

As his finger circles my clit, I bite my lips to keep any sound from slipping past my lips. And then, he pulls his hand away and stands.

I blink stupidly at him. “You stopped.”

“The dragons are far enough,” he whispers, then throws me over his shoulder.

That snaps me out of my mindless state. “You guys know I can walk, right?”

He hurries off through the woods. And then, the sound of snarling cuts through the silence of the woods, followed by a roar of anger.

I stiffen. “They’re fighting?”

“Sam is keeping them busy.”

I think of the three big dragon shifters. “Alone? Will he be okay?”

Greyson doesn’t answer.

An image comes to me of the man who saved me being killed by dragons.

“Put me down!”

Greyson doesn’t slow. “No.”

“We need to help him.”

He laughs. “You think sending your hot naked ass into a middle of a fight will help things?”

“That’s exactly what I think.”

“No,” he sounds so damn smug.

Taking a deep breath, I allow flames to form on my hand. Then, very slowly, I move my hand down to his ass. For a moment, he makes a happy, little sound. And then he realizes how hot my hand is. Probably about the time my fire burns through his pants.

He cries out, and I shove out of his arms. Before he has time to react, I take off towards the battle sounds.  I make it further than I thought before he catches me around the waist. I whisper a sorry and turn around, kneeing him as hard as I can in the balls.

His eyes roll back in his head as he releases me, and I take off running again.

When I break out of the trees into a clearing, I spot Sam. The dragons have surrounded him. Three massive, naked men with cruel eyes. He’s bleeding from his cheek, but he holds himself as if he’s the cockiest asshole in the room.

Which I love.

“Hey!” I shout.

All of them freeze.

Slowly, one after another of them turn to me. My bravado fades a bit. I hope I thought this out well enough.

“Dragons, uh, hey. I’m not interested in being your mate, so why don’t you move along.”

The red dragon’s lips curl into a frown. “That is not up to you.”

I take a step back. “I’ve chosen the wolves as my mates.”

He cocks his head. “Then, we’ll kill them and take you.”

Shit.

One of them turns and punches Sam in the face. He hits the ground hard. Then, the three dragons come toward me. I swallow, bunch my hands into fists, and wait.

When they’re less than ten steps from me, I send my flames roaring out toward them and the trees around them. 

“Run!” I shout to Sam, hoping he has the strength to escape.

But when the flames clear, not only hasn’t Sam run for it, he’s still lying on the ground. And the dragons stand unaffected.

Crap.

The gold one smirks callously. “Time to stop this game. There’s no choice left. You’re coming with us.”
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Chapter Three
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As the dragons close in on me, I try to keep my gaze focused on them. I knew what I was doing, but with each passing second that it doesn’t happen, I fear I made a mistake. When they’re just a few feet from me, almost out of range, the trees give a familiar creak. 

I take a deep breath, keeping my eyes from the trees.

And then, they come crashing down on top of the dragons in a flurry of branches and pine needles.

I spring around the mess of trees and reach Sam. His eyes pop open, and I realize he was faking it. What was his plan?

He raises a brow and leaps up. Again, I’m tossed over his shoulder, but this time I’m too happy to be getting the hell out of there to be annoyed.

We race through the woods, and suddenly I realized that there is something passing us in the trees on our sides. I squint. One of the creatures pauses. It’s a wolf! His grey eyes lock onto mine, and he winks.

The pack!

“They’ll protect the lair.” Sam tells me, his voice confident. “I’m guessing Greyson called for backup.”

Thank god for Greyson!

Suddenly, he sends us through a bunch of branches. I spit out pine needles and pull them off my face. We’ve entered a tunnel beneath the ground. As we keep going, the tunnel opens up wider and wider until we’re in a massive cave.

That’s when he put me down.

“You stay here, where you’re hopefully safe.”

I catch his arm as he turns to leave. “Wait a second. What are you going to do?”

He raises a brow. “I’m the alpha. I’m going to help my pack.”

“Can you guys actually defeat dragons?”

He shrugs. “There’s a first time for everything.”

I hold his gaze. “Wouldn’t it be easier just to have sex with me? I mean, you said they wouldn’t want me then.”

His eyes darken. “I already told you—“

“Well, maybe I want it.” I take a deep breath. “Maybe I want you.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t even know your name.”

I smile. “Hira.”

Holding my breath, I wait for him to touch me. Instead, he slips from my hand, heading for the exit.

“What, now you don’t want me?” I challenge, placing my hands on my hips.

His shoulders stiffen. “You know that’s not true.”

“Then come on, wolf boy. Sex me up. Save your pack the most fun way possible.”

He laughs and turns around. “You really want it?”

“I asked for it, didn’t I?”

When he stalks back toward me, it takes everything in me not to take a step back. He prowls toward me, like a predator stalking prey. 

Instead of stopping in front of me, he grasps my shoulders and pulls me against him. I don’t even have time to gasp, and he’s kissing me, stealing my breath. His hands come around to grip my ass, and I wrap my legs around him.

My pulse fills my ears as I grind against his obvious arousal.

He breaks our kiss to swear. And this time, I reach for the tie on his pants and undo it. When I tug the thin material down, I’m satisfied to see he’s packing something delicious. My hands curl around him, and he groans.

I lick my lips. I’m hoping this wolf knows what he’s doing, because I want this hard and fast. Grabbing his shoulders, I wrap my legs around his back, and his eyes widen.

Placing his tip at my entrance, I hold his gaze. 

He kisses my neck, then sucks slowly down to my shoulder. His touch feels incredible. As if he’s setting every nerve on my body on fire. Then, his lips close over my nipples. 

I groan, grasping the back of his head with one of my hands. He sucks harder, and I feel myself burning with need. Unable to help myself, I sink slowly onto his cock, loving the way he fills me. Loving the way he squeezes my body.

As he continues to suck my nipples, I begin to ride him. Taking him out, and plunging him back in. I moan, loving every second of him. 

Ripples seem to move over my skin. I feel different. Alive.

His mouth releases my breast, and suddenly, he begins to slam into me. If I thought I was feeling pleasure before, it was nothing in comparison to this. I ride him as he takes me. My thoughts spinning away.

My body is aware of every single inch of him as my inner-muscles clench his length. I’m close, so damn close. His fingers bite into my ass, and then I come. 

This orgasm is like nothing I’ve experienced before. It’s hard. Long. Incredible.

My toes curl, and a scream tears from my lips.

And then he comes, his hot seed shooting into me. It feels so damn good. 

I can’t breathe. I can’t speak. All I feel is him.

At last, his thrusts slow and then stop.

“Will that be—enough?” I murmur.

He strokes my hair and untangles my legs from around his back. When he lowers me to the ground, his gaze locks with mine. “You’re freaking incredible.”

“You’re not so bad yourself.”

His gaze moves back to the tunnel entrance. “I don’t know if that was enough. I’m going to go back and see if their mating rage has ceased.”

I nod. “Be careful.”

He starts out the door, but pauses at the entrance. “I’ll send someone back to guard you.”

“I’ll be fine.” I reassure him.

He looks back at me. “You really have no idea how much you’ve stolen my heart, do you?”

I open my mouth, but have no idea what to say. And then, he’s gone.
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Chapter Four
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A man comes back into the cave a couple of short minutes later. He’s younger than Sam, with short, dark hair. His eyes are an intense green, and he has a scruff of beard.

The instant his gaze lands on me, his attraction is obvious. He stares at my breasts as if he’s never seen a woman naked before. And to my shock, I kind of like it.

“Eyes up here.”

A blush darkens his cheeks. “Sorry.”

But then, he’s staring at my breasts again.

I sigh, even though I love it. “So, did Sam sexing-me-up stop their mating heat or whatever?”

His eyes never meet mine as he answers. “Nope, but they’re more pissed off than before. They can smell how aroused you are... we all can. But luckily for us, they’re staying in human form. They know it’s the only way they’ll find our den.”

“So what happens if they go back to dragon-form?”

“Wolves aren’t exactly fire proof.”

My stomach turns a little. “Well, I guess the solution here is that you have sex with me too.”

Finally, his gaze lifts to meet mine. “Uh, what?”

“Well, having sex with Sam wasn’t enough. Maybe sex with you will be.”

He shakes his head and takes a step back. “I’m the lowest in the pack. I’m an engineer, not a hunter or a warrior.”

I raise a brow. “What is with you guys rejecting my advances? Come here and have sex with me.” When he doesn’t move, I raise my voice. “Now.”

That seems to spring him into action. He hurries over to me, but then instead of touching me, just stares again.

“I guess I have to do everything myself!” Without another word, I tug off his pants.

His jaw drops.

Kneeling down in front of him, I can’t help myself. He looks big, hard, and tasty. Gripping him tightly, I take him into my mouth and suck.

He cries out.

I continue to pump him, loving the way he swells in my mouth. He rocks into me. I gaze up at him. His head is thrown back like this is the best thing that’s ever happened to him. Aroused by his obvious enjoyment, I cup his balls.

He shouts, and then grabs me, hauling me to my feet. I’m shocked as he spins me around and bends me over. I spread my legs and place them on the side of the cave. 

Instantly, he’s behind me. But even though I expect him to plunge right inside me, he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches around and starts to stroke me. My clit almost shivers as he squeezes it. I’m moaning, bucking against him, and wanting him inside me so damned bad.

And I don’t want to wait. I’m ready. Now.

As if he’s reading my thoughts, he plunges right inside.

The way this blushing engineer fucks me is mind-blowing. He takes me so hard. Slamming in and out of me as I brace against the wall. His cock feels massive from this angle. Hell, it was massive. And when my muscles squeeze him and my orgasm explodes, he comes at the same instant, filling me with his hot seed.

It takes a long minute before the world stops spinning. He pulls out of me and helps me stand. To my surprise, he holds me against him.

“I’m Brent, by the way.”

I laugh. “Nice to meet you, Brent.”

We hear a roar outside. Too close. And the moment is broken. Brent grabs his pants and pulls them back up, then moves to stand in front of me.

Neither of us speaks. Neither of us moves. Instead, we watch the entrance.

A second later, the three dragons enter.

Shit.
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Chapter Five
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Brent growls and leaps toward them. One of the dragons punches him, knocking him to the ground. The golden dragon moves with lightning reflexes, curling his hand around Brent’s throat.

The wolf-shifter claws at the hand, but the dragon doesn’t even flinch. His eyes are locked on mine.

“Stop!” I command him, my voice sounding far more confident than I actually feel.

His lips curl into a smile. “Ready to come with us? Or shall we kill the dog first?”

Swallowing hard, I nod and walk towards them.

“Do—n’t,” Brent coughs out.

The red dragon steps forward and punches him again. This time, Brent sags in his grip. When I move close enough to the dragons, the gold one release the wolf and grabs my arm in a crushing grip.

A little cry escapes my lips.

He smiles. “You’ll get used to our roughness.”

I glare at him. “That’s not the kind of roughness women like.”

He shrugs. “What you want doesn’t matter much to us.”

Ass.

They drag me out the entrance. I look for my wolves, and a second later, I’m thankful to see them break out into the clearing. They’re massive, powerful looking creatures. But all of them look bloodied and exhausted.

The dragon that holds me turns to the two others. “Kill them. I’ll take her.”

I kick him as hard as I can in the groin. He flinches, but his grip remains firm. “You’ll pay for that later.”

He takes a step back, but before I can try to run, he transforms into a huge golden dragon. One of his clawed hands closes over me, and fear steals the breath from my chest. I peer out of his hand to see the wolves fighting the dragons. Claws and teeth flash, but the dragons fight them like untouchable gods.

The golden dragon’s wings begin to flap. Air rushes around me.

And I realize, I’m going to have to do something so dangerous it’s almost stupid. If one thing goes wrong, it’ll end with me killing us all.

Because that’s one thing about fire Elementalists, it’s a mistake to back us into a corner.

“Get as far from here as you can!” I whisper to the wolves.

Several pause.

Men have ignored me my whole life. When I wanted to learn to use a sword, they laughed. When I wanted to learn to ride a horse, they rolled their eyes.

But if these wolves don’t listen to me, it’s going to cost them their lives.

I shout louder. “Trust me, please. Do as I say!”

The yellowish blue eyes of Sam land on me, and he moves backwards from the dragons. As he does so, the other wolves follow suit. Thank you for trusting me.

Mr. Green Dragon grins at me. “Smart sending them away. They were going to die if they kept fighting us.”

I smile back. “Yes, they were going to die.”

Then, I do the one thing I swore I’d never do again. I closed my eyes and called forth my blue flames. I built them inside of myself, bigger and stronger. I ignored the outside world, even when I felt myself lifting into the air.

And then, when I’d put every drop of my magic into the blue flames, I let them go.

Brightness was everywhere. Inside and outside of me. And power consumed me. Delicious, dangerous power. 

I heard the sound of a strange kind of screaming. I felt myself dropping.

But that was the thing about using my blue flames. About using all my magic in one burst... I was useless afterwards. Usually unconscious for days.

There was nothing I could do to save myself.

But at least I wouldn’t be the plaything to three cruel dragons.
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My eyes cracked open. I was strangely warm and comfortable. Where the hell was I?

Blinking, the room came into focus. I was in a massive pool of steaming water. A porcelain tub of some kind. And three strange men were bathing me.

“What the hell?” I shouted, jerking back from them.

One of the men, one with long blonde hair and an easy smile, spoke first. “We’ll have to let the alpha know she’s awake.”

“Right away?” Another man asked. His hair was a deep, incredible auburn, and tattoos covered most of his very muscular chest. “Or can we have a little time with her first?”

I glare at them. “You must be the rest of the pack.”

“Yup,” the blond said. “I’m Peter.”

“Rick.” The tattooed man responded simply.

“And, I’m Heath.” This man had short blond hair and eyes the color of chocolate. He also looked way too happy as he looked down at my naked breasts.

Even though his gaze heated me up in the most unexpected way possible, I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “And how often do you bathe naked, unconscious women?”

Peter answered, his grin mischievous. “Well, we’ve been bathing you for the last two days, so I’d say two times.”

My mouth dropped open. “And I expect you guys were complete gentlemen?”

They exchanged a look. But it was Peter who answered again. “We may have stroked ourselves off looking at you, but otherwise, we were completely innocent.”

I spoke without thinking. “How would you like it if I masturbated while looking at your naked bodies?”

“That would be... amazing!” Heath answered. “Is that an actual offer?”

I groaned with annoyance. Was the tub getting hotter? As my gaze moved from each of the big, muscular men, the notion of touching myself while looking at them didn’t sound half bad.

“You guys should get out so I can get dressed.”

“Is that what you really want?” Peter leveled me with a knowing-look. “Because we’re your mates. And because we can smell your arousal so strong that it’s driving us wild.”

I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. “I’m not turned on.”

Holding my gaze, he spoke, “fine, then we’ll get out of the bath.”

He stands, and suddenly I’m face-to-cock with his very nice package. 

“Shit.”

“You like that?” he asks.

Did I actually curse out loud? “Not a bit.”

When his hand goes to his length and starts to stroke slowly, I’m completely transfixed.

“That’s the thing.” He explains carefully. “We can get up and leave now, or we can show you what it feels like to have the three of us inside of you.”

I swallow. This idea should be ridiculous, but I can’t seem to bring myself to tell him no.

The other two shifters stand, and oh my goodness, the sight is nice. Really damned nice.

I chew my lip. Can I really just tell them yes? Can I really just try these men out?

My brain moves slowly, trying to come up with any reason to tell them no. But then, Peter brings his cock just a few inches from my lips and I don’t even hesitate to take him into my mouth.

He groans, and my hands go to the other two men. I stroke them slowly while I suck on Peter. I’m not thinking anymore. I’ve completely given in to the heat that has erupted in my belly. One I know these three can quench.

I lose myself in the moment. Licking, sucking, stroking.

Somewhere in the back of my thoughts, I hear one of them swear.

He pulls free from my hand and picks me up.

The other men don’t protest. Rick places me on Peter’s lap. He strokes my clit with one hand, while he reaches down and grabs Peter’s dick, placing it against my ass. I rub against it as he continues to stroke me. And inch by inch I take his length into me from behind. When I come to his hilt, I’m breathing hard. Aroused. Frustrated. And ready for more.

Then, Peter moves closer and places his tip at my other entrance. Sinking inside me, he fills me in the most delicious way possible. I hold myself tensely as he moves deeper until he too has reached his hilt.

For a second I wonder what they’re waiting for, and then Heath grasps the back of my hair lightly and turns me. I spread my lips without waiting for his command.

And then the most incredible thing happens, the three of them begin to move inside me as one.

If I thought I liked sex before. I was a fool.

My nails dig into Peter’s shoulders. I’m moaning around Heath’s cock. I’m riding them even as they ride me, and my head spins.

How can anything feel this good?

Their pace picks up. Peter reaches down and starts to stroke my clit.

My eyes snap open, and I suck hard.

Heath explodes into my mouth as I buck wildly. They explode inside of me, but my orgasm continues to roll through me. When Heath pulls his dick free of my mouth, I’m shouting, every nerve in my body awakened.

And then, I calm.

“Still mad at us stroking ourselves off and staring at you?” Peter asks, breathless.

“I guess—I forgive you.”

Maybe Sam was right about me enjoying six men, because the strangest thing isn’t that I just had sex with three men at once, it’s that I want more.
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Several hours later, I’m dressed. Greyson is walking me around a massive estate. Apparently, Sam is some kind of king. Which I’ve learned makes me his queen.

Seriously. Me. The girl who had to shovel horse shit out of stables just to be allowed to ride them. The girl who had to work like a dog for the blacksmith to get him to make a sword for me.

I’m... a queen!

Sam’s lands are massive, spreading out as far as the eye can see, and his pack all live here in his castle. Greyson shows me gardens I can explore. Horses I can ride. A sword room I can practice in. And room after room of new and exciting things.

All things he explains that I have access to... whenever I want!

When he takes me to a beautiful waterfall near the back of the castle, he snaps, and we both end up ripping each other’s clothes off and making love to each other right under the waterfall. 

Afterwards, he cuddles me in the waters. I inhale the scents of green life, and listen to the sounds of the birds. This place, it feels like a dream.

“Who would have thought that the day I was forced into being a virgin sacrifice would end like this?”

He laughs. “We did.”

I want to hear more. I want to know everything about them and how all of this came to be. But he tells me the others are expecting us. So we dress and head to the dining hall, where my entire pack waits for me.

These men are big, handsome, and their eyes are kind. 

It’s weird to know they’re all mine.

Sam seats me at the spot on his side, kissing me fiercely as he does so.

A delicious dinner is served, and we dig in.

“That blue fire thing was unexpected,” Sam tells me, taking a large bite of his meat.

I smile. “My sister and I accidentally learned the limits of our powers a long time ago. I wasn’t sure it would work against the dragons, but I hoped it would.”

He freezes. “Sister?”

I frown. “Yeah, my sister. But don’t worry, I sent her far from the town before the dragons came.”

“And she’s an Elementalist, like you?”

I nod. 

He swears. “You two haven’t travelled much since you came of age, have you?”

“Not at all. Why?”

He shakes his head. “Because, we could smell you from days away. Elementalists are irresistible to our kind. My bet is the right group of Shifters will be tracking her down soon.”

I laugh.

His brows rise in surprise. “How is that funny? Your sister could be in danger.”

Danger, right...

“My sister and I are pretty similar.” I take a sip of my drink. “I feel sorry for any Shifters who think they’re going to catch some innocent flower, because she’ll leave them crying for mercy.”

He stares at me for a long time, then throws his head back with a booming laugh that draws the attention of everyone in the room. “I think you might be right! If you can kill three dragons, I have the sense that she’ll be just fine.”

The rest of the meal passes slowly. Comfortably. But occasionally I find myself thinking of my sister. I hope whoever finds her, she’ll be just as happy with them as I am with my Shifters.


Sinful Ice
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Chapter One
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Riya

I freeze in the middle of the path. There, in a clearing not far from our horses, is a miraculous sight. It’s a relic from the time before dragons. I think they called it a car.

“Whoa!” Benjamin exclaims from beside me.

My fingers tighten on my reigns. “Have you ever seen one as intact as that one?”

Benjamin shakes his head, his messy head of dark hair falling in front of his eyes. “No, but then I’ve never been this far from home before either. Maybe they’re all over the place around here.”

I pull on my reigns and steer my horse off the path, too curious to simply pass the relic by.

“What are you doing?” Benjamin has an authoritative note to his voice that irks me.

I sigh. I know he’s trying to seem older, since he was left in “charge” of getting me to his aunt’s house safely, but he’s really little more than a boy. Fifteen years old and far too cocky for his own good. And after days of traveling together, my patience is wearing thin.

“I just want to see it,” I say, raising my chin.

“You can see it from here. Besides, your sister said no extra stops. Just straight there.”

My sister. Right. My best friend and the woman who told me I had to leave to keep Benjamin safe. We both knew he probably would’ve been fine on his own, but it was my sister’s way of protecting me.

Which I hate.

“We’ve stopped to rest plenty the last three days.”

“But this isn’t to rest!”

I roll my eyes. “Then, we’ll stretch and have a snack here.”

“Riya,” he chastised. “We’ll hit the town before nightfall if we don’t stop.”

“If reaching town before dark is so important to you, why don’t just go ahead without me?” I snap.

His dark brown eyes narrow in annoyance, but at last he nods. “I’m staying, of course. I should have known arguing with you was pointless.” He glances at me. “But could you try not to look so damn smug about it?”

Licking my lips, I try hard to hide my smile, but I’m pretty sure I fail horribly.

When we’re about halfway through the tall grass, I yank my reigns and climb down from my horse. I’ll let Old Henry rest and eat a little while I explore. Benjamin climbs down from his horse, places his hand on his sword, and stands a little taller.

I laugh, but try to turn it into a cough. The look he sends my way says I failed to hide my amusement again. But I can’t help it. Does he really think if there was trouble he’d be the one to help us?

Sending my ice magic out, I bend the grass in front of us. Parting it in a path that leads directly to the relic. I won’t have us getting bit by a snake. 

Benjamin would never let me hear the end of it.

We start forward, him right behind me. The woods around us seem to grow quieter with each step we take. My ears prick up. I can feel something in the air, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

My sister said the relics contain little bits of magic, of technology. But I’ve never believed any of the ancient magic still remains. Otherwise, we would’ve heard rumors about it. The relics are simply fascinating reminders of a past lost to us forever.

But in my boring life, seeing something like this is enough to make my pulse race.

And yet, I can’t shake this feeling. Something is off. 

It’s just your silly nerves. Don’t chicken out now.

When we reach the car, I reach out and touch its oddly colored surface. It’s cool. Like ice. I close my eyes and run my hand along the smooth surface, amazed by the texture. I sense Benjamin move to stand beside me.

Everything is quiet. Too quiet. I open my eyes and goose bumps spread across my arms. A cool wind teases the grass that hasn’t been frozen by my powers, but it isn’t the breeze that caused my reaction. 

So what did?

I look up at the sky. The midday sun barely penetrates the clouds, casting everything in a gray light that was oddly soothing while we were riding, but now adds to the unsettling feeling that I can’t seem to shake.

“Look!”

I turn to Benjamin. He’s pointing to the back of the car. 

Hurrying over to him, I reach out to touch the space he’s pointing toward, and my hand passes right through it. The glass that once covered this area is gone! I peek inside and see a strange wheel and pedals.

Grinning, I pull up my skirts and start to climb in.

“What are you doing?” he asks, sounding worried.

“I just want to get a closer look.” 

A quick look won’t hurt anything.

It takes a little bit of maneuvering to squeeze myself in and climb across the squishy seat, littered with leaves and grass. At the wheel, I sit feeling strangely thrilled. I have a distant memory of a picture I once saw of a young woman seated in front of this same type of wheel. I put my feet on the pedals, alternating them from one to the other. Nothing happens, but I didn’t expect it to.

Suddenly, a wolf’s howl splits the silence. So close the wolf must be in the field with us. I turn to look at Benjamin; his eyes are wide in panic.

“Head to your horse. Slowly.” I tell him.

“What about you?” 

“Don’t worry; I’ll be right behind you.”

He does as I tell him.

Without hesitation, I start to climb out of the relic. But before I can get across the seat, I get yanked back. Damn it! My skirt’s caught on something.

Another howl comes followed by another and another. Shit. How many are out there?

Of all the luck...

I crawl back across the seat, reaching under it to find where my skirt has caught. I’m not afraid of some damn wolves. I can take them. But I am worried about Benjamin and Old Henry. I can’t be stuck here while they’re out in the open and vulnerable.

But my damn skirt won’t budge. Gritting my teeth, I yank as hard as I can until the fabric tears. I leave behind far too much of my dress, one whole side of my skirt. 

I guess I’ll be making an even bigger impression on my temporary home than my first one.

Climbing back out takes some more maneuvering, but at last I’m free. My nerves feel stretched tense as I look across the field to where Benjamin waits anxiously on his horse, and Old Henry moves as if too-aware of the wolves.

I catch movement in the grass to my right. I swallow hard, but keep going. The grass bends on my left. And suddenly, the grass is moving as if in a great storm.

Old Henry bolts.

Shit.

Benjamin looks terrified. His horse is struggling against his control.

I start to run. I can’t let the horse throw him. He could break his neck. He could—

A massive gray wolf steps out in front of me. I hold up my hand to blast it with my ice powers if it moves even an inch closer to me. Howls come from all around me.

And then, across the little road, I see half a dozen wolves step out of the clearing. There’s too many!

“Go, Benjamin! Go!”

“But you—“

“I can take care of myself! Go!”

His eyes fill with terror as he snaps his reigns and takes off. But I can’t watch him go, because the wolf in front of me is tensing as if to jump.

Here goes nothing.
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I send a burst of my ice powers out, freezing its front legs. Its eyes widen, but I don’t have time to do more. I already know there’s no way in hell I can use my magic fast enough to stop a dozen wolves that seem determined to kill me.

So I do something I know will keep me safe.

Closing my eyes, I raise my hands and use my powers. My magic stretches further than I’ve ever sent it before. It spreads across the field and into the woods, then over me, swirling into the clouds. I feel it wrapping around me. And then, I stumble opening my eyes.

My hands reach out to catch myself on the ice dome that I’ve enclosed myself within. I’m breathing hard. And shaking. But I know I’m safe. The wolves won’t be able to reach me in the safety of my icy shelter. 

But to my surprise, I’ve also coated the field in snow. White flakes drift down, creating an unnatural winter in the clearing. Nice! That should scare the damn wolves!

But all the gray wolf in front of me does is cock his head. It’s expression far too-intelligent. And not the least bit frightened.

Weird.

It shudders. Then, in the blink of an eye, transforms. Where a wolf once stood, a man crouches. 

I feel my jaw drop. The wolf is a Shifter? Wolf-Shifters are rare and known for keeping their abilities private. So what is he doing here? 

Slowly, he lifts his head. My breath catches. His long, light brown hair hides most of his face, but two stunning hazel eyes peer out at me with a possessive heat I’ve never seen before.

He rises to a standing position, his hands still encased in ice. 

I’m immediately overwhelmed by him. He’s huge and muscular. Handsome in a roughish way, with his dark stubble, and broad shoulders.

He raises an incredibly cocky brow at me. “Why hello.”

His deep voice seems to vibrate through me, awakening something inside of me that stretches to life. 

I close my mouth. Then, unable to help myself, I let my gaze slide down over his naked body. Why hello! I like the sight of his miles of smooth muscles, but even more than that, my body likes the sight of his very impressive package.

I could stare at that all day. Yum!

“I’m Blake.”

My gaze snaps back to his face and reality hits me like a face full of cold water. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m in the middle of the woods, with some strange wolf Shifter, and all I can do is stare at his big, long, thick, tasty-looking...

Shit! I focus on his face again. Threatening myself with everything I can think of not to look down again. I refuse to be distracted. I’ve just lost my horse and my friend because of this stranger, and I can’t forget that. 

I square my shoulders. “I think you have some explaining to do.”

“Me?” he says, crossing his muscular arms over his chest. “I think it’s you that should be explaining yourself to me.”

I give him my most you didn’t just say that look. “So you scare off my horse and escort, and you think I owe you an apology?”

“Yes.” He takes a step closer to me, his movements too smooth to belong to a human. “You carry your delicious scent through our territory, forcing us to track you for days. Which I consider quite rude.”

“My scent? What the hell does that mean? And you’ve been tracking me? That sounds a little stalkerish, if you ask me.”

To my surprise, he laughs, the sound rich and masculine. “You are a delicious smelling Elementalist. Every inch of you calls to my pack and I. We knew the instant we caught your scent that you would be our mate. So, yes, I consider having to go through the trouble of tracking you to be quite rude when we both know you’ll be in our beds by the end of the night.”

My mouth drops open again, but I quickly close it. I’ve only had sex with three men in my life, and none of them were half the man that this one is. Actually, just looking at his very large and erect cock makes me want to break my icy shelter and mount him, but there’s no way I’m going to have sex with some guy who’s been following me. Nor will I have sex with his pack. And the whole mate stuff? That’s a hard pass for me.

Which reminds me. There’s more than one wolf in this clearing. My gaze runs over the grass. So why are they staying hidden? What are they planning?

Better get them out of here as quickly as I can. “Sorry, but I’m not interested.”

He takes another step closer. “You’re saying you don’t want me?”

Oh geez. “Nope,” I lie, trying to keep a straight face.

His eyes narrow. “Then it will become our life mission to change your mind. We’ll do whatever you ask of us, and then you’ll accept us as your mates.”

I don’t know why I find his statements so hot. Maybe because most of the men I’ve met seem to think that it doesn’t matter what I think or feel. But this wolf-shifter appears to realize that wooing me is his only shot. Which I kind of like. 

Not that I’m considering this whole insane idea.

“Sorry, buddy, but I’m still not interested, so if you and your men will just take off...”

He frowns and looks down at his hands. Smacking them together, he cracks the ice one piece at a time until the blocks of ice hit the ground. Flexing his fingers, he stares back at me.

“What is it that you wish in a male? Strength? I have that. Intelligence. I have that too. And I know I’m standing naked before you, but I assure you, I know exactly how to use the generous equipment I’ve been given.”

A nervous laugh explodes from my lips. “A bit arrogant aren’t you?”

He moves closer until he places his hands on the ice that encloses me. “If you’ll remove this barrier between us, I’ll show you that my words are true.”

Suddenly, howls fill the air. But their tone is different. Blake whips his head around, and I look where he stares. It’s the six wolves from across the road. They’re moving towards us with their lips drawn back and their sharp teeth visible.

“Shit.” Blake looks back at me. “Tell them you’re our mate. Trust me.”

The largest wolf transforms into a man. He’s smaller than Blake, with neatly trimmed hair and dark eyes. His gaze locks on me.

Instinctually, I try to step back, but my ice-prison prevents me from doing so.

“What do we have here? A delicious smelling Elementalist delivered straight to me for my enjoyment?” The strange man says, purring the words in an unsettling way.

I stiffen. “If you think I’m here for your enjoyment, you must have been hit by a stupid-tree.”

His nose wrinkles. “A stupid tree?”

Blake laughs. “Our mate is calling you a dumb-ass.”

The other Shifter prowls forward. “Your mate? I’m afraid not. She isn’t marked by your scent, and she’s in my territory.”

Blake’s hands clench into fists, but he keeps his tone light. “She was in my territory first. Her presence here was a mistake.”

“A pleasant one,” he says, and then his gaze goes to my bare leg, exposed by my torn skirt.

“Eyes up here, asshole.” I cross my arms over my chest, daring him to keep staring.

Anger leaps into his eyes. “Apparently no one has taught you to hold your tongue. That’s one lesson I’ll be glad to give you.”

“Malvome, if you try to touch her, I’ll be forced to kill you.”

The Shifter’s gaze snaps to Blake. “It seems you and I have a problem. We both stake a claim to her, and yet we can’t simply tear her in half.”

I flinch at the image. “Sorry buddy, but there’s no way I’m going anywhere with you.”

He doesn’t look at me as he speaks. “I don’t remember saying you had a choice in the matter.”

For a second I’m too taken-aback to speak. At first I had no intention of telling this guy that I belonged to Blake and his pack. But now? Well, if I have to throw my hat in with one group, it’s going to be the one that doesn’t seem to be led by a piece-of-shit.

“I belong to him and his pack,” I say, pointing at Blake. “So, sorry, but not sorry.”

Malvome’s mouth pulls into a chilling smile. “And yet, my pack is larger and stronger. If Pack Eclipse wishes to fight for possession of you, they may, but I doubt they’ll leave this field alive.”

I look to Blake, hoping this man’s blowing smoke. But somehow, even though I’ve just met the handsome stranger, I can read the truth in the tension in his shoulders.

He knows he and his men will lose against this enemy.
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Two more wolves creep out of the grass and stand before me. They snarl at Malvome, their lips drawn back. But more wolves emerge from the woods across the road. Counting the ones that came with Malvome, there are twelve wolves in total.

How many are in Blake’s pack?

My stomach twists. I could let this play out. If I stay in my ice dome, none of them can hurt me. I could wait until the battle distracts all of them and then escape.

And yet, I can’t convince myself to do it.

My gaze moves to Blake’s back. On his shoulder is an intricate tattoo of a dark moon. I stare, unable to pull my gaze from it. Unconsciously, my hand touches my own shoulder, where a nearly identical tattoo graces my skin.

A tattoo I was too young to remember getting.

I’m overwhelmed. I felt attracted to Blake. I felt intrigued by him. But now? Now, I feel a connection to him.

But is that enough?

Shit.

I place my hand on the dome of ice, and it begins melting beneath my touch. The men are arguing. Their voices growing louder. Two more wolves emerge from the grass to stand in front of me, and at Blake’s back. I’m nervous around the wolves, but when one gazes back at me, his golden eyes gentle for a flash before he turns back to face his enemies.

As I continue to melt the ice, I count the wolves. Six verses twelve wolves? Those aren’t good odds. But six wolves and an Elementalist? I grin. We can take them.

“Three challenges then? Winner takes the female.”

Blake nods. “Agreed.”

“Whoa! Not a chance! I won’t be won in a game!”

My Shifter spins on his heel and steps past his wolves. His gaze locks with mine, and he speaks, his voice barely above a whisper. “This is our only chance at protecting you.”

“I’m not a prize!” I hiss.

His eyes soften. “I’m sorry. But it must be this way.”

“I won’t go with him.”

His jaw twitches. “We won’t lose. You have my word.”

When he reaches out and touches the ice that encases me, his mouth pulls into a frown, and he looks at his wet fingertips. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it. You’re safe in there.”

“Well,” I glare at him. “I could help out there.”

“Stay where you’re safe!” he commands, his voice holding all the authority of a king.

“Make me.”

He opens his mouth.

Malvome speaks from behind us. “Have you changed your mind? Will you simply give her to us?”

A snarl escapes Blake’s lips, and he whirls around. “Fuck you!”

The other man laughs. “You’re already attached to her, aren’t you? How precious!”

One of the wolves in front of me suddenly transforms into a man. He rises to stand on his feet beside Blake, then looks back at me.

Damn it. Are Shifter men built with the same parts as human men? Because... wow. This man has black hair and blue eyes. He’s not nearly as large as Blake, but there’s power in every inch of his muscular body.

Blake speaks to the man in a low voice. “She’s planning something foolish. I entrust her life in your hands.”

The man nods. “Yes, my liege.”

Liege?

“The first challenge will be a race,” Blake announces. “Between you and myself.”

Malvome smirks. “First one to the Widow Ruins wins?”

“I accept.”

Both men transform back into wolves and move to stand beside each other. An unheard signal sends them both racing away.

Unwilling to wait any longer, I push the ice in front of me with my hands and knees, and it crumbles forward.

The man who was charged with taking care of me spins around, his blue eyes locking on mine as I climb out of my ice. His gaze is hot for one second before his arms come around my waist. 

“That was a mistake,” he growls into my ear, pressing me against him.

For one second I feel panicked, and then the enemy wolves are launching forward. Roars of fury split the sky. A battle ensues in a flurry of teeth and claws.

Was this my doing? Or because Blake left?

The man who holds me suddenly spins me around and pushes me toward the woods behind us. I don’t need to be told what to do. We both start running. If I can get a little distance, I can see the best way to use my powers to help the Eclipse Wolf Pack.

I just can’t risk being close enough to be attacked while I’m doing it.

I’m panting as I push myself harder. Almost there! 

But the instant we escape the open field, the ground beneath our feet shifts, and we break through the ground. For a second there’s nothing beneath my feet, and then I hit the earth. The fall wasn’t far, but it was a shock.

The Shifter beside me is instantly helping me up. We both look above us. Tiny rays of diluted light drift between the branches and leaves that hide this trap.

“Damn it,” I say, dusting off my hands. “What now?”

I can’t see his face in the dark. “For now, we hide.”

Yeah, right, because I’m so good at hiding when I could be fighting.

“Your pack’s outnumbered! They need us!”

“You think I don’t know that!” Each of his words are laced with anger.

And then, he pulls me against him again. But something is different. His arms move to hold me, cradling me gently.

“My job is to keep you safe, and I don’t think it’s possible out there. Down here? It might not be either. Your scent is too powerful. Too intoxicating. It might still lead them straight to us.” Then, his tone grew quieter, barely louder than a whisper. “I just wish it was one of them safely down here with you and not me.”

“Why?” I find myself asking, even though his touch is causing all kinds of tingles to run through my body.

“Because I was the first one to catch your scent. I should have stopped you. But I didn’t know what to do. I’ve never scented a woman before I wanted to make my mate. Instead, I went to the others. And that time lost gave you an opportunity to leave our lands.”

My hands stroke the naked skin of his stomach. “You couldn’t have known.”

“But I should have,” his breathing is coming in and out faster and faster.

It’s getting hard to think. “So, my scent is the thing causing all these problems?”

His nose nuzzles my hair. “God, yes.”

I shiver. “Then maybe we should try changing my scent?”

He stiffens under my touch. “Do you know what you’re asking?”

I shrug. “Yeah.”

Changing the way I smell hardly sounds difficult.

“Are you certain?” he asks.

“Yeah, it’s simple right.”

He groans. “There’s nothing simple about this and everything simple about this.”

“So, let’s do it!” What? Rub some dirt on me? Some grass? This doesn’t sound complicated.

I open my mouth to ask him the best way to do this, but his lips are instantly on mine. And then I forget all about dirt and grass. I let this big, powerful Shifter kiss me. His mouth hard on mine. His kisses passionate and desperate.

He moves me backwards until my butt hits the dirt wall.

I run my hands up and down his stomach and chest. Wanting to touch all of him. But not knowing what’s mine to touch.

His hands start on my hips, but soon slide to my ass, grabbing me in the manliest damn way that I’ve ever been grabbed before. His kiss grows more intense, his tongue slipping into my mouth like he owns me.

My head spins. His touch feels unreal. 

When his hand pushes aside my ripped skirt to grab my naked ass, I gasp around his kiss. He’s rocking me against a cock that feels hard and ready for me. 

I finally let my hand slide down to grip him. Needing to stroke him. To make him feel half as out-of-control as he makes me feel.

He breaks our kiss, a groan tearing from his lips. “Oh god, don’t—”

But the rebel in me only squeezes him harder.

To my surprise, he pushes my hand away, and collapses to his knees. For a second I’m confused, and then he picks me up. I let out a tiny cry as my legs are pulled up onto his shoulder. He moves aside my skirt, and suddenly his hot mouth is on me.

I gasp. My head rolls back, and my fingers dig into his hair.

His mouth moves back and forth as he presses deeper, and then he licks.

I buck against him, shocked by my reaction. Had any man ever touched me when I was this hot? Had any man ever made me this aroused before?

He continues to lick and kiss my swollen core until I’m bouncing against him. I feel my orgasm building like a storm. And then, he sucks on my most sensitive spot.

I go screaming over the edge, bucking wildly, digging my fingers into the back of his hair. He doesn’t stop his onslaught, drawing my orgasm out longer and harder until at last I collapse back against the dirt wall.

“Holy hell, I don’t even know your name.”

His delicious mouth pulls back from me. “Theo.”

“Riya,” I introduce myself, still out of breath. “Now, shouldn’t we be worrying about covering my scent?”

He laughs, placing my feet back on the ground, and standing. “But that’s how we cover your scent and claim you as ours. We cover your scent with ours.”

My brain seems to take a minute to process his words. “Wait, so now those assholes will leave me alone?”

He brushes my hair back from my face. “To firmly stake our claim, you need all of our scents on you.”

“All?” Shit. “I don’t think I can do that.”

He says nothing for a long time. “It’s okay. But—”

“Time to give us our mate,” a voice growls from above us.

“Is that...?”

Theo answers my unspoken question. “Pack Nightstalker.”

And in his voice, I hear absolute defeat.
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They haul us from the hole. I blink into the afternoon light, and the scene before me comes into focus. None of the Shifters are in their wolf form any longer. There are four wounded, badly beaten men on their knees, and far too many naked men standing over them.

The pack Theo had called The Nightstalkers looked like a group of thugs. Every one of them made my skin crawl and my magic itch to attack.

“This is what’s going to happen.” A man with pale blue eyes and blond hair says slowly. He reaches out and grabs me, pulling me from Theo’s side.

Theo snarls and reaches for me.

A man behind him kicks the back of his knees. Theo hits the ground, but before he can rise, two men place their hands on his shoulders, forcing him down.

The man who grips me continues speaking, as if nothing had happened. “My men and I are going to mate the female. And when Malvome returns, he will complete the bond.”

“And what about our deal?” Theo growls.

The man smirks. “The second you left with the female, the deal was broken.”

I yank my arm free of the Shifter and take a step away from him.

He looks at me, surprised. “And what do we have here? A female with some fire?”

“Actually, I’m a female with some ice.” I hit him full force with my magic, and in an instant, he’s incased in ice.

Another enemy Shifter takes a step toward me, but when I point my palms toward him, he stops.

“Now, this female is going to tell you what’s going to happen. If any of you touches me, I’m going to freeze your damn cock and then break them off, got it?”

Every Shifter looks at me, stunned. But they shouldn’t be. Elementalists aren’t exactly known for their gentle spirit.

“Then, it appears we’re at another stalemate.” One of the enemy Shifters says, his square jaw tightening with anger.

But in a flash, an idea strikes me. “No, because I have the next challenge for you.”

The Shifter’s dark eyes look at my hands and back at my face. “And what is it?”

My gaze goes to one of the wounded Shifters in Blake’s pack. His golden eyes lock onto mine, and I swallow. Am I really going to do this?

“We’ll race to Widow Ruins. First group to reach it wins.”

The blond scoffs. “They’re injured and you’ll slow them down. You won’t beat us.”

I raise a brow and toss my long blonde hair. “You say that pretty confidently, and yet, you would have accepted if you weren’t afraid of losing.”

“And what keeps all of you from just running away?” Another one of the enemy Shifters challenges, his hand visibly squeezing Theo’s shoulder harder.

I laugh. “Because we wouldn’t just abandon Blake with you.”

The blond’s cheeks heat with embarrassment. “Challenge accepted.” And then he leans closer to me. “But know that you’ll only be putting off the inevitable... us claiming you as ours.”

Good luck with that, ass.

I give him a smile that’s all teeth. “You certainty have a lot of confidence for a guy so poorly endowed.”

He growls and takes a step toward me, his fist raised. 

Another enemy Shifter catches his shoulder. “Later, Dreven.”

He gives me a look that promises hours of suffering, then turns. I have no idea where this Widow’s Ruins is located, but its location doesn’t really matter. Not with my plan.

Dreven shouts, “go!”

And his men race off as one into the woods, not bothering to help the men on their knees up. What great sports.

“Uh, Riya, we appreciate your help,” Theo begins, “but you know we’re going to lose.”

I try my best to stand up tall and proud. “No you’re not. You said if you all mate me, they can’t claim me. So we don’t need to beat them to the ruins, you all just need to beat them to me. Which you will.”

My words spread a wave of silence among the Shifters.

What? Was this a bad plan?
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Since they’re all staring at me as if I have five heads, I place my hands on my hips. “What? Do any of you have a better idea?”

Theo clears his throat after a long second. “You have my scent on you... so you’d need to be intimate with Arthur, Grant, Emory, and Silas. In a short time. And then, somehow, also be intimate with Blake.”

I feel my irritation rising. I could have just run for it. But somehow, I feel connected to this pack of hot, naked men. And as much as I want to believe it’s because, well, their hot, naked men, I don’t think it is. So, I’m here. Trying to make this work.

“We can deal with Blake when we reach the ruins, but I don’t see any reason the four of us can’t make it work.”

The golden-eyed Shifter climbs from his knees. Across his chest is a massive collection of slashes that cover his flesh in bright red blood. But despite his injuries, he stands tall and strong.

“Four of us at once is too many.”

I swallow. Probably. “I’m not made of glass. Let’s do this and get going.”

He closes the space between us.

I tense, prepared for whatever is about to happen.

But instead, he pushes my hair gently back from my face. “My name is Emory. I am a knight in service of my king. I have travelled these lands more than any of my fellow Shifters. And I must tell you, I’ve never seen eyes as green as yours before, nor have I seen any woman who’s beauty compares to yours.”

It takes me a second to find my voice. “Thank you?”

He smiles at me, and his smile melts my heart. “A woman with your spirit shouldn’t be mated in the woods in a hurry. So despite how tempting your offer is, I believe we should all hurry. Because even though we’ll lose this task, we can hope Blake won his. And if we win the final one, you’ll be ours.”

“I’m going to scout ahead in case there’s treachery on the way,” Theo says.

But I barely hear him, my focus is on this man. This Emory. Because as frightening as the idea of taking four massive Shifters at the same time is, I want this man inside of me now.

He takes my arm, and the other Shifters, Arthur, Grant, and Silas hurry ahead of us, disappearing into the woods.

They know we won’t reach the ruins before their enemies, but they’re trying to out of respect for me? That’s... strangely hot.

I grab Emory’s arm, ignoring the blood on his chest.

He looks down at me, confusion in his gaze.

I pull us backwards until my back hits the trunk of a tree. “Fuck me.”

His eyes widen. “But I said—”

I lift one leg and wrap it around his back. And despite the fact that he’s denying me, his cock springs to life, pressing between my legs.

A growl escapes his lips, and I watch as something snaps within him. He picks me up, kisses me until I can’t see straight, and then trails his mouth down. Before I can process what’s happening, he yanks the top of my dress down and begins to suck one of my breasts, while the other big hand fondles my other breast.

My legs wrap more tightly around his back. And I’m acutely aware that my thin skirt is the only thing between my hot core and his hardness. But with each brush of his thumb against my nipple, and each stroke of his tongue on my breast, my patience is wearing thin.

Theo’s mouth satisfied me for a moment. But now? Now I needed more.

Emory seems to sense my thoughts, because a moment later he releases my breast and pushes my skirt to the side. His tip hovers at my entrance and his gaze holds mine, as if to ask if I’m sure. I move my hips taking his tip inside me.

He throws his head back and eases deeper.

My nails dig into his shoulders. I’ve never had a man this large inside of me. Even though I’m slick with desire, my body still holds him so tightly it’s almost painful. But when at last he reaches his hilt, my inner-muscles are pulsating around him, squeezing him in a way that’s so pleasurable it’s almost unreal.

I lean up and bite gently on his shoulder, needing more, and not knowing how to ask for it.

Emory’s entire body quivers. He looks down at me. “You bit me.”

I nod, overwhelmed by the emotions in his eyes. 

He roars and begins to thrust wildly inside of me. 

My body clenches around him. This feels incredible. Instinctual.

Our bodies meld together in a dance as old as time. And all I can do is hold on and let him fuck me. We’re panting. Our breath mingling. Our climaxes coming closer with every thrust.

I hold him closer as my body trembles and my muscles tense around him, and then, I explode. He continues to thrust harder as I shout, screaming my pleasure into the afternoon air. And when his hot seed shoots into me, I feel oddly alive.

His seed inside of me feels like a declaration. A claim. 

I belong to him.

“You’re mine,” he whispers into my ear.

And again, I get the sense that I’m connected to these men. They seem to know what I want and how I feel without me every having to say the words.

He locks gazes with me again as he pulls out of me. His expression promises more moments like this one in the future. And despite all logic, I can’t wait for it.

Suddenly, his head shoots up, and he inhales deeply.

“What is it?” I whisper, my arousal instantly blanketed by fear.

“Some of them have circled behind us. Follow the others and don’t look back.”

I shake my head. “I’m not going to just leave you here.”

He levels me with a look that makes me stiffen. “All of this is for nothing if they simply take you and drag you back to their lair.”

I swallow hard. He’s right. But if there are just a few of them maybe I can take them. Maybe I can—

“Go!” he commands me again.

My hands curl into fists. I’ll go, but this isn’t over yet.
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I’m crashing through the woods with all the grace of a wild boar when Arthur, Grant, and Silas slip out of the trees. I know I should be focused on the danger ahead of us and behind us, but I’ve just come to a shocking realization. Even though Arthur has long sandy-brown hair, Grant has hair trimmed nearly to his scalp, and Silas has an odd messy, spiked hairdo, the similarities between the three can’t be ignored.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! Triplets?”

Arthur rubs his face as if I’m frustrating the hell out of him. “What in the world are you doing out here on your own?”

I shake my head to clear away my amazement. “The other pack was trying to catch us from behind. Emory is back there, alone.”

“Shit!” Grant says. “Do we press forward or go back?”

After a long moment, Silas speaks. “They won’t kill him. He’ll try to keep them busy, but their goal is her.”

“So what’s the plan?” Grant asks, his expression panicked.

Silas looks at me, and there’s something shrewd about his gaze. “We do what we should have done from the beginning, we cover her with our scent.”

“But there’s too many of us,” Grant argues, shaking his head.

Silas raises a brow. “She already smells like Emory.”

For some reason, I blush.

“You think you can handle all three of us?” he asks.

I refuse to back down. “I can handle it. I’m just not sure you can.”

He laughs. “Really?”

For some reason, his challenge is only turning me on. What’s wrong with me? “I bet you’ll come before I do.”

He reaches down and wraps his big hand around his length. “Challenge accepted.”

My gaze is glued to his hand, or rather, his erection. He strokes himself slowly, so slowly that I can’t seem to look away. My body heats, and I’m amazed by how badly I want him inside of me.

Arthur curses. “Of course the scholar would turn this into a competition.”

I look at the other man. “You don’t compete.”

He raises a wicked brow. “What’s there to compete with? When I’m inside of you, we’re both going to win.”

Well, that’s sexy. “Are all Shifter this damn smug?”

He comes toward me, reaches for the rip in my skirt, and says, “why don’t you let me show you why I’m so damned smug?”

Before I can answer, he pulls my dress up and over my head.

I gasp as he tosses my dress to the side. I’m standing in the woods wearing nothing but my boots. 

“Fuck!” Silas says.

Arthur reaches forward and cups one of my breasts. His eyes darken, and he leans down and sucks my nipple.

I haven’t even caught my breath when Grant is suddenly at my side slowly stroking my womanhood. As my body winds up again, I have a moment of panic. Can I really handle this? Three massive Shifters inside of me?

When Silas moves behind me and begins to kiss my neck, he leans me back slightly. Which causes me to spread my legs just a bit more. Grant sinks to his knees, bringing his mouth onto my hot core.

I whimper.

Silas begins to stroke my ass. And because I know where this is going, each brush of his fingers arouses me in a ridiculous way. When his hands part my cheeks from behind, and his finger slides into me, I begin to rock.

Grant’s mouth is skilled, dancing around my clit, but not quite touching it. Arthur’s lips and hands on my breasts send fire running through my blood. And when Silas adds another finger into me from behind, I barely feel it.

The men move around me, but I barely register what’s happening. My head’s in the clouds, my thoughts muddled by pleasure. It takes me far too long to realize that they’ve positioned me so that I’m lying on top of Grant on the forest floor, his tip hovering at my entrance. I stroke his chest and sink down on top of his length, drawing a gasp from both of us.

Several fingers are pumping into me from behind, causing rarely touched nerves to fire off inside of me. I’m shaking and barely in control when he removes his fingers and replaces them with his cock. 

The two men are sliding in and out of me when Arthur kneels down directly in front of me. Without needing to be told what to do, I take his length inside of my mouth and suck. 

We’re like three wild animals as we fuck in the woods. Moans and cries exploding from us as we move faster. As they thrust harder. As I take them deeper.

I don’t even care who wins our bet anymore. I need to come. I need to release. My orgasm is building higher than it ever has before, and the sensation is almost frightening.

When Grant reaches between us and begins rapidly rubbing my clit with his fingers, I cry out, and my orgasm strikes me like lightning. My mind goes blank. My toes curl, and my vision goes from black to white.

Grant and Silas explode inside of me, hot and filling. My lips suck harder on the cock in my mouth, and seconds later, he explodes inside of me too, salty and warm. My orgasm continues to rock me for several long minutes before I finally relax. Spent.

Being surrounded by these men is incredible. Comforting in an unexpected and wonderful way. I don’t want to do anything except lie here with them forever.

But Grant’s words bring reality crashing down. “If Blake didn’t win the race, we’ve already lost her.”

Silas tightens his grip on my waist. “Then, I guess we need to get her there, and give Blake time to mate her. Our alpha will cement the bond, and she’ll be ours, no matter what.”

“I need to do this again?” I ask, teasingly.

“Not to worry,” Arthur tells me, stroking my arm. “Our scent works on you much the same as yours works on us. You’ll be ready for him.”

I stiffen. “Is that why I’m acting like an animal in heat?”

Silas laughs. “No, that’s because you’re naked in the woods with three hot men.”

I clench my ass muscles, tearing a groan from him behind me. “So arrogant.”

He gives my ass a slap. “You’ll pay for that later.”
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Grant is the nervous type. Apparently, he spends most of his time studying relics and not fighting enemy packs. He and Arthur are taking me to the Widow’s Ruins in a roundabout way. We have a plan, but Grant doubts it will work.

“She mostly smells like us now,” Arthur whispers.

“You’re telling me she doesn’t smell incredible still?” Grant asks, rubbing the back of his short, dark hair.

Arthur takes a long second to answer. “This is the only plan we have, so we better hope it works.”

I don’t like the way they’re talking. But that’s because they seem to be disregarding the fact that I’m a powerful Elementalist. I clench my fists. They won’t forget for long.

It’s strange. Normally after using this much magic I feel tired and drained. But right now, I feel even stronger than usual.

If those wolves try to hurt any of us, they’ll be sorry.

Suddenly, Grant reaches out and stops me with his arm.

I drop the hand that was holding my skirt high enough so it wouldn’t brush on the ground, giving away our approach.

Up ahead, I catch the slightest movement.

Grant puts his finger to his mouth to tell us to be quiet. As if we need to be told.

We creep forward to get a better view. Blake is standing in the center of a half dozen wolves. On his knees. And even from a distance, I can sense the tension singing between the Shifters.

A minute later, six wolves drag Theo, Silas, and Emory and throw them down beside Blake.

Crap.

Malvome circles them, and his angry voice carries to us. “If your other men ran with the woman, we’ll kill all of you.”

Blake glares up at him. “I won our race. We’re tied. One more challenge should decide who she goes to. Forget that she and my other men are missing, give me your challenge.”

The other Shifter smiles, a cruel smile. “That’s the thing, Blake. We’re even deeper into my territory now. There’s no chance at escape for any of you. So, there will be no third challenge. She’ll simply be mine.”

An unfamiliar voice came from behind us. “No need to hide, female, we won’t hurt you.”

I spin around to face three massive Shifters.

One punches Grant right in the face, and he hits the ground without moving. 

Arthur steps in front of me. 

“Back off!” I shout, bracing myself.

“Or what?” 

I turn to the new voice. Four of the wolves from the ruins have come behind us. We’re surrounded. Again.

Damn it.

But I guess the best place to be now that we’ve been discovered is with all of them. If my plan can even work now against this many enemies. So I don’t fight them as they grab my arm and haul me toward the others.

They bring us to the ruins. Which, as I get closer, I realize is essentially a massive stone that looks like a weeping woman. There, they toss Grant’s unconscious body down, and throw Arthur onto his knees.

Suddenly all eyes are on me.

“Will you go with us willingly?” Malvome asks. “Or do we have to kill them first?”

His angry expression freezes. And he moves closer to me, inhaling deeply.

“You fucked them!” He screams, and suddenly his fist punches into my shoulder knocking me back and onto the ground.

For a second, the air rushes out of me. I struggle to breath, to keep my panic down. It takes an incredible amount of effort to rise into a sitting position. I feel like I’ve been run over by a horse. The clearing has erupted into chaos as my wolves fight, even though they’re terribly out numbered. 

But Malvome’s eyes are locked on me. “This means nothing, other than that you’ll pay for your disloyalty.”

My magic flares inside of me. That’s the thing that most people don’t get. Shifters might fight and roar when they’re angry, but Elementalists... our tempers come out a little different.

I rise to my feet and smile at him.

His brows draw together in confusion.

And then, I go to work. Calling my ice magic to me, I shoot it forward, freezing Malvome into a block of stone. Continuing without hesitation, I turn my powers onto one after another of our enemies. And I keep going and keep going, letting my magic roar out of me in an explosion of anger.

It isn’t until I hear Blake’s soft voice in my ear, and his hand under my arm, that I stop. “It’s over,” he whispers.

I realize that somehow I’ve fallen to my knees.

He sweeps me up into his arms and carries me away from the clearing.

“Where are we going?” I say, exhausted beyond thought.

He kisses my forehead. “To my castle.”

“Castle?”

“Yes, my sweet Elementalist. What do you think of becoming my queen?”

I close my eyes, sure this is all some strange dream. “That sounds nice.”
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I lean further over the bed, twisting my fingers into the soft sheets. Blake pounds into me from behind, his strokes rhythmic, smooth, and perfect. I feel my orgasm building. And I reach for it, because one thing I never get sick of is good sex.

When he groans behind me and explodes, I squeeze my muscles around him, and gasp as my own orgasm reaches its peak. He continues to move inside of me as I chant his name, twisting my fingers tighter and tighter into the sheets until I finally sag forward.

Damn. Oh that’s good! 

He stays inside of me from behind for a few long moments, before pulling out. Gently, he pulls my silk skirts down and helps me rise. When he tugs me against his chest, I’m lost for a moment in his hazel eyes. I never imagined a man could gaze at me with such love before, and now I have six of them who do.

I guess some girls really do have all the luck.

“Ready to greet your people, my queen?”

I shake my head, then reach up and pat my hair, knowing it must be a mess now. “You know every time you guys talked about castles and being royalty, I kind of thought it was all a bunch of crap.”

His grin widens, and he gestures to the beautiful castle suite we stand in. “But now that you’ve seen it—“

I look around and try to hide my smile. “Somehow I thought it’d be bigger.”

He grabs me and lifts me into his arms as I laugh. He drops me down onto the bed and climbs on top of me. “I’ll show you something bigger.”

Somehow, I find myself aroused once more. But that’s the thing I’ve learned about being the mate to six wild Shifters, I always seem to be ready for them. Which is definitely not a bad thing.

“Are you guys—?” Grant cuts off as he enters the room. “We have a throne room full of people to greet, and you two are at it again?”

The rest of our pack shoves past Grant.

Instantly, their gazes go to me.

Silas undoes the top button on his shirt. “How much time do we have?”

“None!” Grant says. “We’re late.”

Arthur groans. “Do we even have to do this whole formally introducing her to the people thing?”

Everyone seems so scattered that I can’t help myself. “Speaking of being late...”

“Yes! Thank you!” Grant exclaims. “We are late, so why don’t we—”

Blake’s arms tighten around me. “You’re late?”

I nod slowly.

It takes him one long minute to react and then he’s hugging me, laughing. The other men climb onto the bed with us, and I’m being hugged and kissed by everyone at once. A few hands touch my belly, and I couldn’t be happier.

And then Grant says from the doorway, “I don’t get it.”

“She’s pregnant, dumb ass!” Arthur shouts.

Grant drops the papers in his hand and joins us on the bed. His expression one of wonder as he takes my hand. “That’s... that’s just wonderful!”

“Alright then,” I tell them, smiling. “We should probably head down. Benjamin is waiting for me. He’s been worried since I disappeared and then became the wife to a strange Shifter king in the mountains. I don’t think he’ll feel better until he sees me.”

Grant clears his throat. “We should go... but maybe we have just a couple more minutes.”

I grin at him. “You big softie!”

Everyone talks at once, planning where the baby will sleep, whether it will be a boy or girl, and when they should start having baby clothes made. But I’m not really listening, I’m thinking of the day I angrily left a little town, sent away by my sister. It’s weird to think I might never have met the loves of my life if not for that one small action.

Life really has a funny way of working out sometimes.


Saucy Mist
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Chapter One
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Lica

If I stop running, I’ll die. 

I tear through the woods, not looking back. Never looking back. Even an extra second could cost me my life. I stumble through the trees and crash into a freezing river of water. I gasp, sucking in shocked breaths. My long gown tangles around me, but I swim the short distance to the other side.

The sounds of dogs barking reach my ears. They’re gaining on me. I can hope that the river washed away enough of my scent to throw them off my trail, but I doubt it.

I’m just not that lucky.

As I grasp the long skirts of my gown, my teeth chattering, I pull again at the iron collar around my neck. The one that prevents me from using my magic. 

Damn that asshole.

If I hadn’t been so damned cocky, none of this would’ve ever happened. I would never have let that idiot kidnap me.

The truth hurts worse than the rocks and twigs that slice at my bare feet with each step.

“Are you the one causing all the trouble?”

I whirl around, eyes wide. A shirtless man is leaning against a tree not far from me. His yellow-eyed gaze is far too-shrewd as it runs over my soaking gown. 

A tremble runs through me, and a strange awareness moves across my flesh. This handsome man doesn’t belong here. He’s too big. Too muscular. Almost inhumanely beautiful, with dark hair and dark eyes.

And he’s distracting me from my escape.

“What’s it to you?” I shout back at him.

That’s one thing about me, I have a tendency to shout when I want to cry. Mother always said I should’ve been born a fire Elementalist rather than a Mist Daughter.

He shrugs. “It isn’t often I come across a beautiful woman running in the woods.”

Beautiful?

I hear the dogs barking again. My gaze snaps from the castle, still visible over the treetops, and the man. “I’ve got to go.”

I back away from the strange man and keep running. 

“So where are you going?” He runs beside me, his demeanor as if this is the most normal thing in the world.

I raise a brow, breathing hard. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

He smirks. “Just making conversation.”

I shake my head, completely bewildered. “Do I look like I’m in a position to waste time talking to you?”

And then, because I’m focused on the sexy shirtless man beside me, I miss the root in front of me. I catch my foot on it and smash into the ground.

“Ouch,” I whisper, climbing onto my forearms.

Fuck, I don’t have time for this.

I struggle to my feet, but the instant I put pressure down on my left foot pain shoots up my leg. “God damn it,” I hiss, then clench my teeth together.

“You need help?” he asks, and for some reason I’m not just angry that falling down has slowed me down, I’m angry that this man was here to see it.

“I don’t need anything other than for you to get the hell out of here!” I shout back at him.

To my annoyance, he smirks again. “If you say so.”

But he doesn’t go anywhere.

I plod forward, wincing with every step. I’ve barely made it a dozen steps before I stop, clinging to a tree trunk. Behind me, I hear the barking dogs again.

“So what happens if they catch you?” he asks, leaning against another tree, looking casual as hell.

I glare at him. “I have to marry the awful king in that castle, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to keep going.”

To my surprise, anger flashes over his face. “Someone is trying to marry you?”

I nod, unsettled by his expression.

“And you don’t wish to marry him?”

“Would I be running if I did?” The second the sarcastic words slip out I wish I could take them back, but to my surprise, he doesn’t look the least bit bothered by what I’ve said.

“Why don’t you wish to marry him?”

I turn and slowly start plodding along again. I might not escape at this pace, but I’ll sure as hell try. “I don’t want to marry anyone. I’m a Daughter of the Mist.”

I hear his sharp intake of air. “No wonder.”

“No wonder what?” I ask, not looking back at him.

“Why I’ve never scented you before.”

I glance back at him, trying not to be intrigued by how disturbed he looks. “Scented me?”

He moves closer. “For a being of magic, you don’t know much do you.”

I move faster, wincing with each step. “I’m a Mist Elementalist. I spend most of my time drifting around. Moving from one place to the next. I don’t speak to a lot of people. Magic or human.”

He laughs, a rich charming sound. “That explains your manners.”

“My manners?” I look back and scowl. “You’re the idiot trying to have a conversation with a woman running for her life.”

Suddenly, he picks me up and swings me into his arms.

“What the hell?” I shout, my arms instinctually wrapping around his neck.

His lips turn up, and his smile is dangerously sexy this close up. “You looked like you needed some help.”

I hate how much my foot is sighing in relief. “I was fine.” 

“So, if you’re a Mist Elementalist, why don’t you just mist yourself away?”

I glare at him and point at my neck. “That asshole king placed an iron collar on me.”

He whistles softly. “How did he manage to do that?”

I’m glaring so hard I hope he feels the burn. “He snuck up on me.”

To my complete annoyance, he tosses back his head and laughs. 

“Bastard!” I shout, punching him in the chest.

“It’s just... someone who can mist away got trapped by a human! It’s—it’s unbelievable!”

I’m going to beat the shit out of this Shifter when I get my magic back.

He laughs for a while longer, slowly moving forward, while I glower. I shouldn’t have told him. I already knew I wouldn’t live it down with the other Daughters of the Mist... if I ever lived to see them again. I didn’t need this guy mocking me for it too.

He clears his throat, clearly trying to stop his laugher. “So now you’re running for it, even knowing that you have to go back and face that king and his men, if you ever hope to be free again.”

“Yes,” I grit out. “Although I don’t think we’ll ever escape them at this pace.”

He laughs again. “Well, I’m not helping you escape yet. You haven’t agreed to my terms.”

“Terms?” That doesn’t sound good. “What terms?”

He looks down at me, his gaze clinging to my lips. “I’m here because I picked up your delicious scent while I was passing through these woods. And, I’ve decided that you should be the mate for my pack.”

My jaw drops. “You think I ran away from one husband only to have... what did you say? A pack of husbands?”

He chuckles. “There’s five of us, actually.”

“That doesn’t make it any better!” I shake my head. “Seriously though, how is this better than my last situation?”

His gaze slides to the iron collar at my throat. “Well, we wouldn’t take your magic from you.”

My breath catches. “Does that imply you’ll help me get it off?”

He holds me tighter. “Yes.”

“All you want in exchange is... me?” I ask, knowing the answer.

His dark eyes seem to twinkle with mischief as he answers. “Yes, so what do you say? Should I drop you for the kidnapper to find, or do you think you could take a chance on a pack of wolf Shifters who would worship the ground you walk on?”
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I hate that I can’t tear my gaze from his face. He’s so damned handsome. Dark hair. Dark eyes. A dusting of stubble on his perfectly formed jaw. I’ve never before considered tying myself down to a man, but I’m more than a little tempted by his offer.

“How do you know I won’t just make a run for it after you help me?”

And that’s when he did the least expected thing in the world. He kissed me. 

I can’t think. His lips on mine are like fire, awakening something inside of me I never knew existed. I dig my hands into the back of his hair and pull him closer.

A growl slips from his lips, and he kisses me harder, more desperately. He slides me from his arms, and I find myself pressed up against the trunk of a tree. Yet, I can’t think of a reason to care.

He grabs my ass and pulls himself closer. I feel his erection, and to my shock rub against his hard length. His fingers grip my ass harder. His lips slip from my mouth and move down to suck at every sensitive inch of my neck.

And then I hear the barking of dogs.

Gasping, I shove him back.

His yellow-rimmed eyes have darkened, and his expression takes my breath away. “Do we have a deal?”

“One kiss won’t make me change my mind,” I tell him.

He moves closer, putting his arm on the tree above my head. “Fine, then I won’t demand you as our mate for our help. But I want you in our bed.”

“What does that mean?” I can scarcely breathe at just the idea of this man in my bed.

“You must give us each a chance to make love to you. And when we’re done, if you don’t wish to be with us, we’ll let you go.”

My pulse races in my ears. It isn’t that I haven’t had sex before. I’m a deity of the woods. When sexy men cross my path, I seduce them. But that’s all my choice. Under my power. And no man had made me feel like this man had. That was just sex. This feels like something more.

And I have to sleep with not just him but four of his Shifters?

I hear the shouting of men’s voice. Damn it, they’re so close!

“Your answer?” he whispers.

Swallowing, I nod. “I agree.”

“Your word?” he questions, holding my gaze.

“You have my word.”

Instantly, he tosses me into his arms and starts to run. My head feels light. We’re moving so fast my stomach turns. How can he possibly move this fast?

I close my eyes, resting my head against his chest. What exactly had I agreed to?
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I’m actually starting to think that everything will work out just fine when we burst out of the woods and come face-to-face with a massive cavern. 

“Damn it, Gregory, where’s your sense of direction?” the Shifter holding me mutters to himself.

I glance up at him. I should be worried, but instead I’m oddly pleased. “I thought wolves were supposed to be good at this sort of thing. Getting turned around as a Shifter is almost as bad as getting caught as a Mist Elementalist.”

He turns and starts to walk along the edge, probably looking for a place to cross over. “It isn’t my fault. Your dress is driving me crazy!”

“My dress?” I frown. 

It’s red, simple, and probably a mess after the river and my escape. I hardly look sexy.

A small growl slips past his lips. “Yes, your fucking wet, see-through dress is driving me crazy. The wolf in me wants to ignore our pursuers and take you right this second!”

My cheeks warm, and my gaze moves down. I gasp. Sure enough, my dress is completely see-through and plastered to my frame. It’s not just that I can see my nipples through the thin fabric, I can see every cure of my breasts, as well as, every private inch of my body.

“A gentlemen wouldn’t be looking!”

He looked down at me and grins. “That’s one thing you should know about me, I’m not a gentlemen.”

Why is it suddenly so hard to breathe?

He starts to jog along the edge of the cavern, but it’s quickly become clear that there’s no place to safely cross over anywhere close to us. When we hear dogs barking again, every happy feeling flees. What will happen if we get trapped between our pursuers and a drop off? Can this... Gregory take on Lord Fuor, his men, and his dogs?

I look at the massive man with his arms as thick as my head. Something inside of me tightens. No man should have arms like his, or a chest like his, or a face as dangerously sexy as his, or... this train of thought is getting me nowhere fast.

Clenching my teeth, I will myself to focus. As big as this Shifter is, I don’t think even he can take on odds like that.

When the first dog breaks through the woods, I stiffen. It’s massive, with sharp teeth, and wild eyes. It barks like a thing possessed, and my head goes light. I like dogs. This... this is not a dog. It’s a weapon, trained to kill.

Gregory turns to it and growls, flashing his teeth.

The dogs barking stops, and its ears flatten, but it doesn’t move away from us.

Four more dogs break through the woods. Snarling, saliva rolling down their muzzles.

“What are we going to do?” I whisper.

Slowly, he sets me down and moves me behind him. “Don’t worry. I have help coming. Trust them, they won’t hurt you.”

Panic rises within me. Is Gregory planning on abandoning me? Why’s he talking like this?

An instant later, the man before me Shifts into a massive wolf, with stunning fur in every shade of brown. He glances back at me, and his eyes are gentle and reassuring. The pack of dogs move closer to us, and his head snaps back to them.

He howls, an angry challenging sound. A few of the dogs lay down on the earth, ears flat, but one of them, a huge, vicious-looking thing leaps forward. Gregory jumps to meet it, and their jaws snatch at each other as they try to grip one another.

I step back. A few pebbles slip beneath my feet, and I glance backwards at the frightening drop into nothingness. My heart races. I’m trapped. The odds are against us.

If I had my magic, I would destroy my enemies. But as I am, I’m at their mercy.

Or am I?

I’ve never been without my magic before, but I’ve still got two strong hands. If my enemies think I’m helpless, they’re wrong. Reaching down, I grasp a large rock, and wait.

Blood runs down Gregory’s muzzle. Some is his. Some belongs to the other dog. At last, my Shifter gets his teeth around the dog’s throat. The animal whines, and then, goes silent. The Shifter drops his body.

The other three dogs move forward. I watch them wearily. Can he take on three at once?

The animals leap forward and a brawling battle ensues. My heart catches in my throat. I can’t let this happen. I can’t risk Gregory’s life for my own, and just sit here helpless.

Clenching the rock, I toss it as hard as I can.

It hits one of the dogs in the head. The animal falls to the ground with a whine, shakes its big head, then turns and looks directly at me. My pulse fills my ears as I grasp another rock and prepare to fight. I can’t throw this time. It’s my only weapon.

As the dog prowls forward, my gaze is glued to his teeth. One good bite from him and... I feel sick.

Suddenly, two bundles of fur came smashing out of the woods. One of them crashes into the dog in front of me, pins it to the ground by its throat, and crushes it beneath its huge teeth.

Another wolf with midnight black fur comes to stand beside me. He rubs against my leg, and instinctually I reach down and pet his silky fur. For a long minute, I take comfort in having him beside me. And then, he launches forward and onto the back of one of the dogs that attack Gregory.

For a minute, I feel as if I’m in a nightmare. More and more dogs are pouring out of the woods, and the three wolves are fighting for their lives. And then, a dozen men on horses appear, still partially cloaked beneath the shadows of the trees. 

Lord Fuor is seated on a dark horse in the middle. He’s a middle-aged man with a thick beard of grey hair and a head that’s partially bald. His cruel eyes lock onto me, and I feel the collar around my throat tighten. I scratch at it, terrified beyond words, and then suddenly, the horrible feeling stops. I’m on my knees. My head is swimming. And I’m scared out of my mind.

But that’s when I realize that everything has grown silent.

The three wolves are standing not far in front of me. They’re covered in blood, and the ground is littered with the bodies of dead dogs. 

Lord Fuor and his men stare for a long minute, and then his voice comes to me, soft and threatening. “You’ll return to me, my beautiful bride. Otherwise, you’ll never be truly free.”

He turns his horse, and his men follow.

I feel the need to be free of him like a clawing pain beneath my surface. Rising to my feet, I start to run after him. It’s stupid. Ridiculous. I can’t take him down, not with a dozen men guarding him. But I’m not thinking clearly.

And so, when my foot slips on a rock and I go flying to the earth, my last thought is simply, seriously? 
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I awaken with a start. Blinking, I realize I’m staring at a roaring fire, and my head is pounding. Reaching up, I touch a hard lump on my forehead. For a Daughter of the Mist, I’m not exactly smooth. After a second, I roll away from the fire and onto my back. Now, I’m staring up at the top of a cave. It has strange pictures on it. Of things before magic replaced technology. I recognize some of them. Big buildings, cars, trains, but others are completely foreign.

Where the hell am I?

“Awake already?”

I sit up, startled.

Sitting on a log across from me is Gregory. One side of his face his bruised, and there are vicious-looking red scars covering most of his chest, but otherwise, he seems fine. I feel a moment of relief before I notice something strange; his gaze is locked on my chest.

I look down. I’m naked. My breasts completely exposed to him. 

To my shock, I feel my nipples tighten. My heart races faster, and I feel like I can’t catch my breath. It takes far too much effort to pull the covers up and conceal myself from his view.

When I look up, he’s standing above me.

I gasp. “How the hell did you do that?”

He raises a brow. “I’m a Shifter. Remember?”

I clutch the blankets tighter to my chest. “I didn’t realize that meant you moved so fast.”

He cocks his head in a strangely animalistic way. “There’s a lot we can do that other men can’t.”

Damn, that’s hot.

“What happened to Lord Fuor and his men?”

“After you so gracefully fell and hit your head, we got you out of there.”

I touch my neck. “But my collar...”

“We had a deal. One I intend to fulfill. But not tonight. Tonight I have other plans for you.” His voice is thick and filled with arousal. “Now, I thought you wanted to learn more about the ways Shifters are different from human men?”

Holding my gaze, he reaches for his pants.

I really should tell him to stop. I really should tell him that I don’t need to see a Shifter package. But instead, I wait. And stare.

He undoes the ties on the front, then let’s his pants drop to the ground.

Shit! “Wow!”

Like something out of my darkest fantasy, he reaches down and grips his hard length. With slow strokes, he glides his hand up and down his very impressive cock. It’s amazingly sexy to see this big man staring at me and touching himself. 

Cocky bastard.

Climbing onto my knees, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing when I reach out and push his hand away. My smaller hand quickly replaces his, and I let my fingertips run along the length of his hard shaft. When precum beads on his tip, I lean forward and lick it off.

He groans, but holds himself perfectly still as if waiting to see what I’ll do next.

I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t know why I’m heating up like a blazing fire, burning from the inside out. It’s not like me to be this out-of-control. But in this moment, I need this man inside of me more than I’ve needed anything in my life.

So, I lean forward and take him into my mouth. He makes a sound in the back of his throat, and grasps my hair. As he guides me closer, I have to fight my urge to gag. He’s so damn big. So thick and so long. But he also tastes like heaven, and the way he rocks into me makes me feel like I’m in complete control. Which I love.

As I increase my speed, taking him in and out faster and faster, he suddenly pulls back.

I don’t realize what he’s doing until he leans forward and captures my breasts. When did my blanket fall? The thought comes and goes in an instant as he pulls my breasts up to surround his length. He squeezes my breasts tightly around his erection, and holds my gaze, his eyes saying, you’re mine now. 

Slowly, he begins to plunge himself in and out of the valley between my breasts with a wild animalistic quality that turns me on. My body responses, my muscles tensing, and my core heating up. I lower my mouth and capture his tip each time he comes close enough. Until he growls and release my breasts.

The Shifter lowers me back and tosses the blankets completely off of me.

His gaze slides down over me as he spreads my legs. “So damn beautiful,” he murmurs. 

I feel my cheeks heat, but then he lowers his mouth, and I forget everything.

His tongue slides along my folds with an expertise that should’ve been criminal. Each stroke of his tongue. Each press of his lips. Everything he does brings me closer and closer to the edge.

“Wow!” A deep voice mutters. 

I gasp and my eyes fly open. Two men are watching us from the entrance of the cave. One has midnight black hair and hazel eyes, and the other one has light brown hair and brown eyes. Both men are naked, and covered in pink, angry-looking scars.

I shake free of my shock, and try to close my legs, but the Shifter between my thighs won’t allow it.

“That’s just Sam and Curt,” Gregory says, as if it’s the most normal thing in the world.

Using my hand, I cover my breasts. “I didn’t realize we needed an audience!”

The brown-haired man moves closer. “That’s just because our alpha probably hasn’t had one clear thought since he caught your scent.” He inhales sharply. “Not that I blame him. I think I’m going to lose my mind if I don’t get a taste of you soon.”

My cheeks grow hotter. “This is not a group thing.”

The man between my thighs licks me again, drawing a gasp from my lips. “Sam, you’re worrying her.”

Sam runs a frustrated hand through his messy hair, and his deep brown eyes flash with desire. “Your scent is incredible.”

“She tastes just as good,” Gregory answers, continuing to lick me slowly.

I try again to squeeze my legs shut. “They can’t just watch.”

The man with black hair by the door seems to awaken at my words. He crosses the room and kneels down beside me. “Not to worry, beautiful female, we’ll do more than watch.”

“My name is Lica,” I tell him, panting, trying to fight the waves of pleasure. “And I wasn’t suggesting you join us!”

The man between my thighs lifts his head. “Sam and Curt are knights, and members of my pack. They’re also the wolves who fought with me today. Why not let them pleasure you?”

“Pleasure me?” I gasp. “That’s not how this is supposed to work!”

He levels me with a glance, using his elbows to keep my legs spread while he teases my folds with his fingers. “You agreed to lay with all of us.”

“And you were supposed to get my collar off!”

He gives me a dark smile. “Not to worry, we will. Later, but right now, we’re going to make you come over and over again.”

I stare. What am I supposed to say to that?

My thoughts are still muddled when Sam leans over me and captures my mouth. In shock I open my mouth, and his tongue dives in. His kiss... it’s earth-shattering. It sends a fire running through my body that’s only inflamed by the Shifters stroking of my womanhood.

When Curt pushes aside my hands and starts to suck on one of my nipples, I swear I’ve died and gone to heaven. There touch is incredible. It’s building me up. Taking me to somewhere I’ve never been before.

Suddenly, Gregory picks me up and turns me so that I’m lying on top of him. I wiggle, trying to get his cock inside of me. But luckily for me, I don’t have to wait long. He eases into me, one delicious inch at a time until I’m completely filled. And then, he pauses.

I’m trying to catch my breath. Trying to accept that he’s inside of me, so close to easing this pain that’s been building in my core, when one of the Shifters begins to rub against my ass with his wet tip.

Looking behind me, I see Sam. He’s kneeling, his dark gaze intense. He presses one finger inside of me and slowly eases it in and out of me. I can’t stop staring at his handsome face. 

When I start to push against him, he catches my gaze, then slides another finger inside. 

I whimper, bucking against both his fingers, and the hard length inside of me.

The two men seem to sense my desperation, because Sam pulls his fingers out of me, and an instant later replaces them with his cock. I hold my breath as he pushes deeper. But when he finally comes to his hilt, I’m trembling with a need I can’t control.

And then they begin to slide in and out. Slowly at first, finding their rhythm, and then faster and faster. Curt reaches between us, stroking my breasts, squeezing my nipples.

I look up at him, shocked as he kneels beside us, his length hard and ready. Grasping him with my hands, I desperately pull him into my mouth as I continue to buck against the men thrusting inside of me. His stunning hazel eyes widen, and his jaw locks as he begins to thrust into my mouth, watching my every move.

When Sam shoots hot cum into my ass, I barely register it. My orgasm slams over me, stealing the air from my chest. I shout around the cock in my mouth, overwhelmed by my nerves firing like arrows.

Gregory explodes inside of my womanhood with a roar, continuing to thrust in and out of me until we both finally slow. Sam pulls out of me from behind and lies down next to us,  breathing hard. 

For a minute I think they’re done with me. But then, Curt pulls out of my mouth and moves around to where Sam had been. When he slowly eases inside of me, I gasp. 

“Again?” I ask in disbelief.

They don’t answer with words, instead, Gregory grows hard inside me once more, and they begin to thrust harder and faster.

I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but for a moment I’m tingling and too-sensitive to go again, and the next I’m ready and desperate for it. I meet each of their thrusts over and over again. Loving the way it feels to be pounded into.

They’re so strong. So powerful. Large and aggressive. They make love to me like men desperate for my body, and I’m equally desperate for them.

When Curt comes into me from behind, I quickly follow, orgasming yet again. My breath catching in my throat. My toes curling. 

This! This is sex!

When their alpha finally releases his hot seed inside me once more, his thrusts slow. I lay sandwiched between the two men. Ridiculously content. Someone trails fingers down my side.

“You were worth all the trouble,” Gregory says.

I laugh. “I’m glad one night with me was enough to risk your lives.”

“One night?” I feel his smile against my hair. “This isn’t about one night for us. I am your alpha. Your male. And my pack is yours. And you, my little Mist Elementalist, belong to us.”

That’s a little overwhelming. But I’d be damned if I let him know how much his words freak me out. Mist Elementalists are notorious for not wanting to be tied down, and even though these Shifters are tempting as hell, I’m not sure I’m ready for all this. So I do the only thing I can think of, I hide my true feelings.

I yawn. “We had a deal. You get that jackass to take this collar off, and then I’ll decide what to do.”

“After you lie with all of us,” he adds.

Which doesn’t sound like such a bad deal right now. 

“I agreed didn’t I?”

He strokes my hair and chuckles. “Such an attitude. My beautiful mate.”

My eyes close. I like the way he says mate, even if I’m not ready to jump into a wedding dress just yet. I just escaped having to put on a wedding dress, after all. But actually, I like everything about these men and this moment. Except the collar that encloses my neck.

But maybe tomorrow that’ll be fixed too.

And then, I’ll have another decision to make.
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Chapter Five
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When I awaken, Gregory is gone. But Sam and Curt are making breakfast over the fire. Completely naked.

I’m instantly fully awake, my gaze glued to every chiseled line of their bodies. Both men are tall men with broad shoulders. But while Sam’s beauty is classical, with his high forehead and flawless almost elfin nose, Curt looks more like a warrior. He has a slight beard and light scars that dance along his face.

Yet they’re both beautiful men.

Unable to help myself, my gaze moves down to their packages. Licking my lips, I’m shocked by how much I want these men inside of me yet again.

“Hungry?” Sam’s looking right at me, his expression knowing.

My gaze shoots up. Am I freaking blushing again! I don’t think I’ve blushed this much in my life.

“Don’t you guys have clothes or something?”

Sam grins, his brown eyes filled with happiness. “Are we too tempting for you?”

Curt stands and moves toward me. For half a second I think he’s going to do something naughty... something I wouldn’t mind one bit. But instead, he leans down and kisses me gently.

“Your dress is dry, if you want to put it on.”

My breath comes out in a rush. “Th—thank you.”

Then, still holding my gaze, he reaches beneath the covers, his hand trailing down my stomach. “Do you want me to get you off this morning?”

What the hell am I supposed to say to that? “Uh... no?”

“You sure? Because it’s hard for all of us in the beginning. Our scents drive each other wild. If you want me to stroke you until you come, I’m more than willing.”

I close my eyes. Does he really want me to tell him that I want him to make me come?

When his finger slips into my moist center, I gasp. My hand clutches his wrist, but I don’t try to stop him. He strokes my inner-folds leisurely, like he has nothing else to do in the world. In no time at all, I’m moving against him, loving every time he brushes my sensitive clit.

And then I hear a strange man’s voice. “Damn it, you guys couldn’t wait for us?”

My eyes fly open. Two men with pale blonde hair, who are obviously brothers, stand staring at me from the doorway. I tense. It’s déjà vu.

“There’s more of you!”

One of the strangers grins, his pale green eyes flashing with arousal. “We’re the last of the pack.” Then, he starts toward me. “And our alpha chose wisely with you.”

I swallow and pull at Curt’s hand.

He sighs, and moves his hand away. “And we were just going to get to watch her come. If you’d kept your big mouth shut.”

“You were not!” I say.

All the men laugh.

I grab the blanket and hold it to my chest. “Can someone bring me my dress?”

Curt chuckles. “Of course, my queen.”

Queen? Sarcastic ass.

All the men stare at me as Curt leaves and then returns with my dress. I struggle to put it on without flashing them too much. When I’m done, I stand up, cross my arms in front of my chest, and glare at them.

“So, this is a pack of wolf Shifters, huh? A bunch of naked... I’m assuming hunters or woodcutters or something?”

Curt laughs again. “Actually, we’re knights.”

“Knights my ass.”

The two strange brothers kneel down.

The taller of the two speaks first, his pale blue eyes locked onto mine. “I’m Trent, my queen.”

A second later, the other Shifter, with green eyes, kneels. “And I’m Sebastian. His older brother.”

“Though I’m taller,” Trent adds.

His brother playfully punches him in the arm. “Though I’m smarter.”

Trent punches him again. “Like hell.”

I don’t know when I started smiling, but these men are sweet, in a strange sort of way. “Well, Trent and... Sebastian. I’m Lica, a Daughter of the Mist, and I’ve made a deal with your... alpha.”

Trent stands and walks toward me. His arm goes around my waist, and he pulls me closer. “We’ve heard all about his deal. And, if I must say, I hope you’ll choose to stay with us once this is over. You will not regret it.”

His arm feels hot where he touches me. “I’ll think about it.”

Sam clears his throat. “I’m going to join Gregory. He’s scouting for the best way to invade the castle now. And Curt will join me.”

I tense and look at the two men. They’re still covered in barely healed wounds from the day before, red scars and scratches that look painful. I know I wanted my collar off soon, but I don’t want them going into battle before they’re ready.

“Are you sure? Don’t you need a few days to rest and...”

Sam shakes his head. “We gave you our word, and our word is everything.”

Even though Trent still holds me, Sam comes closer and kisses my lips gently. “I’m the second-in-command. My place is by my alpha’s side, but I give you my word that I’ll return to you.”

Curt steps forward next and kisses me, but his lips are harsh and demanding, stealing my breath. When he releases me, he strokes the side of my face. “I haven’t forgotten that we were interrupted.”

A tremble runs through my body.

Curt glances at Trent and Sebastian. “Keep her safe and satisfied. Our scent is driving her crazy, and I won’t have our bride wanting for anything.”

My jaw drops for a second. “Your scent isn’t driving me crazy!”

He smiles, his expression that of a dangerous man. “Our mate is just as sensitive to our smell as we are to hers. Tell me that you haven’t felt it impacting you?”

I try to speak, but my tongue suddenly feels heavy. Is that why I’ve been acting so strange?

He kisses me again. “We’ll return to you soon.”

As I watch him go, my heart does a strange flip in my chest. As a Daughter of the Mist, I’m horrified by my reaction. But as a woman, I’m kind of... happy.

Is this what love feels like?
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Chapter Six
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Trent and Sebastian offer me some of the meat that cooks over the fire. I study them as I eat the fresh, salty meal. Trent is tall with pale blue eyes, and Sebastian is shorter, but muscular, with pale green eyes. Both have the same blonde hair and square jaws, but while Trent has a sort of quiet-strength to him, Sebastian has the rock-hard strength of a dwarf... even though he’s much taller than one.

At last, Trent breaks the silence. “I’ve never met a Daughter of the Mist in person. Actually, you’re kind seem a little more legend than reality.”

“This from a Shifter.” I smirk.

He laughs. I like his rich laugh. It’s like he holds nothing back. “You know what I mean. What’s it like for one of your kind?”

His question surprises me. That’s the thing about my kind. We don’t usually talk to a lot of people outside of Mist Elementalists. Men are to sate our needs, not for conversation.

I pick at my meat, thinking of my answer carefully. “We have castles. Owned by Queens of the Mist. We know how to find them, and we drift about exploring the world, sleeping at the castles at night.”

I don’t tell them about my favorite castle, because my kind aren’t supposed to have favorites. But it’s near here, where my birth mother lives now that she’s gotten older. It’s a place I’d live at every day, if she allowed it.

Which she never would.

“Roots are for Earth Elementalists, my dear,” she would say, then shove me towards the door.

“That sounds like a lonely life,” Trent says, and I realize he’s watching me closely.

I stiffen. “It’s not. I don’t get lonely.”

He takes a big bite of his food, then speaks while chewing in a way that should be gross, but I find absolutely endearing. “In our home, we’re always together. A pack. A family. Things are always noisy. Busy. And fun.”

That sounds... lovely.

“But I bet you get antsy, stuck in one place all the time.”

Sebastian drops the remains of his meat into the fire. “Who says we’re trapped in one place? We’re wolves. We race in the night. Exploring whatever we wish, whenever we want to. But everybody needs a home.”

I swallow and study my food. What would that even be like?

“Not me.”

“Really?” Sebastian sounds surprised. “You don’t like the idea of an alpha who always tells you what he thinks? Who keeps you safe but gives you freedom? You don’t want a pack of powerful men dedicate to protecting you? None of that would make you happy?”

I stand, suddenly feeling overwhelmed. “I wish to wash up after this meal.”

They say nothing, but lead me out to stream, where we all wash. When we return to the cave, I can feel tension in the air.

“What is it?” I finally snap, not used to this kind of stress.

Sebastian moves far too close to me, and I take a step back. “I think you like the idea of a home with us, but you’re being stubborn.”

I stand up straighter. “I am not!”

He moves closer and closer, and a moment later, my back hits the wall of the cave. “You don’t?”

Desire hums through me. “No.”

He leans forward and kisses my shoulder. “So once your collar is off, you’re gone?”

“Yes,” the word comes out in a rush.

He continues to suck on my neck as his hand pushes my skirt to the side. Without thinking, I spread my legs, and his fingers find my hot core. As he strokes me, I try to hold myself still, to keep myself quiet, but a moan slips from my lips.

When he turns my head to the side, Trent is there. He leans forward and kisses my lips, and I feel him tug down the front of my dress.

Their touch—it does that amazing thing again—it awakens something within me. It’s not just my body that craves to be sated; it’s the woman inside me that wants to be wanted. For more than just one night.

My body trembles, and my inner-muscles squeeze. I can’t catch my breath, and I feel my orgasm rolling closer.

Suddenly, Sebastian spins me around. My hands plant on a large boulder next to us. He pushes aside my skirt from behind, and I raise my ass, eager to feel him inside me.

When Trent steps in front of me, I’m shocked by the sight of his massive length hard and ready for me. “You only want us to get your collar off? You don’t want us for anything else?”

“No.” I lie.

He leans forward and runs his tip along my lips. 

I open my mouth, but he doesn’t push inside.

Behind me, Sebastian strokes my wet folds with his fingertips. But doesn’t enter me.

“You don’t want us?” Trent asks.

“No.” The word comes out shaky.

“So we should stop?”

Fuck.

“No.”

Sebastian plunges into me from behind. 

I gasp, my nails scratching the boulder. “God damn it!”

“Too rough?” he asks, not moving.

“It feels... amazing,” I whisper.

He gives my ass a little slap, the sting bringing an unexpected pleasure. “So you do want us?”

I bounce against him, eager for more. “Y—yes.”

Damn it.

Trent rubs his tip against my mouth again, and I open my lips. But this time, he plunges inside. He pushes so deep that I gag, but I fight past the feeling. When he remains still for a long minute, I pull him out of my mouth, then lean under him to suck his balls.

A string of curses fall from his lips, and a second later he’s thrusting with abandon into my mouth, his hand wrapping my long blonde hair. When Sebastian starts to thrust into me from behind, I’m in heaven.

Two massive Shifters have me between them. One in my mouth. One in my womanhood. Their huge shafts building my desire. My muscles growing tenser and tenser with each thrust.

When Sebastian reaches around and starts to stroke my clit, I cried out around the cock in my mouth.

Trent reaches forward and pinches my nipples, and they tighten.

Every part of my body is awake. Singing. On the edge. And then, I explode.

It’s incredible to move against them as my orgasm rocks my world. My knees grow weak, but Sebastian keeps me from falling. When he comes into me from behind, my orgasm continues to electrify my nerves. And when Trent comes into my mouth, I feel strangely sexy knowing I was the one to make these Shifters lose control.

When Trent pulls himself out of my mouth and strokes my cheek, I’m surprised by the tenderness in his voice. “You might be able to go the rest of your life without experiencing that again, but I can’t.”

I look at him, and say nothing. Because I can’t lie. And because I’m not sure I can walk away from these men when the time comes.

“Come outside!” we hear Gregory shout from outside the cave.

Sebastian pulls out of me from behind, and both Shifters suddenly seem tense. I tug my skirt down, and they walk on each side of me as we go out into the evening air.

In front of the cave, my three Shifters are standing. Between them, Lord Fuor is on his knees. His hands chained before him. His face a swollen, bloody mess.

“Ready to have that collar removed?” 
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Chapter Seven
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On numb legs I kneel down before Lord Fuor, turning my back to him.

“You must uncuff my hands if you wish for me to do this,” he says, his voice filled with rage.

I hear the metal hit the ground. When his clammy fingers graze my flesh, a disgusted shiver goes down my spine. He pulls at the enchanted collar, and a second later it hits the ground.

Rising, I move away from him, touching my bare throat. I’m free!

I feel... light as air.

Mist spreads out around me and the air grows chilly. It gathers thicker and thicker beneath me until I slowly lift off the ground. At first it is no taller than a foot, than two, than three and four. At last, I’m nearly above the trees. I spin, feeling incredible.

And then, I hear a shout beneath me.

My eyes can see through the misty fog I’ve created. Glowing red and orange magic has exploded, clinging to my Shifters. They hit the ground, twitching, and grow still.

My heart hammers in my chest. Lord Fuor stands, and I see that he’s holding a glowing red ball in his hand. He’s... a wizard!

I don’t know what his spell will do. Are my Shifters dead? Injured? Enchanted?

My stomach tightens. If I go in closer, Lord Fuor will be able to strike me too.

But I can’t just leave the Shifters behind.

My teeth clench together. Lord Fuor is smiling. He thinks he’s won... he has no idea what I’m capable of.

I see his men riding on horses in the distance, racing through the woods in a reckless manner. Using my powers, I spread my mist out. It grows, cloaking the entire woods in a foggy mist that’s nearly seven feet tall. The riders slow. Their course changes.

And now for Lord Fuor.

I change directions, floating above him to the other side. “It must have driven you crazy when I escaped.”

He starts moving towards me, stumbling over roots, but still holding his ball of glowing magic. “Oh, Lica, you know all of this is your fault. Two years ago I got lost in a strange mist in these very woods. I came to a lake, where I found a beautiful creature bathing in the waters. But the instant I spoke, you vanished. I’ve thought of nothing but you since. I created that collar, and explored these woods each time your mist would roll over the lands. You became my obsession. To make you my wife. To touch that perfect body of yours and have you beneath me each night.”

My anger boils through me as I continue moving toward my destination. “Against my will.”

“You would have grown to love me!” he shouts, stumbling after me.

“And what have you done to my Shifters?”

“Your Shifters?” his rage is palpable. “I’m draining the life from those mangy mutts. With each second their deaths grow closer.”

My breathing speeds up. “Because you’ll never be half the men they are.”

“Men!” He practically spits the word, continuing to stumble after me. “Those aren’t men, they’re dogs.”

“And yet they didn’t have to imprison me to make me fall in love with them.”

He rushes faster after me, and I continue floating backwards. He chucks his ball of magic at me. I easily avoid it, and the red and orange magic falls over the treetops like fire.

Another ball of magic forms in his hands. I move slightly lower, closer.

I can see his smile. “I’ve got you!”

And then, his foot steps off the edge of the cliff.

He screams and goes tumbling over.

Still floating over the cavern, I clear my mist in one spot. At last, I see where his twisted body hit the ground. No one could survive that.

With his death, his magic fades.

I return to the Shifters. They’re sitting up, rubbing their faces.

My mist dispenses around them. “Are you alright?”

Gregory looks up and gives me a wobbly smile. “A little magic could never stop us, my queen.”

I stiffen.

He must see the horror in my face. He rises unsteadily to his feet. “Do you see that mountain over there?” He points. I look in the direction. “We live just on the other side of it. That’s our home. Your home.”

I’m floating backward. Mist Elementalists don’t have homes. 

“Lica,” he says my name in such a gentle way that my entire heart squeezes.

Turning, I shoot away.

I hear shouting behind me, but I don’t stop. I can’t stop. I’m the mist. A fog. I am everywhere and nowhere at once.

I can’t be trapped. I won’t be trapped. Never again.
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Chapter Eight
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I feel empty and awful as I lie in a bath in my mother’s castle. It’s been two weeks since I left the Shifters, and the pain in my chest won’t go away. I see their faces in my mind every time I close my eyes.

What if I’ve made a terrible mistake?

The door to my room opens. My mother comes in. She’s a beautiful woman with long white hair and eyes the same gray as my own. She’s wearing a white gown, looking more creature of fantasy than the sharp-tongued woman I know.

“Why have you been sulking all day?” she says, her tone accusatory.

“I’m not!” But I answered too quickly.

Now she knows something is wrong.

She shakes her head and sits lightly at the side of my porcelain tub. “Always such a saucy girl.”

I glare. “I just want to be left alone.”

She rolls her eyes. “Might as well tell me, because we both know I’m not leaving until you do.”

I feel the urge to argue, but the desire dies as quickly as it came. Why not? At least I’ll have someone to tell me I was right to run away.

So, I tell her everything, not stopping until I get to the moment I ran from the Shifters. “Basically, I’m upset about nothing. I escaped being tied down by a man, just like you always told me to. Only, it feels a hell of a lot crummier than I thought.”

To my shock, she hits me on the back of the head.

“What the—?” I rub my skull, staring at her in confusion. “What was that for?”

“You had a pack of hot Shifters who wanted to marry you and you ran away?” She sounds incredulous. “I always knew you were a bit stupid, but this is ridiculous.”

My jaw drops. “You’re the one that taught me what it means to be a Mist Elementalist. To always travel and never stop. To use men to sate our needs but never love them.”

She sighs dramatically. “I never said to turn down a pack of hot men who are as wild and free as you are. Who you can explore with and experience the world with. And I sure as hell never told you to run from love. It’s such a rare thing for our kind, that if we feel it, we need to embrace it.”

“And you never thought to tell me all this?” I shout.

She shrugs. “How was I supposed to know you were the luckiest Elementalist in the world?”

I suddenly feel panicked. “But what do I do now?”

She shakes her head. “Honestly, I don’t know how I went wrong with you. Go get those Shifters!”

I rise from the tub and run to the window.

“Get dressed first!” she yells.

Whirling around, I shoot her a glare.

First I’m getting dressed. Then, I’m getting my Shifters.
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Chapter Nine
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I’ve searched the woods that I first met Gregory and his pack. But they are nowhere to be found. I’ve journeyed over the mountain, and discovered not a trace of them. On the other side of the mountain, where they pointed out their home, I see no trace of them.

No wolves hunt the woods. No den stands out from the rest of the tangled forest.

I’ve lost them forever.

When I reach a town that stands below a beautiful and elegant white castle, I hover over a tree and weep. My mist spreads out, cloaking the town and the castle. My sadness is a living thing, heavy and unbreakable.

I can’t believe I let them go. I can’t believe I may never see them again.

It’s nearly an hour before I gain some control over myself. My heart is broken. But I can’t remain here crying forever.

“Lica?”

My gaze snaps to the woods. Beneath me, Gregory and his pack are staring. All wear fine clothes, and all look utterly confused. 

I sink down closer to them, hovering just a few inches above the ground. For some reason, I’m suddenly afraid to speak my thoughts. What if they reject me after I abandoned them?

“I—I.”

None of them speak. They just watch me.

Be brave. “I was a fool to leave. I know that now. But you were all right, I can’t simply forget about you. And the idea of sharing a den with you... it’s what I wish.”

Again they don’t speak.

“What?” I say, and again I sound angry instead of sad. “You don’t want me now?”

Gregory reaches out and touches my arm, slowly pulling me closer. “Are you certain you wish to remain with us?”

“I don’t want to be trapped here,” I say, slowly. “I want to have my freedom still. But I want this to be my home... I want my home to be with you.”

Gregory’s brows draw low over his inhumanely beautiful face. “But you won’t simply leave us again?”

“Never,” I whisper.

He smiles. “Then, my queen, why don’t we return to my castle? I think we need to make up for lost time...by making love to you over and over again.”

They forgive me! I laugh and hug him tightly for a long minute. And then, his words hit me. 

Stiffening, I pull back away. “Did you say your castle?”

He points at the stunning palace that stands above the town. “My castle.”

My eyes widen. “Wait, you’re actually a king?”

He laughs. “That’s right.” Then he grins. “Which makes you our queen.”

“But... you’re wolves.  I thought... I thought you lived in a den in the woods.”

They all laugh.

“Silly Elementalist,” Sebastian says, his tone kind.

As they lead me back to the castle, I can’t help but feel shocked. These wolfish Shifters can’t actually be royalty, can they?

I didn’t really believe them until we entered the castle. Servants nod at us as we move through the halls, and no one blinks an eye as they take me into a massive bedroom.

But at the bed, my shock turns to arousal as Gregory rips off my dress, shredding it in two with his bare hands. Suddenly, I’m standing in the middle of them, naked and feeling completely exposed.

“Have you ever had five men at once?” Gregory asks, grinning.

I feel a spark of defiance. “They weren’t quite as big as you all are.”

He growls in the back of his throat, and I’m tossed on the bed. “I know exactly how to handle a saucy Elementalist!”

Their clothes come off in a hurry, and then they’re everywhere. Eager hands cupping my breasts. Rolling my nipples. Fingertips stroking the folds of my womanhood. 

My head spins as pleasure rolls over my body. God, this is amazing!

Sebastian kisses me. Two mouths find my breasts. And I feel... lucky as hell.

As the night unfolds, I suck more cocks than I ever imagined. The Shifters enter every part of my body, bringing me orgasm after orgasm. And the sense of being desired, worshipped, and loved makes me feel ridiculously alive.

When I finally close my eyes, surrounded by naked Shifters, I decide that the rest of the Mist Elementalists are idiots. I’d take this over my freedom any day.
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~ A Dragon Shifter Romance: Three Serials ~
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Serial #1




Chapter One

Tori

Creeping into a dragon’s sacred temple has got to be one of the dumbest things I’ve ever done. But if I don’t take something of value, of real value, my brother is dead.

Yeah, I know what everyone would say. My brother is a loser. A gambler. And that I’ve gotten him out of trouble way too many times in my twenty-five years of life. They’d probably even call him a coward for letting me go here alone while he sits safely tucked in our village.

But there’s something people don’t know about my brother... he’s not a bad guy. He’s just not very bright. And as much as I wish things were different, I love him too much to watch the men he owes money to beat him to death.

So, I think, taking a deep breath. It’s official. I’m doing this. Whether I want to or not.

I rise from my crouched position beneath the shadows of the woods. I’m at the base of the temple. Almost close enough to touch it. If I’m going to steal something, I just need to get inside.

So move, Tori. Pick up your feet and finish this thing. 

From here, the structure looks even more intimidating than it had from far away. It’s pure white, other than the green vines that cling to the sides of it. There are no windows or doors that would allow a human to stroll into the sacred space. But I have a plan for that.

Continuing to circle the temple, I come to my best option. A tall pine that grows to just ten or twenty feet beneath the lowest window. My gaze moves from the window down, down to the ground far below. I say a silent prayer that I don’t fall. A drop from that height would mean instant death.

Taking a deep breath, I shoulder my pack higher and move to the tree. Allowing my claws to grow long, I dig them into the trunk of the tree and begin my slow, steady climb up. It’s times like these that I don’t mind that I’m a freak. A human twisted by magic. The villagers say it was a curse against my whore of a mother, but I think it was probably a strange blessing. These claws have saved me from more dangerous situation than I can count.

And hopefully they’ll save my brother’s life today too.

The bark crumbles beneath my hands. My claws sink deep with each inch I’m climbing. My bare feet scramble for purchase as I move higher... if only I had claws on my toes too.

By the time I reach the top, the morning sun has moved higher in the sky, and its rays have grown more intense. I’m dampened with sweat beneath my brown, leather shirt and pants, and my nearly empty pack feels a hell of a lot heavier. But I’ve made it.

Here comes the hard part.

A soft breeze blows. It bends the trees, shaking it slightly as I cling to the top. My breathing comes in and out faster. I will not fall from this high up. I won’t.

Swallowing, I look to the white wall of the temple. I can do this. It’s not that far of a jump.

Damn it. I hate that I don’t jump yet. That I’m scared. That my whole body has started to shake.

Think of your brother. Remember that you don’t have a choice.

Afraid that I’ll climb right back down if I wait another second, I tense, brace my feet against the trunk of the tree, and pull my claws out of the wood a little. Then, as a streak of white terror blinds me, I leap.

My hands hit the temple first, but instead of sinking right in, they scratch against the stone, and then I’m falling. Every horrible moment of my life flashes before my eyes as my claws drag along the stone looking for purchase. I’ve imagined my death more times than I can count. Usually by starvation. But falling was never on my list.

Suddenly, my claws catch an edge between stones. And I smack into the wall, hanging on by one hand. Even though I’m trembling, I reach up and run the claws of my other hand along the stone until I’m holding on with both hands.

Taking several deep breaths, I look between the ground, still far beneath me, and the window too-far above me. Damn. I’m in the shittiest spot possible, so I better get going.

I continue to climb up the wall. It’s harder than climbing the tree. The stone has less places to dig my claws into. But slowly, painfully slowly, I make my way up. When I come to the window at last, I pull myself over the edge and onto the ledge.

Sitting for a long minute, I rub my face with my hands and thank the Gods that I’m still alive.

Glancing at the sky, I frown. This is taking longer than I expected. Dragons tend to sleep in, at least that’s what I’d heard, so I planned to have stolen what I needed to and been gone long before they awoke. Not that I had a clue where their dens were, I just knew they came to the temple frequently enough that they must be close.

And then there’s my brother... had his debtors found him yet?

Gritting my teeth, I look inside the temple. Freezing, my eyes widen. It’s a massive room, with white pillars on both sides of a path. The path looks as if it’s lighted by a brilliant golden light, but it’s probably just windows above the space. Windows that bathe everything in a stunning glow. And along the path, small tables contain massive jewels encased in glass. The wealth of just one of the gems... my brother and I would be set for life.

My gaze travels up the path. On a dais, a jeweled throne stands empty. And in front of it, encased in more glass, is something unlike anything I’ve seen before. It’s like a light. Power. Magic.

I jump down from the window ledge and land without a sound, then I start moving. My bare feet are silent as they sweep the group with each step. I walk past the jewels that line the path. For some reason, I can’t even turn to look at them. My gaze is glued to the glowing light on the dais.

When I climb up the white stone steps and stop before the light encased in glass, it’s like my thoughts have turned to sludge. There’s something beneath the light. Is it... an egg? A golden dragon’s egg?

The urge to touch it is a need, not a desire. My hands shake as I lift the glass from it and set the glass box down onto the ground. When I rise, the light that radiates from the egg begins to dance. The colors change, swirling above it.

My fingers stretch out. Even this close, I can feel the warmth of the magic. It calls to me. Whispering in my mind. Begging me to reach just a little further.

I know how dangerous magic is. Especially dragon-magic. I know this egg is probably a trap.

And yet, I can’t stop myself.

I stroke the light and shudder. It dances over the skin of my hands, then travels up my arms. The light is so warm, so comforting. I feel the smile that twists my lips. I spin as a laugh bubbles from my lips. The magic moves around me, lifting the edges of my shirt slightly as I move. It tugs at my light brown hair, lifting it around me.

When I look back at the egg, the magic has spread hovering over myself and it. Smiling, I reach out again and pick up the jeweled item. The egg feels heavy in my hands, and it radiates a heat that’s almost painfully hot. And yet, I don’t put it down.

More whispers fill my mind. Happy sounds that make my heart soar. When the egg begins to crack, I can’t even feel fear or worry, I’m too transfixed. Will a baby hatch?

Instead, the egg crumbles in my hands, and with it, something comes exploding from the broken shell. It rises in the air above me, and begins to swirl like a storm of magic.

My happiness is gone. The warm light has stopped dancing around me. The energy of the storm is frightening. As its speed picks up, angry winds begin to pull at me.

I need to get out of here. Before whatever this is tears the temple to pieces.

But before my feet do more than inch backwards, the storm manifests into three pure, distinct lights. One red. One silver. And one blue. They freeze in the air, then shoot toward me.

I open my mouth to scream, and they dive into my mouth. I lift off the ground as the magic barrels inside of me. My arms spread. My legs spread. It’s filling every inch of me, and I know that any moment it will tear me to pieces.

And then, it stops. I hit the ground, collapsing onto my knees.

Beneath me, the white stone is blackened.

Soot blackens my palms as I turn them and stare in shock. I don’t know what the hell just happened, but I’ve never been so scared in my life. 

Stumbling to my feet, my bag hangs from one of my arms, but strikes one of the glass boxes along the path. The glass shatters around me, and the gems go flying. With my heart racing, I reach down and grab whatever is in front of me, stuffing it into my bag.

I should take more. But I can’t. I need to get out of here. Now.

Suddenly, I hear the roar of a dragon. And then another. And another.

My heart stops. Is that one angry dragon? Or all three?

I start to run forward, crunching on glass beneath my feet. I’m halfway to the window when I realize I’m tracking blood. But I don’t have time to care, I need to escape. Now!

Reaching forward, I try to touch the sides of the window. But right in front of me, a massive eye fills the window.

Dragon!

I stumble backwards.

It roars, throwing its head back.

I turn, running across the room. I need to find another way out. Any way out. Even if I have to scale down the whole damn building.

The light from the windows above the path darken by a massive shadow. Another roar shakes the ceiling, raining bits of stone.

My pulse fills my ears. There’s more than one dragon.

I’m doomed.




Chapter Two

SIX MONTHS EARLIER...

Ember

I am Ember of the Fire Dragon Clan, and I am the last of my people. 

It wasn’t always this way. Once the skies were filled with my kind. But then, war erupted between us. Our possessive, jealous natures rearing their ugly heads. We could not share this world, even if it meant destroying it.

I was the only youngling of my clan, not yet able to take my dragon form. So, I watched from the safety of our lair as my people took to the skies in battle. For days ash rained from the sky and fire filled the heavens.

And then it cleared. The sky returned to blue, and yet, no dragon soared in the heavens.

It took a long time to accept that my entire clan was gone. It took even longer to accept that all the dragons were gone. It wasn’t until I turned twenty-one years and shifted into my dragon-form that I met two other dragons. Like me they were hatchlings during the wars.

And like me, they were lonely. We did not have the possessive blood-lust of our ancestors. In fact, we were tired of death and blood.

So, we came to a decision. Nothing was more important than the survival of our kind.

It took years to find the Dragon Egg of Fertility. And even longer to learn how to embed our essences in it. But we knew it would be worth it. When we brought a female of worth before it, she would be filled with our essences, as well as, the magic of the fertility egg. We would easily impregnate her, and she would carry within her belly the heirs of the Fire Dragon Clan, the Ice Dragon Clan, and the Water Dragon Clan.

She would be our everything.

All we had to do was find a woman strong enough to carry our entire future.

None of us knew who the woman would be, but we would not stop searching until we found the perfect female.

Because in her belly would be our last hope.




Chapter Three

TORI

I’m trapped. Every window I come to, a dragon already waits for me. All three of them are here. And I think they know what I did, because they seem pissed as hell. I’m about to pick a window and dive out of it when I hear a sound. Spinning around, I see a man standing in the center of the room.

He’s naked. And massive. His hair is the golden-red color of flames, and his eyes are pure molten lava.

Dragon!

My pulse speeds up, and I back further and further from him.

His intense gaze watches my every move. He takes a step toward me, and the animalistic grace of his movements are mesmerizing. His large arms, corded with muscles, seem to swell with strength. His chest and stomach, covered in hard muscles, tenses as I gaze upon him. And when my gaze dips lower, it’s hard to swallow. I’ve only been with a handful of men in my twenty-five years, but even I know that he’s packing something extraordinarily large.

If he were a man, I’d say he was turned on by something. Erect to the point of looking in desperate need of release, but he’s not a man. He’s a dragon. And for all I know he’s hard all the time.

I hope.

When I’ve nearly backed myself up toward another window, I catch a movement behind me.

Turning, my heart freezes.

Another dragon-man is now crouched on the window ledge. His hair is the light blue of ice, and his eyes are the white-silvery color of newly fallen snow. He’s not nearly as broad as the other dragon, but he’s taller, and just as muscular.

They’re trying to surround me!

I switch directions again, my gaze moving to another window. I don’t know why these dragons haven’t just rushed me and killed me, but I have to take advantage of it. Failure is not an option.

But before I’ve even taken more than a few steps toward it, a man appears on the ledge. I freeze, my heartbeat filling my ears. This dragon has deep blue hair so dark it’s almost black, like the deepest depths of the ocean. And his eyes are the dark greenish-blue of waves.

I shake myself, pulling my gaze from him. The dragon with white eyes has leapt down from the window ledge and is slowly moving toward me.

My frightened gaze slides all around the room. They’re closing in, and I can’t see a way I’ll escape.

I have one choice.

Sliding my backpack from my shoulder, I open the top of it, carefully shifting away from them. “This is what I took,” I whisper, afraid of what will happen if I startle them. 

Then, taking a deep breath, I throw my bag up. The gems go flying out of the top, raining down around me. I race for another window, hoping the distraction will give me time to escape.

My feet ache with each step as I pound against the stone floor, but my freedom is close, so close I can taste it. 

Reaching the window, I grab the sides and move to leap out, but strong arms encircle my waist, and I’m pulled right back.

“No!” I shout, not thinking. 

Panic has taken over. I kick against the dragon that holds me, and when the dragon with white eyes moves to stand in front of me, I react without thinking. The second his body presses against mine, I let my claws grow and attack.

He stumbles back and grabs his cheek. Streaks of blood appear on his cheek, and he tentatively touches his wound. I use my claws again, stabbing into the hands that hold me. The dragon behind me gives a shocked gasp and releases me, and then I head for the window again.

The third dragon tackles me to the floor. We roll together in a pile of limbs.

I don’t have enough time to think before he pins my hands above my head and lies on top of me. Suddenly, I’m staring into the fiery eyes of one of the dragons. Fury colors his face.

I’ve never been this terrified in my life. When he leans down and inhales deeply of the flesh at my neck, I wait for him to tear my throat out. But he doesn’t, instead, he licks my skin.

Burying his face deeper into my neck, he sucks and licks at my sensitive skin. Panic and shock war within me. I’d thought these dragons were going to kill me, but what if they wanted something else?

“Get off of me!”

He stiffens above me, then nibbles gently down my neck.

“Did you hear me?” I pant. “Get off.”

At last, he lifts his head. “You are demanding, for a thief.”

I shudder beneath him, lost in his gaze. The sound of his voice is unlike anything I’ve heard before. It’s deep, but laced with a heat that makes me feel... aroused.

Which I hate. “I might be a thief, but I won’t be mounted and touched without my permission!”

My voice shakes so badly I’m afraid he won’t understand what I’m saying.

But his molten gaze darkens. “You steal that which doesn’t belong to you, then say we must ask you for permission? You are an arrogant human.”

I try to bump him off of me, then start to struggle in earnest again.

He groans above me. “Be still female, my cock cannot handle your body thrusting against mine.”

I stop, feeling sweat tickle down my back. What now? Lying still encourages him. Moving encourages him.

How do I discourage him?

In the back of my mind a tiny voice whispers, and do you want to?

“Phoenix, she needs to understand the significance of your mating before we touch her.”

The dragon with ice-blue eyes steps into my vision. His cheek looks painful where I attacked him. Blood still runs down his pale flesh, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

And then, his words hit me. “What do you mean mating? I’m not mating anyone.”

The dragon above me growls low in his throat and nips my bottom lips in a gesture that’s possessive, animalistic, and... strangely, hot. “Your clumsy thievery has taken that choice from us.”

Behind us, the dragon-man runs a hand through his ice-blue hair. “This is not how this is supposed to go. Human, if Phoenix allows you to rise, will you promise not to run again?”

Another growl slips past Phoenix’s throat. “She will remain beneath me.”

He shifts, and suddenly all I can feel is his massive erection pressing between my legs. Oh, shit. My body is heating up, which is the last thing I expected.

“I won’t run,” I promise, the words coming out desperate and frightened.

“Release her.”

Phoenix’s gaze narrows. “Silence, Frost! I will do as I wish!”

“Do not let your fire burn too brightly brother, or all will be lost.”

The dragon above me stiffens, and I see his expression change. Slowly, he climbs off of me.

When I rise to my feet, I wince as my feet touch the ground. I’d forgotten I had walked on glass in my need to escape. Now, however, the pain was stomach-turning.

Suddenly, I’m swept into the arms of the dragon with hair that’s such a dark blue it’s almost black. A squeak of surprise escapes my lips, and I look up at him in shock.

His expression is... angry. “You are hurt.”

I move my feet and wince. “Not too badly.”

“How did this happen?” His grip around me tightens, and his greenish-blue eyes move strangely within his irises, like the waves of the ocean.

For a minute, I can’t speak. All I can do is stare.

His entire body stiffens. He lowers his mouth and captures mine.

Fire moves through me, and I ground my lips against his, desperate to feel more of this ecstasy. Because that’s exactly what it is. Pure pleasure. Mind-numbing and extraordinary. 

Digging my hands into the back of his neck, I pull him closer. His tongue touches my lips, and I open them, eager to feel more. Only, I had no idea what his unexpectedly rough tongue would do to me. 

I gasp, running my tongue against his. Needing more of this. Of him.

He jerks his lips from mine, and reluctantly, I drop my hands, shocked by my reaction.

“Goddesses help us,” he murmurs, looking down at me.

My cheeks heat. “What the hell dragon magic is that?”

He raises a brow. “Dragon magic?”

“Yes!” I cross my arms over my chest, hating how hard my nipples feel. “You made me kiss you!”

He laughs, a sound that rumbles through his bare chest. “I do not make human women kiss me. And I would not make you kiss me. We must tend to your injury first, then I can kiss any part of you that you wish.”

“Azure...” It’s the dragon with ice-blue eyes. Frost, they called him. And he sounds frustrated. “We cannot simply mount this female. This must be discussed first.”

The dragon that holds me exchanges a look with the one named Phoenix. “We will tend to her wounds for now.”

He clutches me more tightly in his arms and walks to nearly the center of the room. Then, he crouches. I feel every muscle in his body tense. And then, he leaps into the air.

A scream tears from my lips. We’re going to hit the damn roof! But then, he hits the surface of a landing I never even saw. Up so close to the ceiling of the temple, that it’s tucked out-of-sight from anyone below.

Casually, as if he hadn’t just leapt several stories, he rises fully and starts walking forward into the hidden alcove. I hear the other dragons land behind him, and I get that feeling I hate. The feeling of being trapped.

“My feet are fine.” I tell him. “If you just put me in the woods, I’ll manage on my own.”

He scowls down at me. “That is not going to happen.”

We continue forward through the narrow hall, when suddenly, it opens into a massive room. The entire ceiling is glass, staring out at a sky speckled with clouds. I stare and stare. It’s like being in the sky. Like flying. I can even feel the sun’s warm rays kissing my flesh.

I close my eyes. Amazed by this feeling. It’s surreal. Beautiful. Perfect.

“You like it here.”

My eyes snap open. Azure is holding me, watching me, and his expression is curious. 

I speak softly, the words slipping past my lips before I can stop them. “It’s like being in the sky.”

One side of his full, stunning lips curls up. “It is not. But one day, I will take you into the sky. Would you like that?”

My heart races. “Does that mean after you bandage up my feet you don’t plan to kill me?”

He raises a brow.

But it’s Phoenix who answers. “It depends on how reasonable you are.”

“About being mated?” I challenge.

He glares at me, but says nothing.

Azure sighs above me and carries me to the center of the room. He sets me down on the edge of what I can only describe as a massive tub set low into the ground with slopping sides. The entire bottom of it sparkles with gems of every color. I try not to stare, but I do. The wealth these dragons have is like nothing I’ve seen before. They use gems that could be used to feed whole villages to line their tubs. It’s absolutely unbelievable.

“I will tend to your feet,” Azure says, then sits down and pulls my feet into his lap.

His expression darkens. 

“How bad is it?” Frost says, turning the water on in the tub and sitting down beside his brother.

Phoenix stands over them. He looks down at my feet, then back at my face. “You cannot be this reckless. Do you understand me?”

My temper flares. “I wouldn’t have stepped on glass if you hadn’t scared me!”

His hands curl into fists, and suddenly I wish I’d kept my big mouth shut. “And we would never have come here if you hadn’t triggered The Egg!”

Instead of cowering, I shout back. “Maybe you shouldn’t leave some stupid trap egg in the middle of a temple!”

He roars. “A temple no human has entered before! Until you!”

I hate that he has a point. They didn’t exactly make it easy to get into this place. “Maybe next time hide your magical trap better then! I didn’t want it! I just needed...” I freeze. 

He gives me a pointed look. “You just intended to rob us of our jewels. Not our last hope.”

I frown. “What— ouch!”

Azure gives me an apologetic look as he shows me the bloody piece of glass he pulled out of the bottom of my foot. “Sorry, I forgot how fragile humans are. Frost, will you?”

The other Shifter nods and leans close to my feet. Suddenly, a puff of white leaves his lips. I try to jerk my feet away from the cloud, but Azure holds my feet relentlessly.

“Damn it! That hurts!” And then, the pain fades.

“Better?” Frost asks, cocking a brow.

I nod. “Thanks.”

The next few minutes are spent with Azure picking glass out of my feet, Frost freezing them every so often, and Phoenix glaring down at me. When Azure at last pushes the little bowl of bloodied glass away, Frost takes it to a table in one corner near a massive bed piled high with pillows and blankets.

Azure holds my feet and slowly sinks them into the water near me. I gasp as the feeling returns to them. They hurt more than I want to admit, even while Azure gently cleans them of blood.

“Thank you.” I tell him again.

He nods, but says nothing.

“Do you have something to wrap them with?” I ask, wincing as I imagine walking through the woods without something to protect them.

“I believe we do.” Frost leaves back down the hallways and returns a moment later. “I am glad we have something. It isn’t often dragons need tending to in this way.”

I’m beyond grateful. Azure dries my feet, wraps them, then sets them gently in his lap. Where, for the first time I’m aware that his large, hard cock is resting between my feet. I instantly want to draw my legs back, but I don’t know what the dragons will do if I react poorly. So, I try not to move, but my gaze is locked on the evidence of his arousal.

But again, maybe he isn’t aroused, maybe this is just how dragon Shifters always are. Hopefully...

Everything grows awkwardly quiet. 

“Well,” I clear my throat. “If one of you would be kind enough to return me to the woods, I should be fine from here. Thanks again.”

Phoenix crosses his broad arms over his bare chest, and again, against my will, my gaze goes to him. Broad, muscular arms. A hard, begging me to touch him chest, and that erection. Damn it. If I lived in a fantasy world without consequences, I’d be doing things to these dragons that would blow their minds.

And their cocks... quite literally.

“You are not going anywhere.” Phoenix says, his voice deepened by arousal.

I look up and hate that he’s caught me staring at his dick. He seemed arrogant enough before that.

“I’m not staying here.” I tell him.

“And how exactly do you plan on escaping? You cannot climb down from here. You are wounded. And you would have to fight the three of us.”

I raise my chin. “I’ve had more impossible odds and been just fine.”

Azure laughs. “I seriously doubt that, but you are certainly a confident female.”

Frost’s voice comes, cool and serious. “She also appears to be brave, strong, and capable.”

Phoenix scowls. “She is not. She is cocky, head-strong, and foolish.”

“And yet the decision is taken from us,” Frost says, studying the other dragon.

Phoenix’s scowl deepens.

“Uh, I hate to break up this assessment of my attributes, but I gave back your jewels. I’m sorry I triggered your alarm system, or whatever that egg is, but no real harm seems to have been done... except to me. So, how about if you let me go, I’ll promise not to come back.”

None of them speak.

I turn to Azure, feeling my pulse pick up. “Azure?”

He avoids my gaze.

“Enough wasting time.” Phoenix crosses the room, throws me over his shoulder, and I’m suddenly being carried across the room. I don’t even have a chance to protest when he throws me onto the bed. “Remove your pants female, we intend to mount you.”

It takes me a second to close my mouth. “Like hell! You are not mounting me!”

He points to my stomach. “Within your belly is the fate of the entire dragon race. You will mate with us until you become pregnant with our young.”

“WHAT?”

He glares. “You made this choice. Now live with it.”

I scramble to the other edge of the bed. “You’re insane! I do not have the ‘fate of the entire dragon race in my belly,’” I tell him mocking his serious voice. “I’m just a thief. Now, let me leave!”

Frost stands and moves closer to the bed, his ice-white eyes lock with mine. “The dragon egg you touched was not meant for a thief. It was one-of-a-kind. A fertility egg we spent many years searching for. And within it, we have placed our essences. We have spent the last year searching for a worthy female. One who could handle the power of such an ancient relic. A woman who could allow her body to be changed by our essences, something that is done to prepare the female to carry a dragon young. A woman who could handle the magic of the fertility egg—it will grow in strength each moment until she becomes pregnant. But, it seems, our searching was moot. You now carry our essences and the power of the fertility egg within you.”

My pulse races. “Well, can you take it out?”

Frost shakes his head. “Impossible.”

“There’s got to be a—“

“There isn’t!” Phoenix barks. “The mother to our young will be a head-strong thief and no one else.”

“No.” My voice sounds small and weak, even to my own ears.

Frost sits on the edge of the bed, his massive frame even more intimidating now that I know without a doubt what they plan for me. “What is your name?”

“Tori,” I say, after a long moment.

“Tori,” he repeats my name, a slight smile teasing his lips. “What do you desire most in this world?”

I speak without thinking. “To be safe. To know where my next meal will come from. To... to not be scared all the time.”

The air in the room changes, and I don’t know why.

Azure turns his back to me and moves to one of the windows. “What are you afraid of?”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to us,” he says, and there’s steel in his voice.

But I won’t tell them. Not about my life in the village. Not about how hard I’ve worked to avoid becoming a prostitute. How, after my mother died, everything fell on my shoulders. And how every time I get ahead, my brother makes a poor choice that destroys everything I’ve worked so hard for.

These dragons... they could never understand what it’s like to live in a falling down shack at the edge of town. A place I’ve worked damn hard to turn into a home. But a place that’s freezing in the winter, and uncomfortably hot in the summer.

And they can’t know what it’s like to be a young woman in a town without protection. No one fears my brother. And without a husband, it’s like I’m just waiting for the day someone hurts me. More than just grabbing my ass, or rubbing against my breasts. More than just being backhanded in the face.

It’s like my future is inevitable, even though I fight it with every breath I take.

“Please, just let me go home.”

Frost meets my gaze, and again I get the feeling that something has changed between all of us. “What if we could give you everything you’ve ever wanted and more? Safety. Wealth. Security.”

I stare at him. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying, within your belly is our last hope. If you give us the children we so desperately desire, we’ll provide for you until your dying day. We’ll give you a home, wealth, and safety. You need never see us or the dragon babes again after you have them, but we’ll continue to provide for you. No matter what.”

I don’t know when I touched my belly. But I realize my hand is resting there. Looking down, I can’t take my eyes off my stomach. Could I really do this? Have dragon babies? What would that even be like?

And could I have children that are half me... and just walk away?

My stomach turns uncomfortably.

“Will they be dragons when they come out?”

Frost chuckles. “No, they do not take their dragon-form until after their twenty-first birthday.”

I nod, feeling a little less scared. “And... and what if I want to be around them after they’re born?”

“You will be their birth mother. You may see them as much or as little as you wish.”

I thought his answer would make me feel better, but I don’t. This feels... strange. Like I’m selling my children, but they aren’t technically mine. They sort of belong to these dragons. And I did kind of ruin things for them, even if it was accidental.

“You would be doing us a great service.” 

Taking a deep breath, I can feel myself coming to a decision. “Can I come and go as I wish?”

Azure’s voice, quiet and angry comes from his place beside the window. “You mean back to the place you fear for your safety?”

I’m a little surprised. Why does he sound so... strange? “It’s my home.”

“You’ll remain with us until the babies arrive,” Frost explains, his tone light.

“But I’ll have to return to my brother.”

“No.” Phoenix growls.

I look toward him and glare. “I’m not signing on to be your prisoner!”

His mouth opens, and he looks as if he might start to shout again.

But Frost cuts him off. “We can discuss returning to your home. In a safe way. You must understand, we have tried for many, many years to have dragon children. This egg... you... it is the only chance we have of ever seeing dragons in the sky once more.”

Some of my anger fades. As long as I won’t be a prisoner... I’ve never done well when I felt like I was trapped.

Suddenly, I realize that all three dragons are staring at me. Waiting.

So, I’m really going to do this? I’m going to be rich and safe for the rest of my life. All I have to do is have dragon babies? Which means having sex with three massive dragons with huge dicks. I can do this. Right?

“Alright,” I tell them. “But I’m not a human-pincushion. Sex with you three giants needs to be gentle.”

Frost smiles. “You are the most precious thing in our worlds. We would give every treasure we have for you. Never worry about how you’ll be treated.”

I nod, unable to speak around the lump in my throat.

“So,” Frost asks, “who would you like to mate with first?”

I feel my cheeks burn. “Uh... you, I guess.”




Chapter Four

FROST

I try to keep the shock from my expression. And being an ice dragon, I think I manage it. But I’m stunned, down to my very core. This woman. This human named Tori. Will soon carry my child.

And more than that, she has chosen me as the first male to spread my seed within her. It’s a great honor. I tell myself that is all it is, an honor, a responsibility to my kind. But my manhood knows I lie.

This woman? I want her. More than any human I’ve claimed before. I want to believe it’s because she has the magic of the fertility egg glowing within her, drawing me to her like an unbreakable force. I even want to believe it’s because she carries my essence. The strongest aspects of myself shaped and formed, waiting for the child to carry those traits within him or her.

But it isn’t just that. I... I like this woman. And I’m glad it’s her that found the egg.

She yelled at Phoenix. Just the thought of it makes my lips twitch.

She thought to escape us. She even attacked me. A dragon.

The wound on my cheek has already begun to heal, but the thought of her ferociousness will remain in my mind forever.

And yet? She is vulnerable in a strange way. When she said she wished more than anything to be safe, and know when she will eat again, something unexpected blossomed within me. Rage. Pure rage.

I am an ice dragon, and so I hid it behind calm words, but the emotions of my dragon-brothers filled the room. Phoenix didn’t wish for us to know, but we knew. And Azure? Azure was on the verge of something dangerous.

We all knew this human must have come from the nearby village. Had Azure allowed his control to slip, he would have burned the village to the ground for making our female feel this way.

“Frost?” she says my name in a strange uncertain way.

My gaze moves to her. And I find it hard to speak. Her eyes are the color of the rich earth, and her skin is darkened by the sun. Her hair is a stunning color, brown with streaks of blonde. It’s vibrant and screams of life and good health. And there are dark speckles across one side of her face, dancing from the center of her forehead down past her eye and disappearing near her ear.

It’s a sign that someone within her family was blessed by a dragon. The significance was not lost on my brothers. And her claws? Well, someone in her family line was strongly blessed by a dragon. Which my brothers and I find damn attractive.

“Are you going to say anything, or just stare?” she asks, and the false bravo in her voice makes me at last push away my wild thoughts.

I must focus on this fragile human. The mother of our children.

“My apologies. I would be glad to be your first mate.”

She nods awkwardly. “Uh, okay. Well, are they going to just stand here or do they plan to leave?”

I frown at her. “They will watch, of course.”

Her brows disappear into her hairline. “You’re joking, right?”

I’m confused. “Sometimes they will watch, and sometimes they will join in, until our seeds have been firmly planted.”

A laugh that’s strangely charming explodes from her lips. “No way!”

Phoenix huffs from the corner. “Do you two intend to mate or discuss every move beforehand? Because I grow weary of this, and my cock swells with my seed.”

Her skin seems to pale. 

Phoenix, why can’t you see how close we are to losing her?

I take a deep breath and rise. Moving slowly around the bed so as not to alarm her, I sit beside her. She shifts slightly away from me, but doesn’t dart away as I feared.

It’s a good start.

For a second, an image comes to me, of when she struggled beneath Phoenix, of when she kissed Azure. I imagine the way the scent of her arousal, sweet and heavy, grew, hanging over the room like the most delicious of perfumes. It alone made my mouth water for a taste of her. 

But it wasn’t just her scent. It was the sight of her, breathless, eyes bright, and the sound of her heart pounding. This was a woman of passion. A woman who simply needed us to unleash it within her.

And now I get the chance to do just that.

I reach out, pushing her hair back from her face. She leans into my touch for the briefest of moments, and then stiffens. I almost smile. She’ll fight me on this, whether because she’s stubborn, or because she still fears what’s to come, I’m not sure.

Sliding my hand to the back of her hair, I tug her closer to me, and she complies with suspicious eyes. With all the control that I possess, I lean forward and brush the lightest of kisses upon her lips. She makes a little sound, almost like a surprised sigh, and doesn’t pull away. I kiss her again, just a little harder this time.

When her mouth softens beneath mine, my cock seems to tighten. The careful control I’ve placed over my arousal already begins to slip. The possessive dragon within me stretches, poised to attack, to dominate my mate.

But I grit my teeth, and I kiss her back, grasping for my control. Determined not to frighten her.

She is not like the other human women who have been lost to the seduction of the dragons. We do not want her to awaken in the morning, possibly full of regret, possibly hating us. She must know what she’s doing. She must awaken ready to take us again, as often as we must, to fill her belly with our children.

And so, I continue to kiss her, softly, tasting her mouth. Enjoying the feeling of her relaxing beneath my touch.

When her lips part, I remind myself to stay in control even as our kiss deepens and my tongue sweeps inside her mouth.

She groans, and damn the Gods my sack tightens painfully. Her tongue begins to slide and tangle with my own, and her body begins to move as if imagining the way I’ll thrust within her.

My hand in her hair tightens into a fist. I resist the urge to pin her to the bed and bury myself inside her. But my primitive instincts are loud and forceful.

When she pulls back from my kiss, panting. I meet her gaze. “More?”

She slowly nods.

I withdraw my hand from her hair and move to the buttons on her shirt. Flicking each one open, I don’t hesitate to draw back the material and pull it off her shoulders.

Phoenix growls behind me, and I feel Azure draw closer. This human’s breasts are perfection. Big, full mounds tipped with small pink nipples. Nipples that are already hard.

Reaching forward, I cup each breast, cradling them in my hands. She makes a sound of satisfaction, and my thumbs reach for her nipples, brushing the hard tips.

A gasp slips past her lips, and her heartbeat hammers in my ears. The scent of her arousal strengthens, overwhelming the room.

The dragon within me fights to be uncaged, and he and I are of one mind. This female needs to be mated. To be spread. To be speared by our cock and filled with our cum.

I push her back, towering over her.

She looks as if she might protest, but I don’t give her another moment to think. I lean forward and take one of her hard nubs into my mouth.

She moans, and her hands tangle into my hair. Her knees spread wider and, as I suck her hard nipples into my mouth, my expert fingers undo the buttons of her pants.

When I move to the other breast, I pull her pants down her hips, then break free of her breasts long enough to toss her pants onto the floor.

Azure and Phoenix have come to stand at the foot of the bed, and I don’t envy their straining cocks and empty hands. I continue to lavish this female’s breasts with my tongue as my hand sweeps down to part her folds.

A shudder moves over my body. She’s wet. Oh Gods, she’s so wet. As I run my fingers over each delicious fold, my calm thoughts begin to fade away. My nostrils are filled with the scents of her arousal, and the way she bucks against my fingers tells me she wants me within her.

But she’s a small human. She’s the mother of our young.

I can’t lose control... I can’t... 

And then, she leans forward and grasps my cock. The dragon within me roars in approval, and my ice melts away. 

All is lost.




Chapter Five

TORI

I can’t think. I’ve never felt like this in my life... like I don’t give a damn about anything except being fucked. But the honest truth is that I don’t. The world could come falling down around me, and I’d still be here silently willing this shifter to put his big cock inside of me.

Because I’m lying on the softest damn bed I’ve ever laid on in my life. Two massive, naked dragon shifters are standing over me. Both of them look like they’re on the verge of losing control and joining Frost and I in bed. And for the first time, I actually feel more aroused by that idea than afraid.

They stroke themselves. Their fucking long cocks wet and swelling in their fists.

And their gazes? They’re locked on me. As if they’ve never seen anything hotter than me in this moment... which turns me the hell on.

Frost growls as his fingers continue to work their magic, sliding inside my folds, dancing along my clit. I’m pretty sure he’s trying to drive me insane, because I’m about to beg him to put his delicious dick inside of me.

And I’ve never begged for anything in my life.

When his fingers leave my body, I’m finally able to take a deep breath as my tight muscles relax. I press my hands to my face, glad for one moment to pull myself together.

Which is exactly the moment I feel his breath between my thighs.

I drop my hands and look down just as his mouth pushes inside of me. “Frost,” I gasp.

This is too much. It feels too damn good. I’m going to lose all control in front of three men who I barely know. But instead of pushing Frost away, my hands tangle into the back of his hair, drawing him closer.

He takes his time. Licking and sucking as my nerves explode. I’m pressing him to me. Thrusting against his face as each flick of his tongue draws me closer and closer to the edge.

Oh, Gods, I’m so close. Close to orgasming like I’ve never done in my life.

And then he pulls his delicious lips back.

His pale eyes are filled with absolute desire as he moves up my body and lies on top of me. I’m not even afraid as I feel his massive erection between my thighs. I’m ready for him. Ready to finally have my release.

His tip slips into my wet folds, and I whimper, wrapping my legs around his back.

He growls, low and animalistic in my ear. Then, nips my neck.

His cock continues deeper, pushing inside of my channel.

I gasp. Shocked. I’m so God damn wet. So ready for him. And yet... he’s so big that my body still holds him too tightly. Gripping him in a way that borders on pain as he fills me.

My nails dig into his back. It’s hard to breath. I clench my teeth and dig my nails deeper and deeper into his skin.

He’s so big. Maybe too big.

Oh fuck, what if I can’t handle him?

At last, he stops above me. His breathing is rough, and every muscle in his body radiates with tension, but he doesn’t move. As if he’s waiting. I’m not sure what for, but I’m grateful for the moment.

I exhale slowly, realizing he’s come to his hilt. His erection big and uncomfortable inside of me, as if I was never built to take something this large.

But as he starts to suck my neck and rub my nipples with his thumbs, I start to calm down. And when my tight body slowly relaxes, his erection is less and less uncomfortable.

Shifting beneath him, I feel the need for more. A tiny voice whispers in my mind that letting a dragon fuck me might be painful, but I’m too desperate for release that I push the thought away.

As he begins to slide in and out of me, over and over again, slowly and cautiously, everything changes. It’s like the world is brighter. My body is alive. Every fucking inch of it. And it’s this dragon awakening me.

I’m panting, grasping his shoulders as he thrusts inside of me. My body holds him so tightly, but it isn’t painful, it’s deliciously amazing. 

I feel the bed move and look to see Azure has climbed onto the bed next to us. His hands follow the rhythm of Frost’s thrusts inside of me. I watch him stroke himself with hooded eyes. 

It’s fucking hot.

Reaching out, I touch the tip of his wet cock. He freezes, then slowly moves closer. My hand travels down his length, and he drops his hand. When his eyes close, and he begins to thrust into my grip, I feel turned on in an entirely new way.

Frost continues to fuck me, and my hand moves in rhythm with his thrusts.

When Phoenix moves to stand at the other side of the bed, near my head, I can’t even make him wait. My mind wants to refuse him, just to punish him for being an ass. But my mouth? I lean up and curl my lips around him.

A string of curses slip from his lips, and I suck... hard.

And damn it, this dragon tastes incredible. Sweet and delicious, like a treat. 

I’m surrounded by big, hard dragons, and I love it. I love my inner-muscles squeezing Frost as his movements become more and more frenzied. I love stroking Azure as he matches my rhythm. And I love when Phoenix grabs the back of my head and pushes himself deeply into the back of my throat.

The sounds of our pleasure fill the room. And suddenly, my body tightens. Every damn muscle. And I know... I know what’s going to happen. Even if I wanted to stop it, purely because of how overwhelming it is, I can’t. 

I cry out around the shaft in my mouth, and suddenly, I’m coming. I stroke and suck in a frenzy, as my body meets every thrust of Frost’s cock. A roar tears from one of the dragon’s throats, and then hot cum slides down my hand.

Seconds later, my mouth fills with a warmth that tastes like heaven. My body twitches and tightens around Frost’s cock, and a guttural cry explodes from his lips. The warmth inside of me is incredible. There’s something possessive and perfect about it. His seed seems to coat my channel for a long minute.

When the room grows calmer, I open my eyes. Phoenix is staring at me with the purest expression of shock. Unable to help myself, I pull his cock from my mouth, then slowly lick off every inch of him.

“You are... cruel,” he whispers, but he sounds happy.

I turn to Frost as he raises his head from beside my neck. He kisses my throat, then smiles at me. “Thank you.”

It’s dumb as hell when I feel my cheeks heat. “No problem.”

Azure pulls free of my grip on his cock. I watch him as he leaves, then comes back with a cloth to wipe off my hand and wrist.

He smiles boldly at me. “If your hand feels that good, I hope I’m next for your cunt.”

Now I’m definitely blushing. “You can’t already want more!”

“Of course we do.” Phoenix says, his voice low and sexy. “We wish our children to grow within you at the same time, so that means there isn’t a lot of time to wait.”

I frown. “Wait... am I going to have all three of your kids at the same time?”

He tilts his head to one side. “Of course.”

I lay back on the bed. Three massive dragon babies? Am I going to even be able to waddle around?

“You look tired,” Frost says, softly. “We have some hunting to do. You may bathe, the water is always warm. Or you may simply sleep, your choice.”

“Hunting, now?” Phoenix words are an angry bark.

Frost shoots him a pointed glance as he climbs off of the bed, and pulls the blanket on top of me. “Yes, now. She may wish for a little time to herself.”

Phoenix does not look convinced.

Azure stands at the edge of the bed, and stretches his big, sexy body. “I could use a little fresh air.”

The golden-eyed dragon swears beneath his breath, but they move to one side of the room. Pushing back one massive window, they pause, looking back at me.

“Do you need anything?” Frost asks, his tone sincere.

“Maybe something to eat?” I say, feeling uncertain.

He nods, then leaps out the window.

I gasp, but several second later, a white dragon soars into the sky. From this close, and with me no longer terrified for my life, I’m amazed by how beautiful he is. His scales shimmer like freshly fallen snow, and the spikes along his spine look almost artistic rather than dangerous.

When he takes off into the sky above, Phoenix jumps out of the window. Again, a moment later, a dragon soars above the building. This dragon is red, but his scales seem to shimmer from orange to yellow, like flames. It’s stunning, and almost impossible to look away from.

Azure leaps out the window next, and I’m surprised to see how different he is as a dragon. His scales are the dark blue of the deepest depths of the ocean, but his body is also sleeker. He doesn’t have spikes, but he seems to move faster. When he flaps his wings, it’s a flash of movement.

I stare at them circling above the glass ceiling for several long seconds, and then they soar away.

Wrapping the blanket around my body, I watch for a long time, until their shapes disappear into the horizon. My legs shake as I rise and move to sit on a seat by the window. This day feels like a strange dream. One minute I’m stealing gems, and the next I’ve made a deal with dragons.

Suddenly, I stiffen. My brother. 

Fuck.

If his debtors have found him, I’m already too late. 

My heart pounds. I see my brother’s face. His goofy, kind face.

I can’t let that happen. I can’t let anyone hurt him. This whole deal with the dragons won’t just help me, it’ll help him too. Our lives will be better forever, but only if he lives that long.

Dropping the blanket, I rush to collect my clothes. I need to grab a couple gems and slip back to the village. It’ll take me no time at all to pay his debtors and get back before the dragons even know I’m missing. I know it won’t be easy to climb down from here, and down the tower, but I know I can do it.

I have to do it.

My feet give a sudden tinge of pain, as if to tell me this is a bad idea. But hurt feet or not, my brother is all I have. I can’t just stay here and pretend the outside world doesn’t exist.

And I’ll be back before the dragons even know I’m gone.

What harm can it do?
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Serial #2




Chapter One

Phoenix

I am strangely pleased by the little human female. As I soar above the ocean, diving in just deep enough to feel the water splashing on my body, I’m consumed by thoughts of her. This Tori is... different than I imagined the human who would carry our young to be.

When I first spotted her, I thought she would be nothing but trouble. Her attack on my brothers said she had no common sense. The fact that she argued with a fire dragon... told me she was either foolishly brave, or just a fool.

But when she’d touched my brother? I have never felt that way before.

Human females are drawn to us. It’s the allure of dragons. And it’s nearly impossible to resist. Females fall into our beds as if in a spell.

But Tori? She seems immune to our allure.

Which was strange enough, but then, I was surprised yet again.

Frost was gentle with her in a way I’ve never seen before. And when she let him touch her? She seemed nervous. Afraid. Not at all like a woman bespelled by dragons. 

She’d even tried to hide her pleasure from us. But she could never conceal the delicious scent of her arousal... it was driving me mad. The power of it was so strong it was as if she was pulling me to her, not the other way around.

I should be disturbed by this. But I’m not. She is ours. She will lie in our bed for many months to come, spreading her delicious thighs, accepting our cocks. We will fill her cunt with our seed, until her belly grows round with our young.

She is our female in a way no woman has ever been before.

For a minute I imagine the moment Frost told her she could leave after giving us our young. Smoke puffs from my nostrils, and I shoot high into the sky, above the clouds as I spin. She will not leave us. Ever. She is ours now.

And she will always be ours.

I feel a bit lost as I tear through the sky. Already I’d roasted and feasted on a cow. The desire to return to my lair and relax into sleep is tugging at me, but my mundane routine is only a passing thought. What I really want is to return to Tori.

And although I’m full, and she just hours before had satisfied my cock with her hot, eager mouth, I want more. I want to be inside of her. I want to know if she’ll be shy with me. If I’ll have to try to be gentle.

Or if I can possess her the way a dragon takes his female.

My cock tightens. I wish to take her hard and fast. I wish to hear her screaming in mindless pleasure.

Frost told us to give her time. But I don’t think I can be away from her for another second.

Switching directions, I head back to the temple. I’m barreling through the sky, so desperate for her that I can think of nothing else.

I sense my brothers before I see them.

I thought you said to stay away. I’m smiling as I send the thought.

Frost sounds embarrassed as he responds. I think it has been long enough.

Azure ignores us both, diving down for the window. He transforms in mid-air and catches the ledge, pulling himself up. Frost goes next, and at last, I follow.

As I duck through the window, I’m surprised to find myself smiling. I’ve never before hurried home to see a female. I like this feeling.

Frost and Azure are suddenly blocking my path, and both look upset.

“What is it?” I ask, frowning, trying to see around them to the female who must still be lying in our bed.

“She’s gone,” Frost says.

He’s trying to hide it, but I can hear the worry in his voice.

And then his words hit me. “Gone? Impossible.”

I push around them and stare at the empty bed.

“Her scent is old,” Frost adds, the words tense.

Even though he has the best nose of us all, I inhale. The room smells of sex, and the sweetness that is our Tori. But he’s right. The scent is old. She’s been gone for a while. Perhaps hours.

A roar of anger tears from my lips. “Where is she?”

“She said something about a brother.” Frost offers softly.

Azure turns, smashing his hand through the wall.

I feel a blinding rage, but it won’t be wasted on the wall. Our female has gone against our orders. She has left. Probably to the village not far from here.

She will regret this betrayal.

Spinning, I race for the window.

“We must act rationally.” Frost yells, running after me.

I don’t respond, every instinct within me screams to find her and punish her. To ensure she will never make my heart ache like this again. To ensure my nerves will never tremble like this again.

“We don’t even know if she left by choice!”

Nothing could have made me stop but that. I turn to Frost. “You think she was taken?”

“Dragons have always had enemies,” he says, too quietly.

Perhaps he thought to calm me. But instead, I turn, jumping out the window and shifting. Fire explodes from my lips, and I roar and roar as I barrel through the sky toward the village.

If anyone took her by force, they will die. And I’ll burn the village to the ground.

I think of her, tiny and fragile. A human body containing the hope of our entire future.

My heart races faster. I picture the soft, beautiful lines of her face as she told us she just wished to be safe. I imagine the way her deep brown eyes seemed to go on forever.

This female is ours. And whatever she was afraid of... I’m going to burn to the damned ground.




Chapter Two

TORI

My feet are killing me. Every step is pure torture, but I’ve finally reached our shack. Standing, I lean against the trunk of a tree, staring at our home.

Unexpectedly, my heart squeezes. It’s leaning slightly to one side. And the boards that piece it together have been badly repaired in far too many spots, but I’ve never been gladder to see anything in my life.

Hefting my bag higher on my shoulder, I bite down a whimper of pain as I hovel across the little clearing that leads to our door. But when I reach it and push, it doesn’t open.

I knock.

There’s no answer.

“Barret?”

“Tori?”

A second later, the wooden latch is slid away, and he opens the door. Without giving me time to think, he yanks me inside.

I cry out as my feet scream in protest, and I stumble back and collapse into the chair.

Barrett slams the door behind me and slides the lock back into place. When he turns back to me, I gasp. His light brown hair, so like my own, is streaked with blood. One of his eyes in blackened, and his face is swollen.

“Barrett...”

He gives a weak smile. “It’s not so bad. My damn ribs are a hell of a lot worse.”

“This has to stop!” I tell him.

His smile fades. “Did you get something?”

For a second I don’t react, disappointment fills my chest. “Yes.”

He looks relieved as he reaches for my bag.

I hand it to him, curling my arms around my chest. I’m suddenly cold. And tired.

Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I thought my brother might show some signs of regret after the danger I’d put myself in. Or maybe it’s because I’m already sure he’s thinking about his next bet.

“This is incredible!” he says, in awe, pulling out the small handful of jewels I stole.

I feel a little guilty as I look at them. My dragons said they’d give me anything. Hopefully they won’t miss the tiny jewels.

My brother moves closer and wraps me in a hug. “I honestly thought you’d come back empty-handed. I was sure of it.”

“I wouldn’t let you down.”

He squeezes me tighter. “I should have known better.”

I relax for a second. He’s so big. Like a brick wall. I always thought I could feel safe in his arms, but it’s strange how rarely I do.

He pulls back and grins at me as I wince and sit back down. “Okay, we’ll give the smallest one to One Eye, and then we’re going to get out of this town. You and I. We’re going to go to Caprial and live like royalty!”

I almost smile, but my thoughts return to the dragons. “Or we could stay here for a while.”

His grin fades. “There’s nothing here for us, Tori. Just a life wishing what might have been.”

There could be a life for us here, but suddenly I’m nervous about telling him. I picture my brother in the dragon’s temple. If he had money and no reason to work, he’d spend his days drunkenly gambling.

I want him to be taken care of. To not ever go hungry. But I have a feeling telling him about the dragons might ensure he’ll never be productive again.

And I’m sure my dragons won’t put up with his behavior...

“If you can’t stop gambling, your problems will follow us no matter where we go.”

He scowls. “One day I’ll win big, and then you’ll be grateful that I gamble.”

I shake my head. “I’d be more grateful if you just kept a job and—“

“I can’t listen to this again.” He goes across the room and grabs his jug of cheap liquor. Chugging it, he winces, frowning across the room at me. “Why don’t we not pay One Eye? Let’s just leave.”

“Just leave?” I stare at him in disbelief. “One Eye is dangerous. You can’t just renege on a deal with him. We’ll never be safe. Besides, we actually have the means to pay him off. It’d be stupid not to.”

He looks between me, and the jewels in his hand. “You really think he won’t just let us go.”

“You know better than that! If you offer him something, you have to give it to him.”

He’s quiet for a long time. “You’re right. May the Gods forgive us.”

I frown. “The jewel should more than take care of whatever you owe.”

He stares. “I hope so.”

I feel uneasy. “How much did you gamble?”

“A lot.” He looks away from me. “But I also think now that we have the money, I’m done with this town.”

Taking a deep breath, I try to think of how I’m going to explain my deal with the dragons. 

But he talks first. “Here.” He hands a small red gem to me.

I frown, taking it. “What’s this for?”

“To give to One Eye.”

I stare at him. “You can’t be serious. You’re the one who made the bet. Shouldn’t you be the one to pay it?”

He strides across the room and takes another drink, talking with his back to me. “But he doesn’t plan on killing you, just me. He’s not even going to wait for me to show the payment before he cuts my throat. You’re the only one who can do this.”

Just the thought of going near the owner of the brothel and his minions makes my stomach turn. “Barrett, can’t you just—“

“Please?” he looks back at me with those eyes, the ones that make me feel like I’m staring right at my mother.

I sigh. I can do this. “Okay.”

“Thank you,” he says, looking very serious. “You’re really the best sister I could ever have.”

Part of me wants to draw this out, but another part of me is aware of my time ticking away. The last thing I want is for the dragons to come back and find me gone.

Just the thought has me rising on my aching feet.

Barrett kisses my forehead, then opens the door for me. I look back at him. He looks so happy staring down at the gems in his hand. Happier than I’d seen him in a long time.

I didn’t want to have to do this, but I had a feeling I’ll be with the dragons a lot for a while. And maybe I don’t even have to tell my brother about them. Even if he’s reckless with his money, he should be okay for a long time just with what I’ve given him. 

And if I won’t be back for a while, the least I can do is take care of this before I leave. Especially since Barrett had a way of making these kinds of situations worse.

Hobbling toward town, I try to swallow down the nauseating pain of walking on my injured feet. 

When I reach the ancient looking buildings that make up the town of two hundred or so humans, I hobble past the tiny town square, where people sell fruits, wood, and little useful items. I continue on through a couple alleys until I reach the bigger buildings near the other side of town.

I hate this area. I never go here. Even when my mother worked at the brothel, I stayed away. She always said I was safer alone in our house than with her here, because One Eye and his men own every inch of this section of town. 

But for once, I have no choice.

When I spot his brothel, I take a deep breath and head for the door. But before I can even reach it, two of his men step out of the shadows on either side of the building.

I freeze. 

“Right on time,” one of them says.

I frown. “I brought One Eye his payment.”

His leering gaze runs over me as if I’m his latest possession.

A shiver of disgust moves down my spine.

“I’ll let him know you’re here.” The other man disappears into the building.

I stand awkwardly, feeling the gem grow slick with my nervous sweat. But still, I clench it in my fist, hoping that everything goes as planned.

A minute later, One Eye comes out. The tall ex-sailor has a black patch over one eye, and a dark shirt that strains over his broad shoulders. Many of the women in town thought he was handsome... until they saw the kind of cruelty he was capable of.

“Tori,” he purrs my name.

“I brought your payment.” I open my palm to show him that I speak the truth.

He looks down at it, and his good eye widens. “Well, that’s an unexpected extra that I’ll have to reward your brother for.”

I frown. “Can you just take it? I have things to do.”

To my surprise, he laughs. “From now on, the only things you’re doing is what I tell you to do.”

My heart hammers. “I think you’ve got something confused.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, did big brother not tell you?”

“Tell me what?” I hate the sinking feeling in my belly.

“That he finally lost the one thing I want.” He takes a step closer to me, and his men start to draw closer on my sides.

“The jewel should more than pay for anything he owes you.”

His mouth curls into a wicked smile, and he reaches for the sharp dagger at his belt. “That’s a nice touch, but you’re what your brother offered me, and I’ll be damned if I lose you now, after all I did to win you.”

“You can’t win me.” I feel my claws growing longer. “I’m not an object, and my brother doesn’t own me.”

He flashes his weapon, and his gaze moves to his minions, but I keep moving backwards, keeping them from trapping me.

“Sorry, Tori, but this isn’t your choice.”

Suddenly, someone taps my shoulder. I whirl around, and a fist crashes into my face. I hit the earth behind me, and I can’t see. My head spins as someone grabs my arms.

I scream, even though my vision hasn’t returned. I slash out, hearing someone cry out. But more hands grab me as I struggle. 

I’m hoisted to my feet, and someone holds my hands behind my back.

They’re all around me. There’s nowhere to go. I struggle harder, feeling trapped. Needing my hands free if I have any chance at escape.

One Eye suddenly presses his dagger to my throat, and I freeze.

He drags the tip up to the dark scattering of spots that run from my hair line, across one eye, and to my ear. They’re another sign that I was cursed by magic. And one of the many reasons I’m considered undesirable as a wife.

His blade cuts into one of the spots.

I clamp down to keep any sound of pain from leaving my lips.

“The men in this town might not want you as a wife, but I know a hell of a lot of them who want to fuck you. So, my men are going to take you back to your new room, and they’re going to teach you how to pleasure a man.”

I don’t think, I just act. My lips move, and I spit full into his face.

For one second he looks shocked, and then he pulls his fist back and hits me in the face. Hard.

I think I black out for a second. I can’t seem to draw my head up.

“You’re going to pay for that,” he whispers.

I’m sure I will. A small, panicked voice says in the back of my mind.

The earth suddenly pitches beneath my feet, and we’re nearly thrown to the ground. All the men turn as one, and my gaze goes a short distance down the road. A red dragon has landed. Smoke curls from his nose. And he looks pissed.

For the first time in my life, I’m glad there’s an angry dragon in my town.

The earth pitches again, and the blue-black dragon lands on the road on the other side of us.

My heart pounds.

The men don’t move.

Phoenix and Azure shift, transforming into naked men.

They start toward us. I don’t know what to do right now, because I imagine they aren’t happy with me.

One Eye moves away from me, heading toward Phoenix. He banishes his dagger in front of him, as if it could do anything against such powerful beings.

“Get out of here, dragon, or I’ll—“

“Every one of you will die for touching our female.”

A shadow falls over us, and suddenly, One Eye is plucked off the ground by Frost. He screams in the claws of the dragon for one moment before Frost pulls his body apart. I look away as he tosses the pieces of the man into the woods.

The men who hold me start to run. Azure and Phoenix move like lightning.

My pulse races as they pummel them with fists. The human men have no chance. There’s screams, some crying, and then the street grows strangely quiet.

Phoenix looks back at me. His fists covered in blood. He stands fully over the men, and the anger in his eyes is terrifying.

Without thinking, I turn and start to run. I make it through two alleys and out into a street before Frost’s claws close around me, and I’m lifted off the ground.

As I scream, all I can picture is One Eye being pulled apart. I know these dragons made promises. I know they said I was important. But they’re angry right now. Angry that I left. They killed a group of men just for being near me.

What will they do to me?

And then on the main path out of town, I see my brother riding a horse, a small bag thrown over his shoulder. His shoulders are curled forward as he rides like death is coming straight for him.

My heart aches. He left? He sold me, took the gems, and just rode away? I... I can’t believe it.

I feel a hot tear track down my cheek, but the wind whips it away. The only person I thought cared about me doesn’t, and now I’m being carried off by an angry dragon.

I’ve never felt this scared or alone in my life.




Chapter Three

AZURE

It is said that a water dragon’s emotions run deep. We are not like ice dragons, who can conceal their feelings from others. Instead, our emotions are like the water. Sometimes no one knows how hot we run until we are boiling over.

And yet, I have never been truly furious in my short life.

Until today. When my dragon ears picked up the sounds of the men threatening our female. Until I heard her heart racing. Until I saw them hurt her.

And then, I was lost to my fury.

If she were not so small and fragile, my revenge would have been fiery. Many, many humans would have died, not just the group who harmed her.

We fly back to the temple now. Frost holds her in his claw, and I’m glad for it. I should not touch her when I feel like this.

Phoenix fills the sky with fire. I have never seen him like this. The tops of many trees burn, and the sky has darkened with his smoke, and yet he is lost. Even Frost’s pleading voice cannot calm my brother.

I avoid him. I avoid Frost. I do not go directly to the temple. I soar far from them both, afraid of my anger. Afraid of what I will do.

I dive into the waters far from the temple and swim with the ocean beasts. I dive and move through the waves until my temper cools, and only then do I take to the skies once more and head toward the temple.

When I shift and leap into the window, I immediately spot the female.

To my surprise, the sight of her calms me in a way the waters failed to do so. I move to her and kneel down, touching the spot on her forehead that Frost has bandaged. I stroke around her bruised cheek and eye, while she watches me wearily.

“The men who hurt you are dead,” I reassure her slowly.

“I saw.” But instead of sounding relieved, she sounds terrified.

My gaze connects with Frost, and he shrugs, looking equally confused. We saved our female. We avenged her. Why doesn’t she seem happy?

Why does she smell of fear?

“You should bathe,” I tell her.

Because beneath the fear she also smells of the human men. It irritates me, but it will infuriate Phoenix.

She nods, then looks away from us as she rises and awkwardly starts to remove her clothes.

I look at her bandaged feet and curse.

Rising, I help her remove her pants and shirt, then sweep her into my arms and carry her into the pool of warm water. She says nothing. Nothing at all. She doesn’t even make a sound. Instead, she holds herself stiffly in my arms.

What is wrong?

“Are you hurting?”

She shakes her head.

I lean her back and gently wash her hair. She allows me to, but her gaze never leaves me.

At last I settle into the waters with her across my lap, and push her hair out of her face. Her silence. Her stillness. It worries me.

“We will never let anyone harm you again.”

Her eyes widen. She opens her mouth, but says nothing.

Again, I am perplexed.

Finally, I just let the words tumble out. “What can we do to prove we will never allow you to come to harm again?”

I see something change in her eyes. Cautiously, she pushes against my chest, and even though my entire heart aches, I let her go.

“The three of you killed all those men.”

“Yes, we did. They hurt you.” I stare at her for a moment. “Did you not wish us to?”

“No. Yes. Well, I don’t know.”

Frost steps into the room and sets a bag on the table in one corner. “She is afraid of us, Azure.”

I stand, shocked, and move toward her through the water.

She stumbles back.

My hands drop, and I look at her, really look at her. She is afraid, there’s no denying it. I just never imagined that she would fear us.

“We would never hurt you.”

“Okay,” she climbs out of the tub and dries herself on a blanket nearby. 

“I secured a dress for you,” Frost says, and his voice sounds disinterested, but I detect the concern he so carefully hides. “It’s on the bed.”

A little crease comes between her brows, but she goes to the dress and pulls it on. It’s a little big, but otherwise fits her properly. And although I prefer her naked, she looks so beautiful that it takes me a minute to remember to step out of the tub and dry myself.

“Shall we sit down to eat?” Frost asks, pulling out a chair beside the table.

He’s set out a variety of things, probably from a quick trip to one of his nearby manors. There’s simple things like bread, cheese, and wine. And then there are the things he likely took from his kitchen, a pie, some roasted meat, and some other small dishes.

She walks stiffly on her injured feet to the table and sits down.

Frosts scoots her chair in and sits across from her.

It’s all very... strange. Why aren’t we discussing her fears? Why aren’t we comforting her?

I know that Frost understands humans in a way that Phoenix and I do not, but I think he may be wrong to simply dish out food onto her plate and take a meal with her as if nothing is wrong.

Dragging an empty chair out from the table, both of them look at me as I settle into my chair.

“Would you like—?”

I cut Frost off. “We need to discuss her feelings. She will be the mother to our young. She will be in our care for a long time to come. She cannot fear us.”

Tori meets my gaze for the first time since we returned. “I’m sorry if I need a little time to process what happened there.”

And even though sarcasm laces her words, I feel relieved to see some of her old spirit. “What did you expect us to do?”

“I don’t know,” she admits. “Actually, in my head I planned to be back here before any of you noticed me missing.”

I huff. “I’m glad we found you when we did.”

She pales again, and I curse myself.

Frost takes a slow bite of a piece of bread. “Speaking of which, why did those men hurt you?”

She uses her fork to poke at the meat on her plate. “My brother owed them money. And... I guess, offered me in exchange for his debt.”

Again, that feeling comes over me. A blinding rage. Smoke puffs from my nose, and I rise. “Your own flesh and blood sold you to pay his debt?”

She looks up at me, curiously. “Yes.”

My fists ache to pummel the walls. No, to pummel her brother’s face. “That man was entrusted with your care. He should have died before allowing harm to come to you.”

“Why?” she asks, and the sweetness of her question calms my anger.

“Because you deserve better.”

I cannot look away from her deep brown eyes, because nothing is concealed from me in that moment. She’s surprised by my response. Truly, deeply, amazed. 

Is it possible this female doesn’t realize how special she is? How beautiful? How brave? 

“You must be careful for now on, Tori. If anything were to happen to you... we would lose our minds.”

“Because of the fertility egg,” she says, still holding my gaze.

“Yes, because of the fertility egg. We are the last of our kind, and we have yet to successfully impregnate a single human female. It is difficult among dragons. It is even harder between humans and dragons. But you are our best chance at that. Perhaps our only chance.” I move closer and kneel down before her, taking her hands. “You are the single most important thing to us.”

I sense that perhaps I haven’t said the right things, but her expression gentles, and she leans forward to plant a light kiss on my lips.

Only, she has made me feel too much. From the moment I first saw her, it was like being struck by lightning. Everything within me has changed, and now her gentle kiss unleashes something unexpected within me. Emotions. Gratitude for her. Relief that she was returned safely to us. And a hunger to take her again. To claim her as my own.

Leaning up, I grasp the back of her head and pull her to me, deepening the kiss. For a second she doesn’t respond, and then she’s sliding into my lap, her hands wrapping around my neck. We kiss as if there is nothing more important in this world. Because there isn’t. Her smooth tongue slides across mine, and her every tiny movement and sound has my cock aching with need.

Her ass is firm beneath the material of her dress, grinding against my erection in a way that the dragon within me can’t tolerate. 

I break our kiss, grasp her dress, and yank it up and over her head.

She makes a small, surprised sound as I stand, wrapping her legs around my waist. Her hands brace on my shoulders, and my tip rubs against her entrance.

Every muscle in my body tightens as I realize just how wet she is. I inhale deeply the scent of her arousal, and command myself to hold back. But my self-control slips as she presses her beautiful breasts against my chest and her mouth rubs against my neck.

Shifting her so that she’s rubbing gently against my tip, exploring the folds of her body, I let her lick and suck the sensitive skin of my neck. There is something incredible about the way she touches me, as if she wants me as badly as I want her.

I see movement out of the corner of my eye. Frost stands and moves behind her, pressing himself against her.

She lifts her mouth from my neck and looks back at him. Immediately, his mouth locks with hers, and his hands come around to cover her breasts. We are going to take this woman now, and we are going to mate her. I’m going to fill her with my seed, and then I will watch as she swells with my child, growing more beautiful each day.

My balls tighten, and I shudder. 

This human woman... she will be mine. Not just for this moment. Not just for when she carries my child. But forever. I demand it.




Chapter Four

TORI

I don’t understand. One minute I was panicking, trying to figure out a way out of my deal with these dragons, and the next I’m aching for them inside of me. I feel Azure’s hard erection rubbing my sensitive folds with each breath I take, and Frost behind me with his incredible dick, rubbing my ass to make his intentions known.

And I’m not the least bit scared.

I’ve taken a man from behind before. I know how good it can feel. And as frightening as it should be to think about the size of these two, and how they’ll both fit into me, my body is screaming for it.

Frost grasps my breasts from behind in a possessive manner that tells me, more than any words, that he sees me as his. And again, I like everything about it. His fingers move to pinch my hard nubs, sending twinges of pleasure sparking through my body.

I move my hips, rubbing against both their cocks.

Azure swears, and his cock begins to slide into my channel. My nails dig into his shoulder, but I let him move inch by inch further inside of me until he’s filling every damn inch of me. The feeling is... incredible.

And then, Frost spreads me from behind.

I clench my teeth to keep from protesting. He slides for a moment in the slickness created from Azure’s touching, then moves to my empty entrance. More carefully than I ever imagined a big shifter could be, he enters me from behind.

It’s overwhelming. Too damn much. I start to speak, words that make no sense as I rock against them. It takes no time at all for them to start shifting inside of me, even as Frost continues deeper. 

His grip on my breasts tightens. His playful fingers growing more possessive.

Within moments, we’re all moving together. A rhythm like the most sensual of songs. Their breathing fills my ears. My heartbeat thumps loudly in my chest.

These shifters are amazing. Incredible. Their every touch a gift from the Gods.

I start to chant, “yes, yes, yes!” And I can’t seem to stop.

A growl tears from one of their throats. And then, they are slamming into me with a strength and quickness no man could replicate. I’m going crazy. Raised to a height of ecstasy that leaves my thoughts spinning, and my head light. I’m going to explode... to break into a thousand pieces.

I’m... I’m coming.

My head throws back. My grip tightens. And I’m riding them both, screaming and screaming as my inner muscles clench them in a vise of pleasure. Both shifters come at once, their seed hot and filling every inch of me. The slickness warms my channels, sparking another orgasm that takes me entirely by surprise.

It takes several minutes before I collapse between them. And another moment before Frost pulls out of me from behind. Without speaking, I’m taken back to the pool of water. They wash me, dry me, and then lay me on the bed.

I want to say so many things. I want to remain awake. But instead, sleep pulls me under, and I’m lost.




Chapter Five

PHOENIX

I do not return to our home within the temple. Instead, I pace the base of the building, my thoughts a fiery mess. Even when I hear my brothers making love to the human, I continue to pace. Yes, my cock strains. And yes, when I hear the sounds of her orgasm, I grip my erection and stroke until I explode, but I do not return to them.

Her escape has angered me in a way I can’t explain.

Killing the humans who hurt her is not enough to soothe the fire that burns within me.

Nothing can stop it.

And so, I do not return. If I do, my actions may push my brothers away from me. We are alphas. Were our people still alive, we would be princes of our races. But because we are the last of our kind, we are rulers without people. And royalty with no one to command.

It would be so easy to give into our instincts. To demand that we alone rule. But then we would lose each other. We would fight until blood ran once more.

And truly, the dragon race would cease to exist.

So even though the fire dragon within me wants to take command of her and this situation, I pace and try to calm myself.

It is not easy. In fact, I think it is the most difficult thing I have ever done.

I want to shake her. To frighten her. To bend her to my will and ensure she will never again leave my sight.

In my mind, I see the man striking her. I hear his words.

My brothers were not close enough to hear all. This man wished to harm her in a way no female should be harmed.

His death was too quick for my liking.

But I can do nothing about the past, now I must ensure our female is never harmed again. Briefly I imagine her in the dungeons in my lair, her small wrists bound. She would be safe there. But she would hate me.

Her hatred should not be a factor. The survival of our kind should be the sole priority, and yet, I dismiss the idea. Chains may contain her. But there are other ways to contain a rebellious female.

An idea forms in my mind. I walk to the center of the room and leap up to the edge of our hidden home. Walking through the hall, my gaze immediately goes to Tori. She is lying on the bed, half covered. For the first time I notice the warm tones of her skin, and the shades of brown and blonde in her hair. 

For a minute my plan fades, and I see nothing but her.

And then, I see my brothers near the windows. Their expressions far away.

I move to them. “We should keep her here, in the temple. The blessings of this place will help her fertility.”

They nod. 

But Frost speaks. “I don’t like how close we are to the human village.”

Azure crosses his arms in front of his chest. “They are human. Weak. Incapable of harming us.”

“And what about the dragon-mages?” Frost’s voice is soft, but it hits us like a fist.

Dragon-mages are powerful humans capable of harming our kind. Frost has a theory that the wars between dragons were so bloody because of the mages. He believes they are capable of influencing our emotions.

And yet, there has been no sign of one since we took to the skies.

“There’s no reason for them to suddenly resurface,” I tell him, my words almost a growl.

“Still, we should be cautious,” he says, not sounding convinced.

Azure nods. “Once she is with child, and the pregnancy secure, we will leave this place.”

“To the fire dragon lair,” I assert.

They both nod. It is the safest of our lairs. And the humans who serve me are loyal and plentiful.

“Now, we simply need to ensure she never again leaves.” I tell them, and my anger returns in full force.

“She won’t,” Frost reassures.

I raise a brow. “She sounded quite sorry as you two fucked her.”

His icy flesh heats. “What would you have us do?”

I take a deep breath. “Go and secure anything the female might need. Leave her to me.”

“Phoenix...” Frost’s eyes narrow.

“Leave it to me.”

“He wouldn’t harm her,” Azure meets and holds my gaze. “And this place is not comfortable enough for her needs.”

Frost is silent for a long moment. “We’ll return by nightfall.”

I say nothing, but watch as they open the window and dive out into the afternoon sunlight. I realize that even though we are as brothers, I worried that they wouldn’t have faith in me. That they wouldn’t trust the female’s discipline to a fire dragon.

It gives me strength as I turn and head to her bed.

I will need all the control I have for this. Or else, my heart may soften and my anger cool. And then? Then, the female might leave us again.

And if that should happen... Gods protect mankind, and the treacherous female, from our wrath.




Chapter Six

TORI

“Wake up.”

My eyes snap open. For a second, my heart pounds. I’m staring up at a sky filled with clouds, not the roof of my shack. Where am I? And then, I remember. The dragons, and the deal I made.

“Are you awake?”

I turn and find Phoenix standing at the foot of my bed.

Jerking into a sitting position, I’m suddenly wide awake. Phoenix radiates anger. He seems to fill the entire room, and as my gaze moves down, sliding past his erection, I see there are metal cuffs in his hand. My pulse speeds up. 

“What is it?”

His eyes narrow. “We told you to stay here. You disobeyed.”

My chin jerks up. “And I told you that I needed to see my brother. And that I wouldn’t be a prisoner.”

His jaw twitches. “You put yourself in unnecessary danger all because you couldn’t wait.”

I try to hide my nervousness as I speak. “I won’t be your prisoner.”

“And here I did not think you had a choice.”

“I won’t let you...”

His brow rises. “And how do you plan to stop me?”

He’s absolutely right. He’s stronger than me. He’s a dragon for fuck’s sake. But I feel like if I crumble now, I’ll lose any ground I have to stand on.

“So, you’ll keep me imprisoned here through my pregnancy and the birth of your dragon babies? That sounds like a long time of making sure you don’t take your eyes off of me. And if for one second you slip up, you know I’ll be out of here, because prisoners don’t have loyalty to their captors.”

The hand holding the cuffs drops to his side, but his body continues to radiate anger. “You already showed your lack of loyalty.”

“I had loyalty to my brother. And I took care of him. I don’t have a reason to leave now.”

He studies me for a long moment. “I have to know you can obey me. I have to punish you for your disobedience.”

My palms grow sweaty. What kind of punishment is he talking about? “I can obey.”

“Get up,” he says.

Every muscle in my body demands I refuse him, but I rise on shaking legs and stand beside the bed. Feeling self-conscious, I grip the blanket to my chest, concealing my naked body from his gaze.

He seems to relax, if only by a barely detectable amount. “Drop the blanket.”

My nipples harden. Am I going to like what this dragon has planned? “The blanket?”

The anger returns to his eyes. “Yes.”

Fuck. I take a deep breath, and release it.

And suddenly, I’m standing before him as his piercing gaze slides over my body... so slowly time seems to freeze.

He drops the cuffs, and the sound seems to echo in the room. “Come here.”

I move toward him, stopping just feet in front of him. The cool air on my skin seems to caress my entire body, leaving every hair standing on end.

Or maybe it’s his gaze that has every nerve screaming to life.

“Kneel,” he commands.

I bite back my refusal. Dropping to my knees, my eyes cling to his hard cock, and suddenly I’m filled with anticipation. 

“Take my cock into your mouth and suck every drop from it.”

Moving too quickly, I reach out and take his hard shaft. I don’t want to obey him on principle, but something happens to me when I’m around these dragons. It’s like I’ll do anything to touch them. And the idea of sucking Phoenix dry...

I lean forward and blow gently on the tip of his cock. 

His eyes widened. “Suck it.”

His command seems to echo through the room, but the rebel within me is determined to disobey in any way I can. I lean forward and lick his tip, then press kisses along his length. When I come to his smooth balls, I suck one of them into my mouth, knowing I’m disobeying, but doubting he’ll stop me.

A string of curses explode from his lips. He grabs me by the arm, tugs me up, and tosses me so I’m on my stomach lying on the bed. Suddenly, his warm body is behind me. His hands reach forward and fondle my breasts as his erection moves to slide between my thighs.

“You will never leave us again.” He pinches my nipple, and I whimper. “Say it.”

I don’t want to obey him, so instead, I rub myself against him.

A growl tears from his lips, and he releases my breasts. His big, strong hands slide to my hips, and then he dives into me from behind. 

I was ready for him, and yet, it’s like he’s too much to handle. I can’t seem to breathe. I can’t seem to do anything, except feel his massive shaft inside of me. 

My body throbs around him, holding him too tightly. Protesting the invasion of something so large. And yet, it’s Phoenix inside of me. The dragon who makes me feel things I’ve never felt before.  A shifter whose very gaze heats my core in a way that’s too powerful to describe.

He might be massive. He might have me thrown over the edge of the bed like a woman he owns, but I’m filled with anticipation at just the thought of what he’ll do next.

And then, he starts to fuck me like a wild animal, and I’m lost. My body screaming in satisfaction. Loving the feeling of something so big slamming into me.

Gripping the bed sheets, I thrust back against him, and my name comes from his lips like a prayer. Every time he thrusts back inside of me, I see stars. And when he pulls back out, my body quivers with anticipation for his next thrust.

This is what I imagined sex with a dragon shifter to be like. Possessive, hard, and earth-shattering. And Phoenix doesn’t disappoint.

His movements grow wilder. Faster. And then, I cry out his name, exploding over the edge.

When his seed shoots inside of me, slicking my passage with his heat, it only drives my orgasm higher. I continue to meet him thrust for thrust until I collapse, tingles of pleasure radiating through my body.

“You are... terrible at following orders.” He whispers behind me. “But your cunt’s so tight I can forgive it.”

I laugh against the blankets and look back at him. He looks unbelievably pleased.

When he pulls out of me, he turns me to face him. His cock hasn’t softened, and I’m surprised when he presses it back into my channel. My hands grip his shoulders, but he doesn’t move, he just stares at me.

“What?” I say, feeling uncertain.

He kisses me, slowly. And I can feel this is different. It’s not a punishment. It’s not a show of control. It’s not even a man giving into his passion.

When he pulls back, I’m feeling something I shouldn’t.

He looks at me with those molten eyes. “You, tiny human named Tori, are absolute trouble.”

I stare at him, not expecting that at all. “And you think you’re something awesome just because you have a big dick.”

He grins. “You think I have a big... dick?”

I feel my cheeks heat. “You know you do.”

To my surprise, he kisses me again. “I’m glad I pleased you.”

Lifting me up, I curl my legs around him on instinct. He holds me and crawls across the bed until we settle onto the pillows. Then, he sighs. “Time for sleep.”

I yawn. “Isn’t it a bit early for bed?”

He snuggles his face against my neck. “A fire dragon gets grumpy without a nap.”

A sleepy laugh leaves my lips. “And do you plan to stay buried in me the whole time?”

“Of course,” he sounds half-asleep, and far too satisfied.

I want to argue with him, but this day has been so damn long. A nap sounds like exactly what I need right now.
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IT’S STILL LIGHT OUTSIDE when I open my eyes. Something has disturbed my sleep, but I don’t know what. Stroking Phoenix’s shoulder, I try to roll out from beneath him, but it’s like trying to roll a boulder.

Frowning, I know the best thing to do is just try to go back to sleep. But what woke me?

And then I see pale blue sparks strike the back of Phoenix’s head. His eyes open, “what the—?” and then he slumps on top of me?.

What the hell was that?

My heart pounds as I struggle in earnest to get out from under him. And then, he’s yanked off of me. Three men in dark clothes and cloaks stare down at me.

I try to run. One of them tackles me. I’m yanked to a standing position, my arms behind my back.

The tallest of the men moves to stand in front of me. “You have one chance to cloth yourself, and then we take you naked.”

The third man throws my dress at me. My hands are released, and I yank my dress on. Then, before they can react, I let my nails grow and attack the man in front of me. My nails sink into his throat, and blood spurts.

He hits the ground, and I whirl to attack the man behind me. Green, hot sparks strike my face, and each spark burns. I scream, collapsing to my knees and rubbing at my face.

I barely register as he yanks my hands behind my back and cuffs them. I just know that the second he does, the burning stops.

Breathing hard, I look at Phoenix. He still lies on the bed. His breathing even. Whatever spell they used on him, I’m thankful that at least he’s still alive.

“Check her,” the man that stands over me says.

They both ignore their dead companion.

Another man, with long blonde hair, kneels down. I can’t see his face behind his mask, but two blue eyes peer out at me. He reaches out and strokes my belly in a way that sends chills down my spine.

“She has the power of the fertility egg within her.”

The dark haired man behind me speaks, his voice soft and cruel. “And has she mated all three?”

“Yes, their seed already seeks the eggs.”

“Then, you were right. This was the perfect timing.”

I look between them. “Whatever you’re planning, you’ve got to be pretty damn stupid to attack a dragon.”

They say nothing as they drag me to my feet.

And suddenly, I’m thrown over one of their shoulders. 

“What are you doing?” I ask, ice running through my veins.

The dark-haired man’s face fills my vision. “You, my lovely lady, are going to do what no one has ever managed to do before. You’re going to give us dragons of our very own. Creatures that we shall control.”

This can’t be happening! “No! I won’t let you take me! I won’t—“

He smiles, and blue sparks leap from his fingers.

Then, the world goes dark.




Chapter Seven

FROST

I hope we did the right thing by leaving Tori with Phoenix. I know he would never hurt her, but he has so little experience with humans. He knows how to shout orders at his people; however, he’s never quite learned how to talk to them. How to build relationships with them.

If he did something that makes her distrust us even more, I’ll never forgive myself.

I like her, I hear Azure’s voice in my head.

I smile, skimming the water that he swims within. I do too.

Do you think she already carries our young?

I consider his words. The magic is potent, so it’s possible.

Azure’s mixed feelings flow through our connection.

But we’ll have to continue to fill her with our seed. It’ll lend her our strength, so she can carry our young.

I rise above the waves. Land draws near.

Azure explodes from the water and circles in the air, shaking the water from his wings, then he darts into the sky. Good, because my cock already aches for her.

I’d never admit it to him, but mine does too. We have to remember, she’s only human. We don’t wish to harm her.

Never! He says, and the words tinged with disbelief.

It takes us a short time before we reach the temple, each of us carrying a small pack that our people loaded us with. Our servants have given us their every reassurance that they contain everything a human woman could need.

When I dive down to the open window, I shift and leap through it, catching the pack before it can fall. Dragging it into the room, I set it down and turn. Azure jumps in behind me.

And then, the smell hits me. Blood! Death!

Whirling, I take the couple of steps to take the room into focus. Phoenix lies unmoving on the bed, and a dead man lies on the floor. Tori is nowhere to be seen.

“Wh—what?” Azure begins behind me.

“Search for Tori, now!”

He leaps into action. I run to Phoenix and roll him over. To my relief, he still breathes. In his hair, blue magic clings, sparkling.

Mages!

I feel sick as I drag him to the pool in the center of the room. With rough movements, I drop him into the water, and the magic sparks hiss away.

Within seconds, his eyes open.

I pull him to me. “Where is she?”

“Where?” he looks confused.

“The mages were here. Tori is gone.”

I see the instant it hits him. He fights from my touch and looks over the room, with the dead man, and the empty bed. He roars, and the sound contains all our fears, anger, and disbelief. It shakes the entire building, seeming to go on forever.

And then, he collapses to his knees.

I don’t want to ask, but I do. “Do you know where they could have taken her?”

He shakes his head.

“Then, we better start searching, before her trail grows cold.”

He snaps into action, and we both search the man and the room for any clues. Azure circles overhead, likely looking for any clue to where she could have gone.

None of us speak.

None of us stop moving. Because if we do, we’ll have to admit the worst thing in our lives. The mages have left no clues. No scent. No trail.

Our mate, and the fate of the dragon race, is gone.




Chapter Eight

TORI

I awaken, blinking slowly, then sit up. I’m lying on a bed in a room with no windows. It’s clearly a cell that someone has dragged a few comforts into. A bath filled with water lies in one corner. An ancient fireplace burns near the foot of the bed, and there’s a chest of what looks like clothing to one side.

My gaze roams over it all and to the little table set with food.

Where the hell am I?

And then, I remember. Fuck. So much for finally being safe.

I curl my knees to my chest and stare at the fire. These mages want the babies that they believe are already growing in my belly. Gods I hope I’m not already pregnant.

In my mind, I picture what my children could look like. Some combination of me and the three massive dragons. My heart squeezes. If I’m pregnant, I won’t let these men have them. I’ll do everything in my power to stop them.

But, I secretly hope, my dragons are searching for me even now. I’m not entirely sure how they feel about me, but I know how they feel about what I can do for them. And I know they wouldn’t just let me be taken.

Yet, looking around the cell, I wonder how they could possibly find me here. It seems... impossible.

I hear the sound of a key twisting in the lock. I rise from the bed onto my feet that still ache.

A man enters the room. He still wears black, but he’s removed his mask. He’s a strangely handsome man, with dark hair and piercing eyes. And yet, he’s also responsible for kidnapping me.

“What do you want?” I ask, my voice sounding strangely brave.

He seats himself at one of the two chairs at my table and indicates for me to sit at the other one.

“I’m not eating with you!”

He smiles, and reaches for the pitcher of wine, pouring himself a glass. “What’s your name?”

“None of your business.”

He raises a brow. “And how long have you been with the dragons?”

“None of your business.”

He laughs. “Oh, Tori, no need to answer my questions. I already know who you are. And I already know it was not your intention to become a mother to the last of the dragons.” He leans back in his chair. “So, let us not play games with each other.”

Again, he indicates the chair across from him.

I shake my head, folding my arms. “Don’t play nice when you’re responsible for kidnapping me!”

He takes a sip of his wine. “You should be grateful that we saved you from those monsters.”

“If I was grateful, I would’ve gone with you willingly.”

He grins. “You’re actually a clever thing, aren’t you? Well, fine, we did take you, but you should still be grateful. If we allowed you to stay with those dragons, you would have their children, and the skies would be filled with those arrogant beasts once more. They’d burn our towns. Destroy our boats. All at their whim.

But now that we have you, everything will change. You shall have their spawn, and we will teach them to obey us. One day, they’ll grow and destroy their fathers. And then the earth will be ruled by man once more.”

I stare at him in shock. “That’s... a fucking twisted plan! If I have their children, they shouldn’t be used like dogs to obey some master’s bidding. They shouldn’t be taught to kill. And the skies should have dragons again! They weren’t bad. Yes, sometimes their actions had consequences, but dragons were good for our world.”

He scowls. “You, my girl, are far too young to remember what life was like with those vermin everywhere.”

“I know enough to know that your plan is a sick one. Probably made by a little man who wants power and doesn’t care how he gets it.”

His eyes darkened. Draining his glass, he stands. “Your time here can be pleasant or terrible, depending on how you choose to behave. I shall return in the morning, and then you and I shall have another talk.”

He starts toward the door.

“I won’t be part of this!”

His hand curls around the door handle, and he glances back at me. “We put many things in this room. We can just as easily take them away. I wonder how much more willing you’d be on an empty stomach, lying on the ground in a cold, dark cell? Think it over, Tori. Very carefully.”

Slipping back out the door, I hear the lock turn. 

Collapsing back onto the edge of the bed, I touch my stomach as a tingle moves through my belly. I can’t just let this happen. I won’t just let this happen!

But what other choice do I have?

––––––––
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Serial #3




Chapter One

Tori

There’s no way I can get bigger than I am. I’m absolutely massive! It takes a ridiculous amount of rolling back and forth just to get out of bed. And the effort of it is exhausting. But I do it. I roll and roll until I can get to a sitting position. And then, I sit on the edge of my bed huffing like I’ve just done something amazing.

And all while trapped in a cell.

Even the dresses they’ve brought me are getting too tight. They strain around my giant belly as if preparing to pop. Which this one just might. As I sit, trying to catch my breath, I feel my belly roll.

Despite everything, I smile. The midwife says they suspect I have three babies growing in my belly. I don’t suspect it, I know it. I can picture them in my mind when I sleep... their round faces and tiny hands. The sound of their laughter.

I’m not sure whether they’re boys or girls, but I don’t care. 

I already love them.

That’s why I have to get out of here. I can’t allow these twisted humans to steal my babies, just because they’ll grow to be dragons. And I’ve been working on a plan. One that I’m finally ready to act on. If all the tiny bits of information I’ve pulled from my midwife are true, there won’t be a better time.

And the truth is I’m not sure I’ll be able to escape in another week. I’m getting too big, and too tired. As much as I hate to admit it.

It’s a struggle to get my boots on my swollen feet, trying to tie them when I can’t see them, but at last, I manage it. Then, I stand. My hand automatically goes to my lower back, and I wince, feeling uncomfortable in my own body. 

My captors are getting excited. I know they suspect I’ll go into labor any time. 

Yet another reason why it has to be now. The assholes.

For whatever reason, my dragons aren’t coming for me. So my only choice is to escape on my own.

Moving across my cell, I smile at the flowers they’ve placed in pots all around the room, then shuffle to the ancient fireplace. A pot boils water over it, and I have two mugs with tea leaves already in the bottom of them. I almost reach for the little pitcher of milk, then remember, and my hand drops. 

Everything is ready. So where is she?

Right on time, I hear the familiar sound of the key turning in my lock and stiffen. Seconds later, the door opens.

The only woman I’ve seen since coming here is the midwife, and I don’t like her one bit. Her cold eyes slide over the room as she takes a few steps in, her bag of medical equipment slung over one shoulder. I know she’s been told to sit with me. To talk to me and try to keep me happy.

But I also know she hates me. And that her son was killed by dragons years ago.

I force a smile. One I’ve been practicing in my tiny mirror every day. “Sheryl, I’m so glad to see you.”

Her smile is equally forced. “And I’m glad to get a break from the men.”

I wave her to one of two chairs that have been placed before the crumbling fireplace in one corner of my windowless cell. “Will you join me for some tea?”

She nods and sets her bag on the bed.

I’m not sure what she thinks. Up until a couple months ago, I would scream, bite, and strike her every time she went near me. It took several of their men to pin me down, so she could examine me with each visit.

I hated it. I hated her. I didn’t want any of them touching my body, or near my babies. But then I realized the truth, I’d never escape if they had to send in a team of strong men every time they opened the door. And it wouldn’t hurt to have this woman as a “friend.”

Which is how my idea began to form.

I pour us both a cup of steaming tea from a kettle hanging over the fireplace, and add a little milk to hers, and sugar to both of ours. She sits down in the chair across from me, her gaze always cautious.

Staring back at her, I hate how strong and healthy she looks. Even though she’s older, with long white hair secured at her neck, she wears the same leather clothes as the men, and she keeps a weapon at her side. This woman may be small and old, but she’s a fighter.

Unlike me. I grow weaker each day. No one says it. But I know it. The bigger my belly gets, the more slender my legs and arms become. I’ve seen my face in the little mirror. I look thin. And sick.

They won’t tell me much, but I don’t think it’s often human women survive the birth of dragon babies. The one good thing is that I’ve used my appearance to help my plan. I pretend to be sicker and weaker than I actually feel. Which is why they finally stopped sending guards in with Sheryl.

“What’s the weather like outside today?” I ask, trying to sound pleasant. As if our conversation is the most normal thing in this world.

She answers the question she’s grown accustom to answering. “A little rainy and overcast, but nice.”

Perfect weather to hide my tracks.

I purposely sigh. “I miss the rain. And the clouds. Is the sky blue or grey?”

“Grey,” she says. “I think there will be a storm tonight for sure.”

“Is it afternoon then?”

She takes a sip of her tea. “Yes.”

A good time to make a break for it. Bright enough to see by, but also close enough to evening that hopefully I can hide when night falls.

I sigh again, trying not to watch her too closely as she drinks. “Sometimes I think I hear the wind or the rain.”

She gives an unkind laugh. “Not this far down in the tunnels.”

Bitch.

“And are the men playing their card games again?”

She smirks. “They spent some of the morning hunting, but now they’re drinking and gambling. Two things I’ll never understand.”

Good, then they’re distracted. And hopefully a little drunk.

I nod and take a sip of my tea. “Have they gone to town lately?”

A slightly guarded look comes over her face.

Have I pushed my “innocent” questions too far? I’ve been carefully trying to figure out how often they go, so I can get an idea of how far we are from town. And my dragons.

It also helps to know when there are less men guarding me.

But none of this will work if she gets suspicious. So, I force my voice to grow wistful and stare off as if lost in thought. “Sometimes I just sit here, trying to remember what the sounds of a town are like. Maybe even the smell of it. I try to picture what it was like to walk in the market, or to haggle a price.”

Her shoulders relax slightly. “They left a few days ago to get more supplies. Food and stuff for the babies—“

She stops herself and takes a long draw of her tea. “Speaking of which, how are the babies?”

I know it would make her more suspicious if I appeared eager to share, so I answer her slowly. “Good. They seem to be moving a lot.”

“Are you having more strange cravings?”

“It’s always for meat, but this time for chicken.”

She nods, and I can see her making a mental note. That’s the thing, they’re eager to give me anything that they think might help the babies.

“And is the smell of your cell still making you nauseous?”

I frown, taking another sip of my tea. “The flowers help. Somehow they’re the only thing that keeps me eating.”

The yellow flowers are all over my room in small vases. When I started refusing food due to the “smell,” they were eager to make me happy. I “mentioned” that these flowers were my favorite, and since then, they bring me more nearly every day.

She finishes her mug and sets it down, as always eager to escape my company. 

“Will Spark come to see me today?”

Spark is what they call the only mage who visits me. I despise the man with every ounce of my being. Unlike Sheryl, who barely tolerates my company, I feel Spark’s interest in me like a slimy caress. He says he likes my fighter’s spirit, the black specks on one side of my face that mean I was cursed by magic, and tells me on a regular basis that I’m the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen.

I think for now he doesn’t touch me for fear of what it could do to the dragons that grow within me, but I’m scared about what he’ll do after I have them. Sheryl has slipped once, so I know he seems to claim me as his woman to the other men.

Sheryl shakes her head. “Spark will be gone until the morning... he had business to attend to.”

I’m relieved. I knew he was leaving soon, and I was really hoping I timed this right when he would be gone. I’m glad I did. Everything seems to be falling into place.

After a moment of silence, Sheryl stands. “We should get to your examination.”

I nod and struggle to rise out of the chair. And even though I loathe it, I allow Sheryl to help me stand.

She moves me to lie on the bed, and I grit my teeth as she touches my belly, listens to it, and checks me to see how ready I am for the babies’ arrival. When she’s finished, she looks oddly happy. Even though her eyes look a bit glazed.

“It’ll be any time now.”

I feel my heart race. She can’t leave yet. I need to figure out a way to keep her long enough...

She goes to put her tools back at the edge of the bed and stumbles.

I rise to a sitting position. “Are you alright?”

Letting my feet hang over the edge of the bed, I watch her intently.

Sweat gathers on her forehead. “Yes, I just—“ She crumbles to her knees.

I stand and move behind her, putting one hand on her shoulder while I ease the dagger out of her belt. When she tries to speak, I cover her mouth with my hand. But she barely struggles against me, her movements slow and labored.

“Y—you b—i—t—c—h,” she mumbles against my hand, then falls onto her side, eyes closed.

I check her pulse and her breathing, then kick her and shove her before I’m confident the flower’s poison has taken affect. Pulling the hidden cords of cloth from beneath my mattress, I tie her hands and feet and gag her, before dragging her to the other side of the bed, concealing her from sight.

Huffing and puffing like I’ve run for miles, I grip my side as the babies kick and roll in protest. “Shhh,” I tell them, “we’ll be safe soon.”

From the bottom of my knitting basket, I grab the bag I’ve made that’s filled with the things I’ll need for my escape. I drop her dagger into it, then let my claws grow.

This is it. The moment that will change everything.

Taking a deep breath, I move to the door and knock in just the way Sheryl always done. The key turns in the lock, and the door swings open.

I don’t give the guard time to react. Using my claws, I slice his throat.

As he grabs his neck, eyes wide, blood spurting everywhere, I grab him and yank him into the room. He collapses onto the floor, and I don’t look back as I peek into the hallway. No one stands on the narrow stairs.

Stepping out, I close the door behind me, lock it, and take the key.

Looking up at the crude, torch lit staircase, I straighten my shoulders. No matter what I face next, I’ll destroy it. My babies are counting on me, and I won’t let them down.

But what exactly will I find out there?

And how far will I have to go before I find my dragons?




Chapter Two

PHOENIX

If Frost tells me to eat something again, I will burn this temple to the ground.

“We shouldn’t waste a single moment!” I growl at him.

My brothers exchange another of their looks, the one that says they’re growing tired of me. But I don’t care. I won’t rest until Tori is found safe.

Azure and Frost eat with no enthusiasm, and even though my fire burns within my belly, urging me to shout and destroy things, I force myself to grab some meat and eat. But only for my brothers’ sake.

Since Tori was taken, they haven’t smiled, they haven’t laughed, and they find pleasure in nothing. Like me. Only they don’t have the added knowledge that they failed to protect her... like me.

The mages stole her while I slept. Yes, their spell forced my sleep, but it means nothing. A dragon doesn’t deserve to live if he cannot protect his mate and young.

“Where should we search next?” Frost asks the question that he has asked each day.

Azure finishes eating and drains his mug of wine. “I’ll be going to the east. On foot.”

We know the wizards had to have taken her someplace close. The further they traveled, the harder her scent would have been to hide. But we have searched every inch of the areas close to us, and explored every inch of this damn world. And there’s nothing. Not the smallest trace of her.

Frost and Azure have taken to walking the woods around us.

But for me? I cannot. I have to believe that the kidnappers will make a mistake soon, and I intend to be in the sky when they do. Somewhere that I can see far more than on foot.

“It has been almost nine months,” Frost says into the silence.

“You think we don’t know that?” I snap at him.

His ice-blue eyes lock onto me, and I know how raw he must be, because I can see the anger simmering in the depths of his irises. “I mean to say that if our mating resulted in a pregnancy, she’ll give birth soon.”

“If she still lives,” Azure whispers, his voice like the waves of the ocean.

I tense. “Of course she still lives!”

His features are tight, as if on the verge of losing all control. 

I close my mouth. Water dragons feel too deeply, and Azure is on the verge of something bad. I’ve heard stories of his kind diving into the waters and never being seen again. I fear soon he will do such a thing.

It takes everything within me to swallow the fires that burn within my soul. “We’ve read every book we can find on the mages. And one thing is clear, they always make a mistake. We need only to be at the right place at the right time to find her.”

Azure turns his tortured eyes onto me. “Do you really believe that?”

I reach across the table and grip his shoulder in an iron tight grasp. “I swear it to you.”

To my relief, he nods and begins to eat again.

I look to Frost. His expression of gratitude reminds me yet again that I must do better. Fire dragons are bad tempered creatures; I cannot expect a water dragon and an ice dragon to tolerate me for long.

Finishing my food, I swallow down a glass of wine and stand. “Good luck to you, brothers.”

They say nothing, but I feel their gazes on my back as I jump out of the window and shift into my dragon form. I don’t bother to blast my fire. Instead, I switch directions and begin to circle the woods for the millionth time.

And there, in the freedom of the sky, with the rain lightly drizzling on my back, I allow myself to be honest in a way I can’t with my brothers. Tori may very well be dead. The wizards didn’t need to kill us to ensure dragons would soon no longer exist. Taking her from us means our kind will die out. 

There is no future for us.

What the mages couldn’t have known is that they also took something worse from us. Tori, the stubborn thief, stole our hearts. We didn’t just lose our future and our hope for children, we lost our present. Living without young we could endure, but living without her?

We are lost.

So, we must hold onto the hope that she still lives. It’s the only way we’ll ever have happiness again.




Chapter Three

TORI

My claws drip with blood as I finally stumble out of the mages’ hiding place. I’m surprised that on the surface the exit of their stronghold looks like nothing more than a hole in the ground. No wonder they’ve stayed hidden for so long.

Damn mages!

The rain falls onto my trembling body, and I look down to see rivers of blood washing down my chest and arms. Every man who crossed my path died today. And I have a feeling there will be more death to come. 

Yet, I can’t feel bad. These men planned to steal my babies. They deserved death.

Gritting my teeth, I pitch forward away from their hideout. I do my best to run as a massive pregnant woman, but I’m pretty sure I’m not moving all that fast.

My belly and sides ache. My legs tremble. But I won’t stop. I can’t stop, or we’re doomed.

Moving through the woods without the ability to directly see under my feet turns out to be harder than I imagined. I fall more times than I can count, cutting my knees and hands. And as hard as it is to get myself back up, I do.

I know tears are mixing with the rain as one hour after another ticks away. My weak body feels on the verge of collapsing, but I know by now the mages are on my tail. Slowing means being recaptured. So I can’t slow.

And then, the pain in my belly grows worse. It shoots from my back to my stomach, and this time I hit my knees. On all fours, I bite back a scream of pain as I ride out the horrible flash of pain.

When at last it ends, I fall onto my side in the wet leaves, breathing hard. I have to get back up. I have to! But it takes me far too long to climb to my knees, and I need to grip the trunk of a tree to get to my feet.

I start moving again. But I’m not running, or even walking fast now, I’m walking with feet that drag and a head that spins.

Not more than a couple minutes pass before the pain comes again. I’m immediately brought to my knees. And this time, despite how hard I fight it, a scream tears from my lips.

I sob as my fingers dig into the ground. The horrible pain seems to go on without end. And then, when I’m sure I can’t survive another moment, it finally leaves. 

Again I collapse. This time, I’m not sure I can rise.

As if they know my thoughts, my belly moves.

Looking up at the afternoon sky, grey and covered in clouds. I touch my belly and imagine the babies that must grow there.

I want to sleep. To have some relief from the pain. But I can’t. They’re counting on me. And right now, one human woman is all that stands between them and becoming slaves to evil mages.

Gritting my teeth, I roll onto my side and struggle into a sitting position again. Standing takes even longer, but I manage it. 

Over the course of the next few hours, I move slower, and the time between my pains grows shorter. When the next episode occurs, reality finally hits me. Am I going into labor?

Fuck.

I stare down at my belly, and I know. I’m sure of it now. These babies are coming tonight. Soon.

As I climb numbly to my feet, I can’t believe my luck. I have no idea what direction I’m moving in. I don’t know if I’m going closer or further from my dragons. 

Yet, it’s tonight that the babies have chosen to come. How do I do this? How do I keep them safe?

My head feels light as I keep going forward. Will I really have these babies alone in the woods? I don’t know a lot about the birthing process. Just the tips I’ve dragged out of the midwife.

Can I do this? Can I keep them safe from the mages and have them safely?

On the horizon, I suddenly spot something that makes me freeze. Standing and staring, as if in a dream, I see the sun’s afternoon rays bounce against the scales of a red dragon.

Phoenix!

Looking around in earnest, I see a hill not far from where I am. If I can climb to the top of it, I know the dragons have incredible vision. Maybe he’ll see me! 

Climbing up the hill is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Labor is fully on me and the pain is unbearable. But inch by inch I climb to the top until I reach it. I’m on my knees, but I struggle to stand. And from there, I start to wave my hands. I even try jumping, but I’m certain my efforts are a failure.

He flies in circles, and I wait until he draws nearer. Then, I begin to shout, knowing that he might just pick up the noise.

But he doesn’t seem to see me or hear me. He doesn’t change direction. He moves further away.

My heart lurches. Can he see me from here? Am I wasting precious time that I should be running?

And then another idea strikes me. It’s dangerous. But I’m desperate.

I can’t just keep going.

Gathering a pile of dried grass and twigs onto the hill, in a dry area beneath a tree, I fumble in my pack and pull out my flint. Between my shaking hands and the labor pains, it takes far too long to light the fire. But at last, it sparks to life.

My hope grows with the flames, and I look between it and the red dragon, waiting for the fire to be seen. But still, he doesn’t change direction. The fire continues to grow, spreading out on the hill, catching the tree ablaze. 

My nerves tense. This wasn’t what I’d planned. I’d thought he’d be here long before the fire got too large.

And then, I hear the shouts of men and my heart clenches.

The mages have found me!

My gaze moves to Phoenix, but still he doesn’t draw nearer. Now what should I do?




Chapter Four

TORI

The fire grows, as do the sounds of the men. I can’t stay here any longer, it’s too dangerous. I glance at Phoenix one last time, my heart aching, and clench my hands.

I start to climb down the hill when another pain hits. It shoots like an arrow through my gut, tearing through me until I’m biting down another scream. 

Collapsing onto my knees, I wait for this one to finish. But it doesn’t. This time my pain feels different. It continues on and on, stretching out like a cord that’s been struck. And I have a strange urge, and urge to push.

I touch my belly, realizing that the babies seem lower.

No! This can’t be happening!

A chill moves over my flesh. If the fire doesn’t kill me, the mages will reach us. My only chance is to run, and yet I can’t. The babies are coming, and I can’t do anything to stop them.

We’re going to be captured again.

Through the flames I see shapes. The men have come. My heart starts to pound, filling my ears, while the mages gather, staring through the fire. I don’t think they see me yet, but they will. And all will be lost.

A sob catches in my throat. My one chance to escape is gone. Once they get these babies, we’re doomed. I’ll never be able to escape with them.

I failed my children. 

Lying back in the grass, sweat trickling down my brow as the fire moves closer, I raise my knees. The babies need to be born. And this is the moment they’ve chosen. The moment their mother has failed them.

I’m sorry.

Suddenly, a roar tears through the world. It shakes the ground, the trees, the very clouds.

I turn as Phoenix lands a safe distance from me. He continues to roar toward the human men, and then his fire tears from his mouth.

The men scream, a horrible sound of pain and death. And a terrible scent fills the air.

I don’t look. I don’t need to look to know what’s happening.

Phoenix moves through the flames and after the men, his fire continuing to consume everything around him. He blocks me from them, protecting me from danger.

I see sparks of blue and green magic leaping into the flames, but nothing slows Phoenix.

And then, more roars fill the air. I turn and see Frost and Azure bolting through the sky toward us. They land nearby, smashing trees in their landing.

Within moments, Frost transforms into a man. He races toward me. And seconds later, I’m pulled into his arms.

Tears sting my eyes.

“All is right, Tori. We’re here now. No one will ever hurt you again.”

It’s hard to swallow. “The babies are coming.”

His ice-blue eyes widen. “I’ll get you to the temple.”

“What if there isn’t time?” I whisper.

“There’s time.” He says. 

He releases me and steps away. Within seconds, he’s a dragon once more. His wings beat the flames back as he rises and gently plucks me off the ground.

My head drops to one side. I see Azure and Phoenix fighting dozens of mages. Their magic explodes off the dragons’ scales, but Azure and Phoenix are like the dragons from stories. Angry, focused, and dangerous. 

They seek death and destruction. And nothing will stand in their way.

I give a silent prayer that they’re okay, and then I’m consumed by the pains of my labor once more. 

I’m barely aware when Frost shifts and carries me into the temple. I’m barely aware of anything when he lays me on blankets on the bed and creates a fire in the fireplace near me.

He removes my gown and underwear. He brings cloths and moves about me in a flurry of movement. But all I can do is breathe, scream, and twist upon the bed.

“It’s okay,” Frost whispers, kneeling on the bed at my feet. “The babies are coming, and you’re going to be fine.”

I smell smoke, and then, Phoenix and Azure are at my sides.

“The babies?” Azure asks, his voice tense with terror.

“They come,” Frost answers simply.

Phoenix takes my face and turns me to him. “The mages are dead. You’re safe. And you and our babies will live long, peaceful lives.”

And somehow, as I look at him, I believe him.

Things happen in a blur after that. Over and over they tell me to push. I hear a baby crying. But I can’t stop. They won’t let me. No matter how much I cry and beg, they command me to keep pushing. 

Azure and Phoenix hold my hands. They rub my arms, but they tell me I can’t stop.

And I don’t know why.

Frost says nothing. He works silently by my feet.

When another baby cries, Azure leaves my side.

And yet, they won’t let me rest. I can’t see. My tears fill my vision. 

But then Phoenix leans closely  and whispers into my ear. “You have a daughter and a son. What will you have next?“

I remember. The babies in my dreams. They’re counting on me. And I’m the only one who can do this.

So, I push. I push with my last ounce of strength.

And then, no baby cries. But I’m done.

I feel tension. Phoenix wipes the tears from my eyes, and I turn to see the tiny baby in Frost’s grip.

Immediately, I know the child is too small. And she doesn’t cry.

“Give her to me,” I say, sobbing.

Frost obeys, and the baby is laid on my chest. Not breathing.

I wrap my tired hands around her, and I will her to live. I will her to survive. I didn’t escape to save my babies only to let one die now.

I press my lips against hers. I breathe the breath of life into her mouth.

And then, her limbs sprawl out, and eyes the molten color of Phoenix’s open.

When she begins to cry, I swear there has never been a greater sound.

Two more babies are brought to me. Two beautiful babies. A girl with ice-blue eyes, and a boy with eyes the color of ocean waves. I hold them and cry.

Every moment of pain, everything I endured, it was all worth. All of it.

I finally have my babies. And they’re safe. 

We’re all safe. With my dragons.

It was a dream come true.




Chapter Five

AZURE

Our children are like their mother; they’re fighters. Each day they grow bigger and stronger, making us proud with each small accomplishment. Sleet is a strong daughter, who is awake more than she sleeps.  Already she is like the ice dragons, she rarely cries, but her every emotion is clearly written on her delicate face... emotions her father never misses. Ember is still tiny, and sleeps often, but like a fire dragon, her voice carries louder than the other babies. And my handsome son Rane, eats as if every meal may be his last. His anger and sadness builds slowly and powerfully like a storm, but luckily for him, I’m always there to soothe him.

They do not have a clan of dragon to grow with, but they do have three fathers that could hold them forever. And so, their tears are few and far between. 

None of us have ever been happier, I think, as I stare down at my sleeping son.

Phoenix’s favorite thing is to cradle his tiny daughter in his arms and pace near the windows. He sings to her, a song he remembers his mother singing to him a lifetime ago. And it’s unexpectedly beautiful coming from his deep voice.

I never imagined Phoenix singing. But then, there are a lot of things I never imagined before our babies. Before Tori.

Phoenix doesn’t seem to care that his daughter is tiny. And for a fire dragon, impossibly fragile. He believes that Ember is the most wonderful dragon to ever be born. He says that one day she will rule any sky she flies within.

And with a father like him, I don’t doubt it.

Frost is smitten with his daughter. He lies in bed beside Tori and speaks to the baby as if Sleet understands every word he says. Even when Tori and the baby sleep, he talks. He tells her about art, history, and the world. Frost touches her head and whispers that she’ll be a great mind one day.

And then there is my child. A strong boy who smiles at my jokes. Phoenix says it’s just gas, but I know better. Rane already sees the joy in this world.

Yet, it’s rare that any of us sleep. I can see it in my brothers. I know it in my heart. We’re afraid.

This temple isn’t safe enough. We need to take our family to Phoenix’s lair. And yet, our babies and our mate are too weak for a trip just yet. And so, we say nothing of our fears that mages might still walk these lands. That they might even know that our mate and babies are here.

Because we cannot bear the thought of them coming to harm.

And we worry about Tori, she cherishes her babies. Her strength amazes us. And yet, she’s so thin. So weak. She’s still unable to rise or walk on her own. She still barely eats.

Frost has told us why. She should’ve continued to be filled with our seed during her pregnancy. The fact that she and the babies survived, he suspects, is because she was blessed with dragon magic. But still, we fear her weakness.

We can never lose her again.

Tori stirs in bed, and I carry my son to her side.

Her eyes open, two pools of brown. “Do they need to feed?”

I look down at the sleeping baby and shake my head. “But you should eat something.”

She winces. “I’m not hungry.”

Tension sings through the air. 

“Maybe just a little?”

She looks paler as she leans back against the pillows. “Alright.”

I cautiously set my son down in his cradle. His nose scrunches up, and I’m sure he’s about to start screaming. My hands twitch to gather him back up, but then, his expression relaxes, and he settles back against the blankets on his bed.

My heart races. My little water cub will be the death of me one day.

Going to the table, I load a plate up of Tori’s favorite things, then settle on one side of the bed. I feed her even though she protests, stuffing her mouth every time she looks about to tell me no.

At last, she turns her head and swallows down her mouthful. “Enough, Azure! I’m full!”

I look at the plate. She didn’t eat a lot, but at least it was something.

When I rise to return the plate to the table, her eyes have already closed. And so, feeling lost, I go to the window and stare out at the woods. A strange tingling moves down my spine, and every instinct screams to life. My gaze sweeps over the forest in alarm, but I see nothing. Nothing to fear.

And yet, I continue to stare. Something is out there. I’m sure of it... 

Nothing of concern comes that night. But even so, I don’t sleep. 

And the tingle? It doesn’t go away.




Chapter Six

FROST

I don’t tell my brothers how alarmed I am. But the truth is, I’m scared. It’s been three months since the babies were born, and Tori is still too weak. She walks, but not for long. She sleeps too often, and no matter how much we force-feed her, she remains thin and pale.

And so, I left her side. I told them it was for supplies, which I did gather at my lair, but I also returned to the libraries. Without the knowledge hidden there, I wouldn’t have been able to deliver our children. Now, I must determine the reason she isn’t growing stronger.

It takes me longer than I wanted to find the books that I think might help. But when I do, I speed through the pages, searching and searching. My fingers skid to a halt when I see a page with a sickly looking woman drawn. I read with the quickness of all ice dragons, then stare out into the darkness of my library.

We knew she needed our seed to be stronger during pregnancy. How could we have been so foolish not to realize she needed it now too? As much as we’ve ached for her, we haven’t touched her. We haven’t wanted to hurt her.

And in doing so we hurt her worse.

I curse myself and rise.

Walking through the icy hallways of my lair, I pass bundled up humans who bow as I pass them. But my mind in elsewhere. On a tiny human who may die because of our ignorance.

My stomach clenches. I exit out into my massive courtyard where servants wait with a massive pack, loaded and ready. I shift before them, and they help to put the pack onto my back.

Rising into the sky, I circle once, twice, and three times as my servants wave, and then I shoot off into the sky, racing back to my Tori. The landscape is a swirling of colors beneath me. But my thoughts are focused on her and nothing else. Her face. Her smile.

When at last I reach the temple and shift, I set my pack down and hurry into the room. Tori is bathing in the warm pool in the center of the room. Azure washes her hair, his manhood straining behind her, even though his touch remains gentle.

“Where are the babies?” I ask.

Tori shushes me and gestured toward their cradles. Hurrying over, my heart swells at the sight of the three of them. All sleeping. Their chubby faces more beautiful than anything on earth.

I step away from them and look to my brothers. Phoenix lounges on the bed. I can see he’s trying to appear casual, but he watches Tori’s every move.

Taking a deep breath, I cross the room and settle beside the tub. “I went to my library today.”

Tori looks at me with tired eyes. “More baby research?” 

I shake my head. “I wanted to know why you’re still so weak.”

Phoenix growls low in his throat across the room. “She bore the fate of the entire dragon race. She carried our young in her belly for nine months. She is already the stronger female to ever—“

“I did not intend to insult her. But I know that she should have regained most of her strength by now. The fact that she hasn’t is a reason to be concerned.”

Azure’s hands freeze in her hair. “I thought this was normal.”

I shake my head. “It’s not.”

Tori’s brilliant brown eyes lock onto mine. “I knew something was wrong. I’ve seen women in my town after they’ve given birth. They weren’t like this. At first I thought it was something to do with there being three of them, or dragons. But lately... I feel like I’m getting weaker.”

Phoenix rises from the bed and begins to pace. “We need to fix this.”

“I think I’ve figured out how to.”

All eyes are locked on me.

“She needs our seed.”

Azure inhales sharply. “She’s too weak! And what if she were to grow pregnant once more!’

“I know it seems strange, but without us giving her our magic and strength... she won’t make it.”

More silence follows my words.

And then, Tori speaks. “Then, let’s do this.”

I lock gazes with her. 

She smiles. “I don’t like feeling like this.”

I nod, then clear my throat. “Who would you like to...?”

Tilting her head, her smile widens. “Why don’t you try out this theory of yours first?”

Saying nothing more, I move to the tub and scoop her out. Then, dry her slowly. When I’m finished, I sweep her into my arms once more and carry her to the bed.

I tell myself this is only for her. To test our theory. But my cock doesn’t seem to be listening. It’s hard and eager, and somehow all I can think about is how tight and amazing she feels.

Climbing on top of her, I don’t put my weight down. I hold myself on my elbows and knees and stare down at her. Even after all she’s been through, this human is the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen.

Leaning down, I kiss her gently, and she kisses me back. At first it’s like the little pecks we’ve exchanged since having the babies, but slowly it changes. Deepens.

I hold back a groan as I feel the dragon within me stretching to life. He wants to claim her. To plunge into her and feel her squeezing around him.

But instead, I take my time kissing her. I follow her lead, only deepening the kiss when her hand buries into my hair. When she opens her lips and sweeps her tongue along mine, a tremble rocks my body. We continue to kiss as her hands run over my chest and dance on my stomach.

When at last her fingers curl around my cock, I have to break our kiss and remind myself to stay in control. Her hand slides up and down my length, grabbing me like I belong to her. Which I do. 

And my dragon likes every second of it.

Pushing her hand away, commanding myself not to lose control, I sweep down her body and cup her breasts. They’re larger than before. Heavy in my hands.

And perfect.

Leaning down, I take one of her nipples into my mouth and suck. She gasps, pulling me closer. I ache to take her more roughly, but instead, I move to her other breast and suck it too.

Her hips move with each stroke of my tongue.

When I reach down and touch her womanly folds, I’m pleased to find her wet. I press my finger deeper into her, and slide up and down, then circle her clit.

She moans, and I feel a spark of manly pride that I can make her feel this way.

My brothers move closer on either side of the bed, and I don’t envy them as they stroke themselves, watching me pleasure our mate.

When I slip my finger inside of her, her nails dig into my back. I go slow, using my thumb to stroke her clit as her body relaxes around my finger. And, I continue to lavish her breasts, enjoying every inch of my female.

My cock is wet and pulsing when I slip another finger into her. I don’t want to just touch her. I want to be inside of her, but she must be ready first. It’s been a long time. And her body has changed. I will hate myself forever if I cause her one ounce of pain.

When I add a third finger inside of her, and she moans, tossing her head, I have to bite down a curse. Her body holds me so tightly, clenching around me as if to milk my seed. Fuck, I want to have my cock buried inside of her. But instead, I plunge my fingers in and out of her. 

With each stroke, her hips grind against my hand. At last, she moans my name.

I freeze. Is she ready for me?

Pulling my hand free, and taking my mouth from her breasts, I move up and lie gently on top of her. Watching her hooded eyes closely, I position my tip at her entrance and cautiously sink in, one inch after another.

Her nails continue to dig into my back, but she doesn’t protest.

And her body? It feels as wonderful as I remember. Tight. Wet. Perfect.

When I reach my hilt, we’re both breathing hard. I kiss her again, and she draws me nearer. Her touch like a declaration. I pull back out, then in, enjoying the way she gasps against my lips.

Our love-making starts slow and gentle, but with each stroke of my cock, my dragon roars to be released. I grit my teeth and continue, refusing to be rough. Refusing to give into that side of myself.

When her legs curl around my back, and I feel her inner-muscles tighten, my mind goes blank. My desire, like a powerful magic, rushes through my blood, and then I’m pounding into her. Faster and faster. She screams my name, and I roar hers.

She is my female. Mine! And I will claim her in every way.

When I come, her orgasm has not yet finished. She continues to thrash beneath me as my cum fills her warm body. Every drop leaves me, and then I’m collapsing over her.

Breathing hard, I pull back and look at her flushed face. “Did—did I hurt you?”

She shakes her head and reaches up to stroke my cheek. “It was wonderful.”

“Do you feel stronger yet?” Phoenix asks, and I see that he’s come too.

She sighs. “Not yet.”

A minute later, we hear a baby crying.

I smile down at my female as her eyes close, praying that I’m right. That soon she will be strong again.

As if in answer, my heart squeezes. Of course, this female who has endured three stubborn dragons, a kidnapping, and the birth of dragon-babies will be okay. Because she is extraordinary.

I kiss her lips lightly and roll to her side, pulling her close. My brothers will attend to the babies. For now, I’ll just enjoy having her in my arms. If only for a little while.




Chapter Seven

TORI

I’m feeling stronger. Maybe even stronger than before I had the babies. And my body, it feels different. Not just that I have curves, from both the babies and the rich foods they’re constantly shoving at me, but I feel as if there’s an unexpected power humming beneath my surface.

And I like it.

It makes it easier to keep up with my three wild babies.

“You know they’ll be crawling soon,” I tell my dragons.

The three men look at me with wide eyes. They’re sitting on the ground around the babies, who are sitting up, fighting over the little toys in the center of them.

“We’ll need to make some changes in this place. Otherwise, they could get hurt.”

Frost clears his throat. “About that... you should know that we intend to leave this place soon.”

“Leave?” I put down my knitting. “But this is our home.”

Phoenix’s gaze darkens. “No, we will be moving to my lair. It is a safe place. A place the mages can never harm you again.”

I swallow around the lump that’s formed at the back of my throat. Despite everything, Sparks’ face flashes before my eyes, and the cell they kept me imprisoned in haunts my thoughts like a ghost. “You think we aren’t safe here.”

They all exchange a wordless look, then Azure speaks. “We have been diligent to ensure you, and our babies, are safe, but we would like to go someplace...” He seems to be struggling for the right word.

And then it hits me. “Is that why you three never seem to sleep? I thought you were just obsessed with the babies, but—“

“We can never sleep with ease here.” Phoenix’s jaw tenses, and he reaches down and strokes his daughters brilliant auburn hair.

She looks at him, and a string of, “dadada’s,” leaves her lips.

His serious expression fades, and he leans down and rubs his cheek against hers. She explodes into laugher, and I’m pretty sure my heart swells three sizes bigger.

“We planned to leave in two days time,” Frost says, shattering the happy moment.

Two days? I have the immediate desire to yell at them. To rip them to shreds for keeping this from me. But before the words leave my lips, I look at them again.

They do look tired. And when they leave to hunt, they go one at a time, and always come back quickly. I’ve felt a nervous energy in them since the babies came, but I didn’t realize it was more than the nerves of new fathers.

Poor things.

They could never relax here. And they didn’t tell me because they didn’t want to frighten me, I’m sure of it.

So, I have to just accept that I’m leaving the place I’d started to call home. For them. Because no place can really be a home if they can’t enjoy it.

Taking a deep breath, I nod. “Alright, two days then.”

I go back to knitting.

“That was easier than I thought,” Phoenix mumbles.

My eyes narrow, and I glance back at him. “Did you want a fight?”

He smirks. “With you? Always.”

“Don’t start a fight you can’t win,” I challenge him, raising my chin.

“If the babies were asleep,” he growls, and his meaning couldn’t be clearer.

I feel my cheeks heat. “Rain check then.”

Hours later, when the babies nap, my dragons begin to pack. In their movements, I can sense an urgency. A relief. And even though I’ll miss this place, and I’m nervous about going to a dragon’s lair, I’m glad to give this to them.

Giving one last smile to my sleeping babies, I move away from them and my mates. I leave the main room and start down the hallway that circles the entire top of the temple. I go to the opposite end of the temple and throw open one of the windows. The scents of the woods fill my nostrils, and I inhale deeply.

I haven’t gone outside since the babies were born. And suddenly, I’m longing for it more than I’ve longed for anything. Will my over-protective dragons allow me more freedom when we reach our new home?

I hope so.

Suddenly, I feel something. A strange sense. My gaze sharpens as I scan the woods, but I see nothing.

“Boo!”

I gasp and look down as an image shimmers into a form. Spark clings to a rope just below my window.

Opening my mouth to scream, sparks hit my face, and I fall to the ground.

Spark climbs through the window and stares down at me, while I lay unable to move. “Escaping was a mistake, Tori. But not to worry, it’s a mistake I’m about to rectify.”

I can’t speak. All I can do is lie there with pleading eyes.

He leans out the window and gestures out into the woods.

He’s bringing more mages!

Closing my eyes, I refuse to lie here and do nothing. I refuse to let these monsters hurt my dragons or my babies. So, I grit my teeth and focus.

And there, somewhere inside of myself, I feel the power I’ve sensed inside myself. Hesitantly, I touch it, and I feel my hand jerk. I push the power through my body, swallowing down a gasp as I feel my control over my body returning.

When I open my eyes, three mages have joined Spark. He’s whispering to them.

Allowing my claws to grow, I feel rage come over me. These are the men who took me. Who wanted to steal my babies. And these are the men who think to try it all over again.

With a scream of fury, I launch myself off the ground and attack. Tearing out Spark’s throat, I ignore his gurgling as he collapses to the ground, and then I’m swiping and attacking the other men.

I see them try to use their spells, but I’m too fast. Too angry. Blood flies, and I don’t stop. I can’t stop.

Roars fill the air. Phoenix and Azure race toward me. But the last man collapses at my feet.

They look between the dead men and me. I sense their surprise and delight.

But still, Phoenix’s gaze is dark with an unspoken threat. “Go back to Frost. He guards the babies. We’ll ensure every last mage is dead!”

I nod and run back to my babies.

They’re awake now and crying. Frost guards over them on the bed. His gaze fierce. His crouched body positioned as if to attack. I run to his side.

A gasp escapes his lips. “The blood—“

“Isn’t mine,” I assure him.

And there, we remain as the minutes and hours stretch out. I nurse our babies. I comfort them. But I’m always ready to attack. Especially when the sky is filled with fire and the scent of smoke. When the roars of my dragons seem to echo around us, and sometimes, I even imagine the screams of people.

Phoenix and Azure return sometime later. Their expressions grim.

“There were many of them in the woods,” Azure explains. “Even an old woman.”

That damned midwife!

My heart lurches. “And?”

“Now they’re dead,” Phoenix finishes with a growl.

Relief uncurls within me. “So, we’re safe?”

“We won’t be safe until we leave,” Phoenix says, his fists clenched. “So we leave today.”

I nod, and everyone leaps into action.

Taking a deep breath, I smell the blood that still coats my flesh. No matter what the future holds, this chapter of my life is over. My village, any chance of seeing my traitorous brother again, it’s all gone. Now, I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to keep my babies and dragons safe.

And so, we’re moving.

But what will life have in store for me now?




Chapter Eight

TORI

I close the door that joins our bedroom to that of our little ones. It’s late in the castle. Most of the servants have gone to bed, and a fire blazes in our room, filling the space with heat and light. Closing my robe, I go to two massive doors and throw them open, stepping out onto the balcony.

Our room is in the tallest tower in Phoenix’s lair. The balcony is more than big enough for my dragons to land safely. And from here, I can see our expansive lands.

It’s strange. Just a short time ago, I was living in a rundown shack on the edge of a town full of people I feared, and now...

I smile and look down at the jewel encrusted ring on my finger. My thoughts go to the private ceremony we’d had. The one that meant I was now officially the queen of these lands, and the mate of my handsome dragons.

It was like a dream. And so is this.

Life has completely changed. I’m the wife to three dragon kings. Everywhere I go people bow down to me. I have everything I could ever want, expensive clothes, warm baths, amazing meals from a cook who’s a miracle worker... and a family. A real family.

I couldn’t be happier. Or at least I thought I couldn’t be happier.

The moonlight reflects off of something in the distance. I feel a wave of anticipation. As time ticks away, three shapes appear on the horizon. My husbands will be home soon. And I can’t wait.

Nibbling my lip, I can’t take my eyes off of them as they come closer and closer. And then, they’re circling our castle. Phoenix’s fortress-like lair.

They each take turns landing and shifting, and then, I’m in their arms.

“I think our little wife missed us,” Azure says, with a grin.

I pull back from him and smile, trying to hide my excitement.

“We may have to hunt less,” Phoenix adds.

I laugh. They love to hunt. But they love me even more.

“I have news,” I say, letting my words sink between us.

At last, Frost raises a brow. “Do you intend to share it?”

Unable to help myself, I pull back from them and do a slow spin. “Do you see anything different about me?”

Phoenix groans. “We’re always wrong with this game.”

But Azure interrupts. “New slippers!”

“A new gown!” Frost shouts, a smile playing at his lips.

“Your hair is different,” Phoenix mutters.

I beam at all of them. “Wrong.”

Frost laughs. “Well, what is it?”

My smile widens. “The midwife says I’m with child... or children. We’re not sure yet.”

I swear their hearts stop. Jaws drop, and they stare and stare.

And then a flurry of movement comes. They’re lifting me, spinning, and laughing.

“More babies!” Azure exclaims.

“It’s a miracle!” Frost shouts.

“No,” Phoenix kisses me deeply. “It’s Tori. Always Tori. The little thief who stole our hearts.”

The air changes. Phoenix sweeps me into his arms and carries me to massive bed.

Something catches in my throat. “Someone close the window. Or everyone will hear us again.”

“Let them hear us,” Phoenix growls.

Hands are everywhere, tearing my gown.

I let out an insincere shout. “That was a new gown!”

And then, I’m naked. Surrounded by my three glorious husbands.

Frost turns my face and kisses me. For a minute I’m lost in the pressure of his mouth.

When Phoenix moves to my breast and starts to suck, I gasp against Frost’s mouth. But they’re not done. My husbands are pleased, and they intend to please me in return.

I feel Azure part my legs, and then his hot mouth presses against my womanhood. 

My head spins as he licks and nuzzles his mouth deeper. I clench the back of Phoenix’s hair as his tongue lavishes my breasts. And it hits me, I’m going to orgasm already. This feels too damn good.

“Fuck, I’m already ready,” I moan.

Frost breaks our kiss. “Such a dirty mouth. But I know exactly what we can do with it.”

My heart thuds.

Azure licks my clit, and I cry out a string of curses.

Frost laughs, a low, sexy noise.

And then, everyone moves. Frost pulls me on top of him, and instinctually my legs spread to rub against his massive shaft. 

He gives me a smug smile, grabs my hips, and buries his cock deep inside me. 

I hit his shoulder, gasping. It feels so damn good. So incredible when he takes me like this.

Behind me, Phoenix grabs my ass and spreads my cheeks.

I shudder as I look back at him.

The corner of his mouth twitches. His eyes darken, and he starts to ease inside of me.

Stars gather in my eyes, and goose bumps erupt on my skin. They’re awakening every nerve inside of me. It’s always so amazing. Like I’m dancing on the edge of something beautiful and dangerous.

And then, as one, they begin to slide in and out of me.

The feeling is indescribable. So good. So Gods damn good that I never want it to end.

When Azure turns my head, I don’t need to think before I take his shaft into my mouth. He groans above me, and his head thrashes as I take him deeper and deeper.

We work together. A well-crafted machine. I ride the shafts inside of me, and suck the cock that fills my mouth. 

Their hands are everywhere. Possessive. Dominating. Commanding my body as if they own it.

And I love every second of it.

When a ripple moves over my skin, I reach for my orgasm, knowing how good it will be. It hits me in seconds, a wave crashing against the shore. And I’m falling, falling into the sea of pleasure. Screaming and digging my nails into Frost.

When they come, it’s with roars of pleasure. Their warm seed filling my mouth, my ass, and my womanhood. They ride me with all the intensity of three powerful dragons, until we’re all spent.

Phoenix pulls out of me from behind. And they all lie around me.

“I should get pregnant every day,” I whisper.

They laugh.

Our life is... complete. Perfect.

As I close my eyes, feeling sleep tug at me, I hear a roar.

My eyes flash open. My dragons shoot out of bed.

I’m gathering the tattered remains of my robe as they sprint to our babies’ beds. They’re too young to shift yet! My dragons assured me it would be many years. But then, how? Is something wrong? My heart won’t slow. My hands shake.

I shove into the room, and find my dragons staring in confusion.

Our babies are still sleeping?

Then, what?

We hear the roar again. It seems to shake the entire castle.

I follow my dragons as they move as if in a dream. When they reach our balcony we stare. There is a dragon near the horizon. It doesn’t enter our territory, but it roars again, then turns and shoots away.

I stare in absolutely confusion.

“What does this mean?”

Frost turns to me with wide eyes. “There are more dragons in the world.”

More dragons? Immediately my thoughts go to our babies. How will this affect their future?

But I have no answers, just the sense that our world has just changed forever.

The end. For now.
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Rogue Demon
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~ A Short Demon Romance ~
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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 succubus. 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 succubus 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.
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Rebel Lover
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~ An Angel Romance ~
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Chapter One
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Surcy had been such a fool. She’d given up love, light, and freedom for the most ridiculous thing imaginable—hope. Stupid hope.

And now she was paying for it in a dark cell far beneath the ground. Trapped within four tiny walls like a casket... in a place no one could hear her screams.

A human would pray for death. An escape from the dark and the silence. From the cold. From the loneliness.

But an immortal? There’s no escape for me.

She squeezed her eyes shut as she desperately tried to swallow down the hollow feeling that radiated throughout her chest. But the feeling remained. It pulsed within her, a reminder of her mistake. Of her failure.

Touching the spot above her heart, a sharp pain shot through her arm. A gasp slipped from her lips. She dropped her hand, hating how much her body hurt. All the time.

I’m growing weaker with each day that passes.

A strange panic uncurled inside of her. Instinctually, she called her soul-blade into her hand, then used her magic to make a light blue fire dance along the sharp edge. Instantly, she winced. The light hurt. It burned her eyes after so long in the dark. But sometimes she needed it to chase away the shadows that seized her heart.

After several long seconds, the light grew slightly more tolerable. But then, her prison came into focus. 

Her pulse sped up. The filthy walls looked as if they bled. And even though she knew the dark coloring that dripped down was likely moisture and rust, it still turned her stomach.

She sent her soul-blade away. That was one thing about her prison. The darkness was preferable to the light.

And yet, if her blade gave off warmth, she would have kept it. Despite how the sight of her prison made her heart race and her stomach turn. Because her damp cell was intolerable. 

Angels had a tendency to run cold, but the chill that lay heavy in the cell was unlike anything she’d experienced in her life. It was the kind of clawing coldness that cut deeply, bone-deep.

She was pretty sure even her demons would be cold here.

She shivered, hunching her shoulders even further. But even the stone beneath her sucked the warmth from her body. She pulled her wings closer, but they did nothing to stop the cold. 

How long since she’d felt the warmth of a fire? Of a touch? 

Think of your demons. Of Mark’s smile. Daniel’s laugh. And Tristan’s eyes.

Think of what it felt like to touch them. To be touched by them.

To be loved.

One of her last moments with Mark came to her like a flash of light. Like the scent of warm cookies. Comforting and perfect. 

She smiled in the darkness.

He was working in the garden with his shirt off when she came around the corner. The sight of him made her steps faltered and her thoughts freeze.

She licked her lips and stared, taking in every inch of him. Her demon was stunning beneath the sun’s rays, with so much of his flesh exposed to her greedy gaze. Seeing him like this was like a treat she couldn’t help but reach for. Most days Mark dressed in collared shirts and khaki pants, like an engineer or a scientist who spent his days behind a desk. Usually his clothes only added to his sweet sexiness that drove her wild.

But seeing him like this? In his tight jeans and no shirt? It did things to her. It made her want to touch every inch of him and awaken the wild demon who stretched to life each time he made love to her.

She snuck slowly up to him and trailed a finger along his spine.

He looked back at her. Not the least bit startled. 

“What are you up to, sexy?” she said flirtatiously.

His expression grew serious, and he glanced down at the plant he’d been tending so carefully. “The new starfruit I planted doesn’t seem to be growing well. I think it may need more—“

She sighed. 

He stopped speaking. “Wait, were you flirting again?”

Her lips curled into a smile. “You bet.”

Immediately, he stood, his massive frame towering over her. He dusted his hands on his pants, then reached up and adjusted his glasses. “Does that mean you want to—have sex?”

She laughed. “Aren’t demons supposed to be smooth? You know, good at seducing women?”

His gaze grew intense. “What man could be smooth with you? You’re so damned beautiful. Even after all this time, you take my breath away. I still can’t believe I get to touch you.”

Her breath came out in a rush. “That was pretty damn good.”

“Good?” he frowned, looking confused.

“Just shut up,” she whispered, reaching up and pulling him down to kiss her.

Immediately, his lips became those of a familiar lover. Hard. Experienced. Awakening arousal inside of her that burned brightly. And then...

She froze. What happened next? 

She stiffened. She had no idea.

Her memories of her demons faded and grew dimmer with each passing day. She had no idea if it was the darkness or the length of time that robbed her of her most precious memories. 

I just hope I’m not losing the human parts of myself. 

Stiffening, her hands clenched into fists. The idea tore through her like claws, and her fears were left bleeding like open wounds. Alone in the dark she had no way to calm the terror that such an idea brought.

To lose that side of myself would be worse than suffering an eternal-death.

Her demons had awakened in her a thirst for life. Their love made her enjoy the taste of food once more. The smell of a flower. The beauty of a sunset. Their tenderness had eroded her hard angel exterior until it crumbled, opening her heart to sadness, pleasure, and happiness once more.

I won’t go back to the way I was! 

But what if I am? She could feel the walls growing thicker around her. Whispering that she would never be free again.

Damn it, how much longer can I endure this! Has Caine simply forgotten me?

She stiffened at just the thought of The Judge’s name. It blanketed her anger with fear. Caine was the most powerful being in existence. He determined where people went when they died, and he decided when a person lost the right to an afterlife. An eternal death—the worst fate of all.

He also terrified her. 

Children feared the dark because they didn’t know what it concealed. Caine was the dark. No one saw him. No one touched him. But his powers had touched all of them, tearing inside of their minds to pull out whatever he wanted.

And yet, he’s The Judge. The only one who can change this broken system, and the only one who can order my freedom.

For so long she wondered what Caine had planned for her, but recently she had started worrying that he’d forgotten about her altogether. Time had no meaning for her without the sun's progression, but it had to have been months since he’d ordered her imprisonment. 

Since then, no one had spoken to her. Or even opened the cell door. Trays of food slipped beneath the door had provided her with sustenance and nothing more.

Why did I believe he would treat me fairly? My demons were right to tell me to stay away from the fortress.

And yet, she didn’t regret her choice. She’d had to try! She simply couldn’t live with herself if she hadn’t.

The demon-realm was overflowing with innocents. The angel-realm was more a group of thugs than warriors. Unlike her demons, she didn’t want a new system for the afterlife. She’d hoped to fix the current broken one instead.

But how can I fix it if Caine won’t grant me an audience? 

A slight creaking made her freeze. It was a familiar noise. One she looked forward to each day. My tray should be coming soon. She uncurled her wings and stood on stiff limbs, waiting for the food that would soon slide beneath the door.

Instead, she heard the distinct sound of a key scraping the lock. A key! It can’t finally be happening! Her heart raced, and she held herself tense, waiting for what would happen next.

The door opened and Surcy squinted against the light. An angel blocked the entrance, a dark shadow with dim torchlight behind him.

What does he want? Will he free me?

Or is this something else altogether?

And if he doesn’t let me leave, should I try to escape? Should I—

“Come with me,” he growled.

Freedom! The word blossomed within her chest, breathing life into her soul. Without another second’s hesitation, she shuffled out of the cell, holding up one hand to shade her eyes from the torches. 

In the hall, the angel closed the cell door and led her up the stairs that would take her out of the dungeons. Surcy’s stiff legs struggled with the steps, but she pushed herself forward toward the light, desperate for fresh air. 

At the top, the angel turned, and she realized who had released her. Frink. Her skin tingled as complicated emotions filled her. Seeing someone else after so long alone in the darkness was incredible, but she would have rather seen anyone but him. 

He preyed on weakness. He thrived on suffering. She’d have to hide every uncertain feeling within her and radiate confidence, or else she might not survive him. And she hadn’t come this far just to let one coward stop her.

She cleared her throat. “Didn’t I kill you recently?” 

His brilliant green eyes flashed with rage. “If it were my choice, I would return the favor.”

And if the rumors were true, he’d make it a slow and painful death.

She forced a grin. “But it isn’t your choice. That must be driving you crazy...”

Frink snarled and grabbed her forearm, dragging her down the hall with rapid, angry steps. She struggled to keep up with him, but at the end of the hall, he opened a door and gestured for her to go inside. 

Surcy froze. “This isn’t the throne room.”

His anger rolled off of him in waves. “No kidding.”

It was just another windowless room, although it was a larger one, with a blazing fireplace, a bed, and a bath. But it wasn’t her path to freedom.

I won’t be put off any longer. I need to see a Caine. I need to fight for the people who are depending on me.

And return to my demons, one way or another.

She took a deep breath. “I’m not going in there. Take me to Caine. Now.”

Frink grabbed her by the throat and forced her back against the doorframe. Instantly, her airway was cut off. She struggled against him, clawing at his fingers, but he only squeezed her throat harder. Her vision darkened.

His words came sharp and angry. “You’ll do as I say, one way or another.”

A tear slid down her cheek. Being suffocated won’t kill me, but it sure as hell will hurt.

And after I wake up from this, no doubt I’ll be imprisoned again.

It’s hopeless.
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“You think Caine wants to see you like this?” Frink said, tossing her back.

She hit the ground and immediately began gasping in air. The darkness receded, and slowly her panic eased too. Unconsciously, she touched her throat, and flinched as her fingers grazed her skin.

How dare he! If her demons were there, the angel would’ve been pummeled into a pile of flesh. They didn’t tolerate anyone hurting her. But unfortunately for Frink, she didn’t tolerate it either.

Turning to glare up at him, she unsteadily struggled back to her feet. “If he doesn’t want his prisoners stinking and dirty, maybe he shouldn’t toss them into cells and forget about them!”

He punched her square in the face. 

She hit the stone floor, and lay for a second too shocked to move. Before her imprisonment she would’ve easily avoided the blow. It frightened her how weak she’d become.

Don’t think about it too much. Just focus on getting up.

She looked up at him, rubbing her stinging cheek and trying to sit up. “Ass!”

“Just the kind of language I would expect from a demon-whore.”

If he hadn’t awoken her temper, she might’ve been smart and shut up. But instead, she struggled to her shaking legs and smirked. “Harsh words from an angel with a reputation for having sex with humans ‘just to feel alive.’” 

He swung, but this time she ducked, missing the blow just barely. “Take your damned bath!”

A bath? She glanced at the tub in the middle of the room. That sounds incredible, but I can’t lose my focus.

“And afterwards I’ll see Caine?”

He flashed her a smile that was all teeth. “I guarantee it.”

That’s strangely not reassuring.

She turned away from him, trying to hide her nervousness. Whatever was going to happen, she couldn’t hope to actually fight it. Not in Caine’s fortress. Not with hundreds of angels filling the halls, rooms, and skies. But she could at least face her enemies without months’ worth of filth coating her flesh.

Crossing the room, she paused as she glanced at the steaming water and then back at Frink. The angel had already turned his back. He likes his women human. Lucky for me.

She quickly shed her filthy garments, folded her wings tightly against her back, and climbed into the water. She groaned as the heat sank into her skin and warmed her body. It felt so good. So incredibly good.

She sank beneath the waters, scrubbing her stiff hair, and then moving on to gently wash her black feathers, which were covered in grime. By the time she came back up, the water was cloudy. Picking up the soap at the edge of the tub, she cleaned every inch of her body until she felt better than she had in months. Until the sweet scent of lavender seemed to hang over the entire room.

That’s much better. 

Now to pump Frink for info...

“So,” she began, her gaze going to where he stood, staring angrily at the wall. “Is Caine going to kill me and send me to the demon-realm?”

Frink didn’t answer.

“Wrong, huh? Well, what, he'll command me to serve him again?" Still no answer.

Here goes nothing.

She sighed. “Maybe he’ll be reasonable. I have a lot to tell him. If he would just listen, everything could change for the better. Things can't keep going the way they are. Something has to give." 

He glanced at her for the first time since she’d undressed. “You can’t possibly be stupid enough to think he’ll listen to a word you say.” After a second, he laughed. “You actually do! You think he’ll care that things aren’t fair. You think he’ll want to change.” He shook his head. “You are so freakin' naïve!" 

He’s wrong. I have to believe a being made to be The Judge of all of mankind still has some goodness in him.

Time to find out, one way or another. 

Taking a deep breath, she stood, grabbed a towel and climbed out of the tub. Drying quickly, she donned the simple white gown stretched out on the bed for her. Turning back to the angel, she gave a sharp nod.

“Lead on!”

His nostrils flared in unspoken rage, but he turned and opened the door. 

Time seemed to slow.

Her feet brushed the stone floor as she followed him, her heart pounding. In her mind, she ran through every possible scenario, but nothing she imagined ended with her alive and returning to her demons.

She tried to appear calm and confident, but she was pretty sure she failed. The urge to flee built inside her like a sickness. Her logical mind screamed that her fear was ridiculous, that this was what she’d been waiting for, but her heart refused to listen. It raced so hard it filled her ears, so fast her head felt light.

Come on, Surcy, hold it together. Being brave doesn’t mean you aren’t scared, it means you do it anyway. The old words echoed in her mind. Where have I heard them before? She couldn’t recall, but they kept her moving forward.

Frink led her to the throne room, where The Realm Creator was located. She took a few steps forward before Frink closed the door, leaving her inside to face Caine alone.

I’m finally here.

To face The Judge.

Today I could change the world, or be wiped from it forever.

With sweat sliding down her back, she scanned the massive room carved of gray stone. Waiting to be acknowledged. The ceiling rose so high above them that she could scarcely see the top. She remembered that a hole above them allowed the angels to fly into the room, but she couldn't sense any fresh air coming from above. Instead, something oily and thick hung over the room laced with a scent she’d never noticed before.

Perhaps because the last time I was here I was nothing more than a mindless soldier. Curling black magic cloaked the back half of the room. She’d never seen through the magic, but she knew the man and his throne were concealed within the darkness. Any confidence she had melted away as she sensed him watching her from the darkness. 

Slowly, she dropped her gaze, trying to keep her heart steady. 

The center of the room held the entrances to the realms themselves. They were two swirling portals that stood side by side. One was filled with a pure white light so bright it hurt her eyes, and the other was a black more pure than any on Earth.

The angel realm. And the demon realm.

Beyond both of them, almost concealed by the dark cloud of magic, was the thing that made her sick to look upon. The Soul Destroyer. A place seldom used, to destroy souls found too dangerous to be allowed an afterlife.

“Surcy.” Caine’s voice swept over her. Through her. Dark, dangerous, and threatening. “You have disappointed me.”

Everything I’ve risked, it’s all been for this moment.

I hope my demons were wrong.

Instinct forced her down until she knelt prostate before him, head bowed. “And I have come when called. To explain myself. And for judgment."

Silence snaked through the room.

What will he say? What will he decide?

“You have destroyed your perfection by awakening the humanity within you. You have fallen in love with demons. And you have betrayed me. And for these things, you must be punished.”

And here goes nothing...

“On the surface, everything you’ve said is true, but my intentions are also just as true." She took a deep breath, knowing her own life—her very soul—could very well hang in the balance. "Time has changed you, my Lord. I have met many, many innocent demons, which can only mean that you're sending humans to the demon-realm who don’t deserve it."” She took a deep breath, hating that her entire body shook. “It must be difficult to be the judge of all of humanity, but something has gone wrong. You need to hear these things, so that you can fix the wrongs and return to your former glory.”

After another long moment of silence, his voice came again. “You will be stripped of your wings and returned to Earth.”

Her heart pounded. I’ll lose my wings? It’s a cruel fate, but at least I’ll be with my demons once more. Yet, he didn’t respond to my words.

“But what of the changes I spoke of?”

He continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “But that is not enough, is it? For you have already turned your back on what it means to be an angel." His words were barely louder than a whisper, and yet, they carried through the room like a crack of thunder. “I could destroy your soul... but what good would that do me?”

Her breathing filled her ears. This is not good. If I ran, could I escape?

Not the fortress. Nor the army of angels that circle the skies above me.

“There is a war coming, Surcy, and your demons will play a part. There is only one thing I can do that will both punish you and help me.”

“Please, Caine, please, My Lord...”

Her limbs shook. Her muscles tensing. She had to run, at least try, no matter the odds against her. 

“I will give you what you want. I will return you to your demons. I will take every ounce of the humanity you have stolen over the years, and I will return to them a cold angel. You will have no memories of them. Without your confusing human emotions to drag you down, you will gain their trust once more, and you will betray them. For me.”

She rose, shaking her head. “I will not.”

His cold laugh came, so harsh it wrapped itself around her throat. “That’s the thing, my dear. You don’t have a choice.”

Racing to the doors, she pulled on the handles, but they were sealed shut. Calling her soul-blade to herself, she held it out before her. Ready to fight. Ready to take on the most powerful being in all the realms.

Anything to keep my demons safe.

His voice came, so close she could feel his breath on her ear. “Do you really think I care who is guilty or innocent?”

She spun, holding her sword out in front her and scanning the darkness surrounding her. Where is he? Where is he? She could see nothing.

She tried again. “But that’s the job of The Judge.”

Speak. Show yourself.

He laughed, a cruel, awful sound that came from everywhere but nowhere. “Not this judge.”

He’s mad! My demons were right. He must be overthrown. 

Spreading out her wings, she leapt into the air, heading for the escape in the ceiling. Pushing herself faster and faster, she glanced back to see the swirling darkness barreling after her. She clenched her teeth. No. No! She wouldn’t let him reach her.

Shooting forward, her eyes widened. The hole in the ceiling—it was gone. She slammed into the space it had once been. Beating her wings to keep from falling, she clawed at the stone. 

I’m trapped.

The darkness enveloped her an instant later, and cold hands grasped her throat. As Caine pried into her mind with his cruel, violating touch, she thought of her demons. Tears slid down her cheeks as she focused on their faces. And then, the memory was snatched away. Lost to her forever.

I failed.
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Chapter Three
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Surcy woke shivering, so cold she thought she must be dead. She opened her eyes and stared at a dark sky filled with snowflakes swirling toward her. 

She began to cry, shaking with a terrible loss that she didn't understand. Tears flowed down her frozen cheeks. It was strange to cry for no reason, and yet, to feel deep inside that she had lost something beautiful and sacred.

But what?

After several long minutes she gathered her wits about her and stood on stiff legs. She found herself naked and alone in a field of pale green grass. Snow drifted lazily from the sky, covering the green grass.

What’s wrong with that picture? Why is the grass so green and new, and yet the snow keeps coming? Behind her, her wings felt strange. They seemed to shiver on her back, as if afraid. She turned to look at them and frowned.

A cold breeze began to stir her feathers, but within moments, the breeze changed into a rustling wind that swirled and clawed at her like a pack of angry birds. The wind whispered of magic and punishment. 

Tremors swept through her body. What is this? 

In horror, she watched as her black feathers were torn from her wings. Pain came sharp and awful. Each feather was like a nail pulled from her fingertips. She screamed, trying to hold her wings, but the wind continued its assault. Deep red blood ran down her wings, painting her remaining feathers. 

Time seemed to slow. Her feathers drifted behind her in a cloud, mixing with the snow, dark smudges against the pure white.

“No!” She sobbed.

But instead of stopping, the wind picked up, harder and faster. 

A primal scream tore from her lips. A sound that continued without end, echoing through her. I need to escape!  

Blindly, she climbed to her feet and began running through the snow on legs that shook, but the vicious wind was everywhere. A whirlwind without escape. Her feathers were no longer just being pulled free, but plucked out as if by angry hands. The pain was mind-numbing. But just when she thought she couldn’t take another moment of it, her entire wings were torn from her back. 

Crumbling to her knees, her mouth opened and closed, but no sounds came out. Pain made every nerve in her body scream. And yet, she couldn’t move. Warm blood ran down her back, soaking her flesh. 

Time passed. She had no idea how long. But she remained kneeling, overwhelmed by her suffering. 

Eventually, the pain was replaced by a strange numbness. Reaching with fingers that shook, she touched her back. There was nothing left. Nothing but bloody gashes that would soon be no more than pale scars. She reached behind her and traced the wounds with her fingers as hot tears slid down her cheeks.

Why did this happen? What cruel being would punish me so?

Her memories were vacant. Empty. And yet, she knew those wings were hers. A part of her always.

I was an angel. But now... now what am I?

There was movement. Light in the distance. She stared at it. Three shapes started toward her across the snowy field.

Blinking through her tears, watching as they came closer and the shapes became men. I don’t know whether to be afraid, or hopeful.

When they saw her, they ran toward her, panic in their gazes.

The first one reached her with outstretched hands, but she cowered back.

He froze, his thoughts written clearly across his handsome face. He didn’t expect her to pull away from him.

“What do you want?” She asked, her voice shaking.

He opened his mouth, then closed it. With a hand that visibly shook, he reached up and adjusted his glasses. “Are you... are you alright?”

She wrapped her arms around her body. “No. I have no memory. No name. And my wings...” She couldn’t finish the rest.

The two other men stopped beside him, and she could feel their stares. 

The first man knelt down. “You’re cold. Let us take you home. We can help.”

I don’t know these men. But then, I don’t know anyone. She nodded.

He swept her into his arms and carried her from the field. She stared over his shoulder. But there, on his sleeve, was one of her black feathers. A tiny one. She plucked it from his clothing and clutched it in her hand. 

At least I have this.
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Chapter Four
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Mark carried their sweet Surcy in his arms. She shivered uncontrollably, her face ashen, dirty, and tear-stained. He was so grateful they found her. He’d feared they’d lost her forever.

But I couldn’t have imagined that we’d find her, wings and memory gone.

Not that it truly matters.

If she didn’t remember them, they could make her love them again. They would start at the beginning and make her fall in love with them again.

And so what if she wasn't an angel anymore? That made things less complicated. The only real question was what had happened to her.

Everything else can be worked out, as long as we’re together.

He slid into the back seat, with her still in his arms, and settled her in his lap. The amount of blood that coated her back terrified him, feeling cold and sticky against his skin. Immortals could only be killed a couple of different ways, and certainly not from blood loss, but it didn’t make her injuries any less frightening. 

He held her tighter, wishing he could take away her wounds. Wishing he had the power to heal both her mind and her body.

But all I can do is hold her. And keep her safe from this moment on.

At least she didn’t try to pull away. He didn't think he could ever let her go again.

Maybe tonight I’ll finally be able to sleep soundly... 

His eternal-brothers climbed into the car. Daniel took the front seat while Tristan rode shotgun. As Daniel started the engine, Mark saw him look back at them in the rearview mirror. His dark eyes were filled with anguish. 

Daniel’s faith in goodness was always paper-thin. Mark hoped Surcy’s condition wouldn’t completely destroy him. I hope he’s strong enough to fight for love.

Tristan, on the other hand, didn't look back at them, but Mark could feel the tension radiating from him. He doesn’t know what to do with an emotion like this. With this kind of sadness and disappointment. Tristan’s eyes were closed, and his jaw was clenched. He sat unmoving, like a creature carved from stone.

But there’s always so much raging beneath his quiet surface.

That was the thing about eternal-brothers, demons connected together in the afterlife; they always had an inner-sense of each other. Whether they wanted to or not. And his brothers’ misery was so powerful it was nearly suffocating.

Mark wanted to reassure them, but he couldn't. None of them knew what would happen. 

As they pulled away, Surcy looked up at him, and Mark fell in love all over again. She was their world. Beautiful inside and out. Her long dark hair, usually in waves down her back, lay matted around her. Her eyes, normally a stunning hazel, looked weak and bloodshot. Her skin was so white from the cold, it was eerie. But whatever she’d been through, she was still the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 

Our everything.

Mark held her against him, sharing his own body heat. The three demons were always hot, but they blazed the heater, trying desperately to warm her shivering body. Nothing else was more important than her happiness. 

And now that we have her back, we’ll do whatever we have to in order to make her happy once more.

After a time, she spoke softly. “Can you tell me—who are you?” And the vacancy of her gaze twisted his heart.

“Mark.”

“Mark.” She said his name, as if tasting it. “Can you tell me... was I once an angel?”

He nodded at her very slowly.

“What happened to me?”

You fell in love with three demons. “I don’t know.”

“Was it a punishment?”

In all likelihood, yes. “I don’t know.”

Tears stung her eyes. “Do you know who I am?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze held his. “Can you tell me my name?”

This, I think she can handle. “Surcy. Your name is Surcy.”

And I’ve dedicated my life to you.

The pendant that was tucked carefully into his shirt seemed to warm, as if reminding him of his other dedication. 

As if I could ever forget that the future of the world rests in my hands.

He held Surcy tighter. That was the thing about knowing he would die for their cause, it made moments like these even more important.
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Chapter Five
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Daniel couldn’t believe that Surcy didn’t remember them. Caine had done this to her, the cruel bastard! This was her punishment for loving them.

At least Caine spared her life and didn’t keep her from them forever. But what should they do now?

It had taken them so long to earn her love. To convince an angel that they shouldn't have been turned into demons. First, she fought for them because it was the right thing to do. Then, she helped them, because she couldn’t bear to see them continue the way they were.

And at last, somehow, they had convinced her to love them.

Which I don’t think I can do again.

He understood how women fell in love with Mark. Even during their first lives, the time before their deaths, he’d heard stories of the many women who loved Mark. But he and Tristan were not so lucky. 

His brother, Tristan, for all the years he’d lived, had never fallen in love with a woman until Surcy. It wasn’t that his heart was made of stone; it was simply that his focus had been protecting those that needed him, not on what would make him happy.

But for me? I’m just a straight-up asshole.

Okay, so maybe that was a bit harsh. But he was definitely hard to love. At least according to every woman who gave up on him over the years. Who told him he was incapable of love. 

They said he chased danger. That the fire within him was too wicked to control. That he would go down in flames one day for his reckless ways.

And they were right.

Yet, with Surcy? I fell in love with her as unexpectedly as she fell in love with me. I found her innocence frustrating, her constant moral compass annoying, and her belief that she could save the world? Completely ignorant. But God how I loved her.

And eventually, not only did he love her, but the way he saw the world changed. She taught him there was something beautiful about innocence, something admirable about a strong moral compass. When she had saved their world? He realized he’d been a coward for not trying to do the same.

As he gripped the steering wheel and turned onto the freeway, he couldn’t help but look back at her again. The incredible creature, who gave up her safety, and turned her back on her own kind for them, was gone.

We’ve lost her forever.
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Chapter Six
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Tristan would kill those angel bastards for this. He would tear them from the heavens and shred their wings for what they have done to her. When she left to face Caine, she was so certain he would treat her fairly. That he would forgive her for loving us.

They begged her to run away with them. To hide.

Unfortunately, at the core of her being, Surcy believed Caine would want to hear her out. She had stubbornly refused to let it go. Her eyes had twinkled with certainty, her chin raised in confidence. All would be well, she had said.

That was a year ago, and until tonight, they hadn't seen her since.

Every day since then, they paid witches to search for her. They bribed vampires and shifters to prowl every dark corner of the world. And they never stopped looking.

Never.

Daniel's history with the witch Summer had finally paid off. She came to them, swearing that she had finally felt Surcy’s presence in a field outside of town. They’d come there, not knowing what they would find. Yet, they’d hoped for a miracle.

When Tristan saw her, he thought all was right with their world once more, that the other part of their souls had been returned to them. 

Until he saw that her wings were gone. Being an angel was the most important thing to Surcy. She saw it as her calling, and with her three demons by her side, she spread peace, protecting those who needed it the most.

What will happen now? Without her wings, would everything go back to the way it was?  What if she turns away from us? 

His stomach twisted. If I were a betting man, I’d put it all on the thing that makes the most sense. Before the week is out, Surcy will leave us. 
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Chapter Seven
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Surcy let her mind drift as she rode through the city in the back seat with the three men who had found her. After the one in the backseat introduced himself and told her her name, none of them spoke, and that was fine with her. 

What was there to say? That all she had left to remind her that she was an angel was a black feather and painful scars on her back?

Shuddering, she squeezed her eyes shut for a long minute. She couldn’t think of that now. If she did, she might fall apart again.

Focus on the present. 

She still didn't know if the strange men could be trusted, but something deep inside told her she was safe. There was just something... kind about them. She even drew unexpected comfort from being held in the strong arms of the man named Mark. 

They continued driving in silence as they left the woods behind and entered a bright city. She stared out the window without seeing, until they drove through a tiny gate into a lush landscape of plants and trees. There was a kind of quiet splendor to the wildness of the plants and trees that made her feel as if they had entered a sanctuary. What a strange place.

She sat up slightly as a beautiful home rose up in the midst of the stunning garden. The home was larger than she expected in the city, like a charming brick manor untouched by time. 

One of the men turned off the engine, and they all stared at the dark manor. There was something in the air that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but the man holding her looked strangely relieved.

“We’re home,” Mark whispered, opening the door and carrying her out into the chilly night.

He carried her through a simplistically decorated home with high ceilings, brick walls, and modern furniture. It was a strange combination, like two worlds coming together, but she liked it. Glancing at Mark, she could somehow picture the man in this house, feeling perfectly comfortable.

When he took her down a hall and came to the end of it, he froze before a wooden door.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking at his pained expression.

Her words seemed to wake him, and he reached for the handle. “Nothing. I just haven’t been in here for a long time.”

She wanted to ask him more. But the questions wouldn’t leave her tired lips.

He took her into the room and put her gently on a bed with a white comforter. White curtains hung from its four posters, creating a simple beauty she might have enjoyed at any other time. It’s how I’d decorate my own room. She stared out the large balcony windows, her thoughts wandering.

She heard Mark draw a bath for her. 

“Do you... need help?” He gestured from her to the bath.

“No,” she whispered, then laid her feather gently down on the white comforter.

He nodded, went to some drawers, and laid clothes out on her bed, cautious of her feather. “If you need anything, I’m just a call away.”

If her heart hadn’t felt so broken, she might have smiled. Instead, she stared at him until he left.

She went to the bathroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at her looked sickly thin and sad. Sweeping her dark hair off her shoulder, she turned and looked at the ugly, red scars on her back, and her skin stained with blood.

A sob exploded from her lips. She pressed her knuckles to her mouth, but the sobs wracked her body.

How—why? She cried harder.

Collapsing onto her knees, she willed herself to stop crying. But it didn’t work. The tears came. No matter how much she begged them to stop. Running in angry streams down her face. Shaking her entire frame. 

She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she finally gained some control. Rubbing at her face, she grabbed the side of the large bathtub and pulled herself up, and then into it.

As she sat in the bath, it was a long time before she could scrub herself clean. And even then, she did it mechanically. Thoughtlessly. 

She felt so empty. So broken.

But when this bath is over, I need to have put my sadness behind me. If I let it, it’ll consume me. And then I’ll never find out how I lost my wings, or how to get them back.

Yet, she gave herself a few more minutes to mourn her soul-shattering loss. A few precious moments to bandage herself back together.

At last, she found the strength of will to climb out of the bath and dry herself. She dressed slowly, finding that the clothing fit her almost perfectly, which seemed odd. She saw that food waited on a tray near her bed, but she didn’t touch it, as hungry as she was. Instead, she picked up her feather, stroking its softness with her fingertip.

What now?

She stood in the center of the room staring without seeing. 

I need something to help me pull myself out of this grief.

Moving to the balcony, her gaze was drawn to the lush gardens of the estate and beyond them to the lights of the city. What will I find out there? She clung to her black feather as if it could somehow protect her from the unknown world.

“Are you feeling better?” 

The deep voice startled her and she spun, gripping her feather protectively.

Mark studied her from the doorway with a small smile.

His smile meant everything. It drew her from her sadness, awakening a warmth inside her that was surprising. She clung to the feeling, like a torch in the darkness.

The stranger was handsome, but when he smiled, he was breathtaking. The kind of man women would throw themselves at. A man like him must have a wife, or a girlfriend. She was surprised by the rush of jealousy the thought brought. He didn’t belong to her.

So why do I feel like he should? 

Hesitantly, she returned his smile, taking the time to really look at him. His hair was light brown and messy, like he had just run his fingers through it. His rimless glasses didn't hide his eyes, a pure blue, like the clearest waters imaginable. And he had the strong build of a man who worked often and hard with his hands.

“Surcy?” Concern caused little wrinkles to gather at the corners of his eyes. “Are you feeling better?

Stop staring and answer him.

“Much better,” she answered. 

“I’ve built a fire in the living room, if you’d like to join us." Even though she was wearing sweatpants, a shirt, and a sweater, she was still cold. The hot bath chased away the worst of it, but curling up before the fire sounded perfect.

“That would be great.” But before she went, she tucked the black feather beneath her pillow. Just in case.

He led her through the hall, but she stopped dead when she spotted the photos on the wall for the first time. The wall held framed pictures of her and the three men who had rescued her. Sometimes she was kissing them—each of them—and sometimes they were holding her. No matter the context, in all of the pictures they were laughing. The pictures made it seem that the four of them were together... romantically.

“Surcy—“ he turned and stopped silent.

“What, what is this? We’re together?” she asked, her head spinning.

After a long, painful second, he nodded.

Yet, there’s nothing in my mind. No memories. No instinct that this is who I am. The realization turned her gut. “I want to know everything you can tell me about myself.”

He looked uncertain. “You’ve only just come back, are you sure—”

“Of course... I have to know.”

Perhaps they can even tell me why I lost my wings? The thought made the scars, where her wings once sprouted, give a painful twist. The corners of her eyes stung with unshed tears, but she pushed her sadness away. Focus on learning how you lost them, so you can get them back.

And so, he led her into the living room where the other two men waited. They sat on a couch before a fire, holding mugs of coffee, and looking remarkably uncomfortable.

It’s strange. I don’t even remember their names.

She settled on the rug before the blazing fire and took a blanket from the couch, pulling it around herself. She stared at the two men, who watched her silently, trying to act normal in a situation that was completely abnormal.

Mark returned with two mugs of steaming coffee in his hands and gave her one, before sitting on the floor next to her.

He looked at the other two men. “She wants us to help fill in her memories.”

The man with blonde hair and dark eyes spoke first. “Not a chance.”

His angry tone drew her gaze to him. This man hummed with an unspoken power, as if he were accustom to commanding every room he entered. He had the build of a well-disciplined swimmer and eyes the color of chocolate. Something about his gaze told her that he judged everyone and everything in his world and found it lacking.

I’m not sure I like him.

“That’s Daniel,” Mark told her. “You love him, despite the fact that he’s a pain in the ass.”

Do I?

Daniel looked away, but she caught the flash of hurt in his eyes. “We can’t just fill her in on everything. It’ll be too much for her right now.”

She stiffened. “I can handle it.”

His angry gaze swung to her. “You were just dropped from Zudessa. Your wings were torn off. You need time to get to know us, or the truth will be too much for you.”

Zudessa. The word blossomed within her mind. A distinct memory came back to her. Of the day she died. There was nothing of her human life, but she remembered awakening in Zudessa and meeting Caine, The Judge. He had looked at her with his black, soulless eyes, and his judgment began. She’d felt it inside her, a cold, violating feeling, like fingers prying apart every moment of her life.

When he’d finished, she was weeping, frightened to her core. He had announced that she would be an angel, a defender of the realms. She would keep the peace by ensuring that those who deserved punishment would remain in The Eternal Darkness, the demon realm, forever.

“Do you hurt?” a deep voice whispered.

Her back gave a horrible throb of pain. Becoming an angel was painful. But so was becoming... actually, she didn’t know what she was now. She couldn’t fly, but did she have her other powers? Was she human? Or something else?

“It,” she struggled for the right response, “doesn’t hurt too badly.”

The deep voice spoke again. “Yes it does.”

Am I that transparent? Or do these men just know me that well?

“And that’s Tristan.”

She had tried to avoid looking at the other man, but at last she was forced to. He stared back at her, his expression unreadable. Tristan was a mountain of man, with long dark hair and mismatched eyes, one blue and one green. There was something breathtaking about him. Unlike Daniel, who oozed disdain, this man radiated nothing, as if his emotions and thoughts were locked up tight somewhere no one could see.

He made her uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t identify. It wasn’t just that his massive size and chiseled good looks gave him a dangerous, inhuman quality; it was that his gaze always seemed to focus on her. He said little, but she could feel his stare.

Who are you? She thought, tearing her gaze away from him.

She took a sip of the coffee, wondering how best to approach these men. Cautiously. “Were we together before my death? Before I became an angel?”

Daniel tilted his head and leaned back in his chair, crossing his ankles in front of him in a strangely arrogant way. “Sorry, babe. As nice a story as that would be, it didn’t happen that way. In fact, when you fell in love with us, we were demons and you were an angel.”

Her coffee dropped from her fingertips and onto the carpeted floor. “You guys are demons?”

The enemy.

Mark swore and ran to the kitchen, grabbing a towel. “Daniel, why the hell did you have to lead with that?”

“She wanted to know the truth,” he said, with a stiff shrug. “Better she knows it right off the bat.”

“That’s impossible.” Her voice shook as she spoke. “I would never... demons are evil.”

“Surcy—” Mark began, but Daniel cut him off.

“That’s probably why you were kicked out of the angel-realm. Because you didn’t just love us, you saved us from the demon-realm.”

She felt sick. “I would never do something like that. Not even for love.”

Mark glared at the other man and touched her knee. “You didn’t save us because you loved us. You saved us because it was the right thing to do.”

Demons are evil. I’m not the one who decides right or wrong. Caine does. I just follow orders. That’s the job of an angel.

“Wh—why was it the right thing to save you?”

Mark spoke gently. “We should never have been in hell. They made a mistake. And you simply... fixed it.”

“I need to lie down,” she stated abruptly, standing and stepping around Mark who was cleaning up her spill.

He dropped the towel and rose. “Do you need—?”

“She needs time to think,” Tristan’s voice was calm, but she could feel his gaze burning through her.

As she walked back to her room, avoiding the happy pictures on the wall, a cold fist squeezed her heart. Demons shouldn’t be able to use their powers on angels. They shouldn’t be able to convince us to believe their lies, but somehow, these demons have tricked me.

I need to escape and return to Zudessa. The other angels will know how to help me.
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Chapter Eight
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Mark paced the living room. He wanted to punch Daniel in his damned face, because he knew exactly what the asshole had done. He’d tried to push Surcy away. Daniel was scared to lose her again, but that didn’t justify his actions.

Damn it! We just need a little time to remind her why she loved us.

Tristan’s voice was deathly calm. “Well, that was a shit show.”

Mark whirled toward Daniel, who lounged on the couch. “What were you thinking? Did you see how fragile she was? That was the last thing she needed to hear right now!”

After a long moment, Daniel spoke. “Do you two really think it’s a coincidence that after learning about The Immortal Ten she came back into our lives?”

Mark froze. They, and the other members of The Rebellion, had been searching for a solution to the problem of The Realms for some time. They had learned that Zudessa was the location of The Realm Creator, which was as old as magic itself. This was the place all people went when they died. There, they were judged for their sins and placed in either the angel-realm, the demon-realm, or had their souls destroyed.

The system had worked as fairly as it could under the guidance of The Immortal Ten. Until Caine had somehow taken it over. Now, their goal was to find The Immortal Ten and overthrow Caine.

Two impossible tasks.

“What are you saying?” Mark asked, frowning. Confused about the connection between Surcy and The Immortal Ten.

Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I’m saying I think they wiped her memory of us and dropped her back on Earth to use her as a spy.”

A spy?

“Surcy would never do that!” Mark took a step toward him. He’d never been the violent sort, but if Daniel said one more bad thing about Surcy...

“Our Surcy would never do that," Daniel agreed, "but this isn’t our Surcy. They destroyed her, and now we have to be careful.”

Mark started to argue, but Tristan spoke instead. “Daniel has a point. We can’t gamble with the future of this world.”

Has everyone lost their mind?

Mark shook his head. “You agree with what he did?”

Tristan raised an angry brow. “No, he handled that like an absolute fool. But he’s right. We can ease her into this and still be cautious.”

Mark suddenly felt exhausted. Sinking into the chair by the fire, he stared at the flames. “And what if now that she knows what we are she chooses to leave again?" His question hung in the room like a ghost.

After far too long, Tristan spoke. “All we can do now is keep her safe. She’s a disgraced angel. If the other angels find her, they’ll kill her.”

He thinks we might have lost her too.

Daniel rose from the couch, looking frustrated. “You two are so damned emotional. Look, I’ll go talk to her. I’ll tell her we’ll explain it all in the morning.”

Like that will help. Mark waved him off. “You seem to know everything, so why not.”

Daniel swore and stomped through the house.

Mark leaned his head back and closed his eyes. I can’t believe we finally have her back, and we might already have messed up any chance of her loving us again.

After a minute, Tristan spoke, his words tense. “What’s wrong?”

Mark sat up and turned to see Daniel in the entrance to the hall, his face pale. Every warning bell screamed to life.

“She’s not in her room.”

“What?” Mark felt ice run down his spine.

“She’s gone.”

That’s impossible!

Tristan ran for the hall, pushing past Daniel.

“But where could she have gone?” Mark asked, his thoughts moving slowly as if stuck in mud. 

Daniel sagged against the wall and put his face in his hands. “To the angels.”

No. She can’t have. They’ll kill her.

“I fucked everything up,” Daniel said, but Mark barely heard him.

What happens when a disgraced angel is killed?

His stomach twisted. He had heard tales. Horrible tales.

Caine won’t let her be reborn. He’ll destroy her eternal-soul.

Tristan raced back into the room. “We have to go. Now! We have to find her!”

Mark stood on numb legs. “She’s an angel. She could have teleported herself anywhere.”

Tristan punched the wall, sending plaster raining to the ground. “I don’t care! We found her once! We’ll find her again!”

Suddenly, Mark felt a spark of hope. “Daniel, what about Summer? She'd do anything for you? She did it before, she can do it again.”

Daniel stiffened, then slowly nodded.

We’ll be able to find her again! Unless the angels get to her first...
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Chapter Nine
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Surcy teleported as close to Zudessa as she could. The result left her standing on a tall hill looking down at the formidable structure that housed The Realm Creator. The walls surrounding it were sixty feet tall and made of grey stone. A dome of grey stone and shimmering white magic protected the ancient magic and the castle. A small hole at the top of the dome allowed angels to fly in and out. No angel could teleport in or out of Zudessa. It was a necessary security. 

How will I get in on foot? I guess I’ll learn soon.

Angels with white wings circled the dome like vultures.

Vultures? Where had that thought come from? Angels weren’t vultures. They were eagles of justice, protection, and honor. They guarded Caine and ensured that no one disturbed his important work as the judge of all of humanity.

She rose from her crouched position, looking out at the landscape of red rocks between her and Zudessa. I wish I’d worn shoes.

Those red rocks were polished to a hard edge and they would hurt. She’d been in such a rush to escape the demons that she hadn’t even taken the time to dress properly. She needed to be with her brothers and sisters, the angels. She needed guidance, but more than that, she needed answers.

Nothing to do but get moving.

She started forward and goose bumps erupted on her skin as she stepped through the protective barrier. She hadn't walked ten steps when she felt the wind stir from wings beating high overhead. A second later, an angel landed hard in front of her.

“Brother,” she greeted, feeling a wave of relief. She knew this angel. Somehow. “Frink, I need your help.”

His long dark hair fell in front of his face like a curtain, but as he slowly stood to his full height, piercing green eyes glared at her. She took a step back as his mouth curled in disgust and anger.

“Frink?” she whispered, her voice shaking.

He cocked his head in an almost animalistic gesture. “You’re here to ask me for help?”

She had to stop herself from recoiling from him. Why am I suddenly so afraid? I have nothing to fear from another angel.

“I awoke in a field. My memories are gone, my wings stripped. I need help remembering what happened.”

His expression froze, and his gaze seemed far away. “You don’t remember anything?”

“Just becoming an angel,” she confessed.

The smile that slowly stretched his lips made her nerves crackle. “Then, by all means, let me help you.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Ten
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While his brothers searched the streets, Daniel went to the one witch who could help. Taking a deep breath, he knocked on her shop door.

Summer opened the door herself and the beads over the windows jangled against the glass. When she saw who it was, her brown eyes widened and her painted lips spread into a wide smile.

“Speak of the devil...” She sounded out of breath. Aroused.

But then, that was exactly why Daniel had come to her. Not only was she powerful, she’d been clear about how badly she wanted him.

Time to use my abilities.

“Summer,” he leaned in closer. “It’s good to see you.”

Each word held a power that few but another demon could sense. His words would move over her flesh like a caress, easing her mind like a few too many drinks. She wouldn’t have to do what he asked, but she’d want to, and she’d enjoy every moment of it. 

She gave a little giggle and leaned against her doorframe. “Is it? And here I thought you’d been very clear there was only one woman for you.”

He stepped closer, resting his forearm on the doorframe just above her head. “Maybe I’ve changed my mind.”

The witch practically melted beneath his gaze. “In that case, why don’t you come in?”

She moved out of his way, just far enough that he had to rub against her as he passed. Revulsion shivered beneath his skin. 

Even flirting with another woman felt wrong. Surcy was the only woman he wanted to touch. Unfortunately, he'd never forgive himself if something happened to her.

Do this. For her.

Moving through Summer's small shop, overwhelmed with the scent of incense burning, he sat at her little table. His gaze slid over the crystals and amulets lining the walls.

I hate this place.

Her hand rested on his shoulder, then slid down his chest. “What did you come here for, Daniel?”

“To see you,” he lied. “And to get help finding someone.”

“Your angel again?” her words came out an angry hiss.

“I already found her. And she no longer wishes to be with me.” He hated that the pain in his voice wasn’t feigned. “But even if she can’t love me, I need to ensure she’s safe.”

Summer was silent for a long moment. Then, her fingers began to graze the muscles of his chest once more. “So once you find her, you won’t be with her?”

“No.”

Another long pause. “Fine, I’ll help. But I have expectations in return.”

He had to hold back a shudder. “Of course.”

She swung her hips in a movement he knew she meant to be seductive and sat across from him. He could feel her power building.

He held himself stiffly when she took his hand and her power sparked against his skin.

“Let me in,” she whispered. “Let me see her as you do, so that I may find her.”

It took everything within him to drop his guard and let her in.

In his mind's eye, Daniel stared at Surcy’s face, memorizing every line: her flawless nose, her high cheekbones, her eyes, always so wide, and filled with emotion.

Running his fingers along her face, he watched in absolute wonder as she gasped.

“Did I hurt you?” he whispered, pulling his fingers back.

She shook her head. “No. I—I just forgot what it felt like to be touched. To feel. Being an angel... it’s so cold. So... lonely.”

“You want me to keep touching you?”

Very slowly, holding his gaze, she nodded.

He ran his fingertips along every inch of her face, his touch little more than a whisper. Her eyes closed and her breathing came in and out faster and faster.

“It’s like coming to life.”

Every muscle in his body tensed and his cock hardened. But he did nothing more than touch her gently. Because even though he was touching her to remind her of what it meant to be human, this moment was for him just as much as her. He wasn’t sure he’d ever truly been alive until meeting her, even before his death.

“Will you—kiss me?” she asked.

Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t have refused her. Moving closer, he brushed his lips against hers. Her breath tasted sweet, oh so sweet.

When her head tilted, her lips slanting to give him better access, he deepened the kiss, his tongue slipping into her mouth. One of his hands moved to her hips, drawing her closer.

He stopped himself, even though it took every ounce of control he had. He shifted back from her, one painful inch after another. More than anything, he wanted to kiss her until her entire body hummed with need. 

He wanted to feel her melt beneath his touch as she clung to him, her thoughts scattering. He wanted to know she was wet and ready. He wanted to reach beneath her flowing skirts and touch her. To feel her rocking against his fingers. To hear the sounds of her moans of pleasure.

But he needed to be sure that’s what she wanted too. Because, somehow, he knew, if he ever touched this woman, he wouldn’t be able to stop.

She opened her stunning eyes and stared right back at him.

“Until now, I never understood why my brethren lie with humans. I thought being an angel was the greatest form of life that anyone could hope to be. But it isn’t, is it?”

Daniel brushed her hair back from her face. “No, there’s nothing in all the realms like being human. And when we touch, when we love, it brings back our humanity little by little.”

Her gaze held his. “Will you make love to me, Daniel?”

His breath caught. Could a demon truly make love to an angel?

The memory tore away and a new image replaced it. He saw Surcy walking in a place without life, a desert that seemed to stretch out all around her. Someone was moving ahead of her, and he could sense her nervousness. When the person paused ahead of her and looked back, Daniel recognized the angel named Frink, one of their enemies. An enemy who wanted to kill Surcy. He was leading her to Zudessa. A place he recognized from Surcy’s description. And the place Daniel had gone when he died briefly before being thrown into the demon-realm.

Shit!

Inside the fortress was The Soul Destroyer. A thing used against people Caine didn’t want to be reborn. If she was taken to it, Caine would take her immortal soul, and she’d be lost to them forever. But how do we reach her there?

The vision disappeared and returned him to the witch’s shop.

“Did you find your answer?” she whispered, turning aroused eyes onto him.

He sprang from the chair, knocking it back. “I need to go!”

Rushing out the door, he heard her call after him, but now wasn't the time. 

"I'll come back," he told her. "She's in danger." 

He would find a way to thank the witch later, but not when Surcy needed him.

Not when her life hung in the balance.

We’re coming, Surcy. Somehow.
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Chapter Eleven
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Something isn’t right.

Surcy hadn’t been able to shake the feeling. The way Frink looked at her sent goose bumps racing down her arms and had every hair on her body standing on end. Hatred rolled off him in waves, but why would she feel this way about a fellow angel?

I felt safer with the demons.

The knowledge chilled her to the core. She had to turn back, before it was too late.

She stopped walking and waited for Frink to look back at her. “There’s somewhere else I should go before I return to Caine.”

His eyes narrowed. “And where is that?”

“To further investigate what caused the loss of my wings. Such a thing is too small a matter for the Great Caine.”

Turning, she started back toward the border. They hadn’t walked far. If she hurried, but not so quickly as to alert him, she could cross it and teleport back out.

She sensed him behind her. “What’s the matter, Surcy? Your memory coming back?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She increased her speed.

“You don’t.” He spoke, too close behind her. “Then, you don’t remember helping a certain traitorous Hunter and her demons escape?”

“Escape?” That can’t be true. 

“Oh yes,” he said, his voice cold. “And of course you remember what happened when I tried to stop you?”

Her heart had been pounding so loudly in her ears she could scarcely hear anything else. “I can’t even imagine.”

Wind whipped around her and suddenly he was standing in front of her, cutting her off from her escape. “You killed me.” His soul-blade appeared in his hand. “And now, I think it’s my turn to return the favor.”

Her own soul-blade appeared in her hand. “I don’t want to hurt a fellow angel.”

“Then this will be even easier than I thought.”

He swung at her, and her blade met his. The sound of metal hitting metal filled her ears, and her arms shook from the impact. He swung at her from every angel, but each time her blade met his.

They circled each other, her palms sweaty against the hilt of her weapon. She couldn’t remember learning to use a sword, yet it felt natural in her grip.

But am I better than this angel?

Inching backwards toward the border, she kept her blade in front of her. Something within her burned at the thought of running from a fight, but a louder part of her still felt weak and lost in her own body. The last thing she needed at the moment was a fight.

A shadow fell over her and she glanced up to see angels circling above them.

What will I do if I have to face more than one of them? I won’t survive it.

Frink came at her again. She leapt to one side, slicing his arm, and rolling.

He swore. Using his free hand, he touched the trail of blood and glared at her. “You’ll pay for that.”

She opened her mouth to respond and two more angels dropped from the sky in front of her.

“What is it?” a beautiful golden haired angel asked, looking between Frink and her as she continued moving backwards.

“An enemy,” Frink answered simply.

Blades formed in their hands.

Her pulse sped up. I only have one choice.

Leaping back, she crossed the border and teleported to safety. When she appeared in front of the demons’ house, she collapsed onto her knees.

Tears trailed down her cheeks, and she set her blade down in front of her, staring into the darkness. How can this be? My own brethren sought to kill me? They call me an enemy.

In her heart, she felt that she was an angel. And yet, it appeared that she was a friend and champion of the demons instead.

What am I to do now?
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Chapter Twelve
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Tristan read Daniel's text message for the millionth time, helpless rage boiling within him. Surcy was near The Realm Creator. The place all souls went when they died. Caine’s home and the birthplace of angels.

If the angels found her there, they would kill her without question.

And then my reason for living will be gone. And the streets will run red with the blood of the angels.

“How do we save her?” he asked, feeling his need to protect tightening every muscle in his body.

Kill. Fight. Destroy. His instincts screamed. He needed a target for his anger, or the consequences would be deadly.

An angry demon is a dangerous demon.

Mark shook his head, his helpless radiating from every inch of him, irritating Tristan. “You know we can’t get to Zudessa, not without an angel to teleport us there. If we could have, we would’ve saved her when she disappeared.”

Unacceptable. 

Tristan stared at his eternal-brother, his heart in his throat. “There has to be a way. Before we weren’t certain where they kept her, and Summer couldn’t detect her location, but now we know.”

That has to mean something!

Mark collapsed into the chair near the fire that had died out hours ago, defeat in his expression. “If others could get there, Caine wouldn’t be so difficult to take down. So unless you know an angel who can take us there, I think all we can do is wait and hope.”

An angel? I might not know one that can help, but I know ways of making one help. Even angels had weaknesses.

Clenching his fists together, an idea began to form. “Then, we find an angel. And we make him take us to her.”

We’ll go far from our home and use our demon magic to call the winged bastards to us. We'll make them take us to her.

Mark looked up slowly. “Do you have any idea how insane that is? I want her back as badly as you do, but—“

Tristan would have none of it. “If you have an idea, I will listen. Until then, we go angel hunting.”

Turning, he headed for the door. This might get us caught, but I am nothing without my Surcy.

I am nothing if I cannot protect the people I love.

“Should we wait for Daniel?” Mark asked, hurrying to keep up behind him.

I wait for no man.

“If he isn’t here by the time we reach the car, he’ll have to catch up to us.”

Each second felt like years. Already their Surcy could be caught. Hurt. And they weren’t there to help her.

His instincts roared at just the thought of his beautiful woman injured, and his vision swam with red. He could sense death shadowing his every step. When he unleashed his fury, no angel would be safe.

“Uh, hello.”

Her voice came to him from the living room. Tristan froze, his breath still. He turned and saw Surcy standing there, looking lost and confused.

His fury melted away. His need to save her gone. 

Unable to help himself, he ran to her and pulled her into his arms. Her body felt small and cold, the way it had when they’d first met her. But she was safe and alive. And in that moment, that’s all that mattered.

“I’ll text Daniel,” Mark said, his voice shaking.

Releasing her, Tristan stepped back, searching her face. “You’re alright.”

She moved away from him, her expression uncomfortable. She folded her arms over her chest and rubbed her upper arms before she spoke. “I’m sorry I left, but I...”

“You went back to your own kind.”

Her beautiful gaze met his. “I couldn’t believe that I would choose demons over angels. I thought you must be lying to me.”

“But now you believe us?”

She sighed audibly. “Let’s be honest with each other. I don’t know that I believe all of you. This is scary for me, and difficult to wrap my mind around. But now I know the angels want me dead. So, I reached a decision.”

Tristan held his breath. Is this good or bad?

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever get my memories back, but if I run away from you, I’ll never know why I made the choices I made.” She frowned. “And since I'm not welcome among my own kind anyway...”

You’ll remain with us. The thought breathed fresh life into his heart.

Mark moved closer to her, smiling. “So, you’re joining our side?”

Her jaw tensed. “No, but I won’t stand against you.”

Everything must begin with a first step.

Silence stretched between them.

Mark was the first to finally speak, his excitement clear in the way he fiddled with the chain to his necklace. “That’s wonderful! And with time, I’m sure you’ll come to realize that even though we’re demons, we’re not bad.” 

She gave them a hesitant smile. “I hope so. And thank you for understanding.”

Oh my Surcy, you have no idea how much I understand.

Tristan just hoped she had the strength for what was to come. Because if his many years of life had taught him anything, he knew this, their struggles had just begun.
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Chapter Thirteen
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When Daniel came home, no one said much. His brothers had already filled him in by text. But still, guilt ate at him. He had almost gotten Surcy killed. And for what? His own foolish pride? His fear?

I really am a broken, fuck-up.

Surcy went to bed and fell instantly to sleep. Thank god. He didn’t think he could speak to her after what he’d done. He needed time to rip his emotions off his sleeve and shove them deep inside.

And I can’t do that with her big eyes staring at me as if I’m some awful demon who’s about to tear her head off.

The three of them took turns watching over her, worried she would run again. Even though no one said it out loud. But we can’t do this forever.

His entire chest ached each time he looked at her, curled up in bed. Her wings gone. Her face pale and thin. She was a shadow of the woman he’d once known. Both on the inside and out.

What happened to her?

And how could I have let it happen?

His cellphone rang, jolting him from his thoughts. Tristan glanced at him from the couch, and tension sung between them.

Reaching into his pocket, Daniel looked at the blocked number, knowing immediately who it was. Swiping the screen, he answered. And waited.

“Have you found one yet?” The familiar woman’s voice came, whispered and intense.

Daniel took a deep breath. “No, we—“

“Then what the hell are you doing! I told you time is essential. We won’t be able to keep our plan from Caine for long.”

“We had a... complication.”

If finding Surcy could be called that.

“A fucking complication? Your brother has the one tool that can help us find them. And I gave you the information you need to use it. There’s no excuse for any hesitation. Find them! Before it’s too late!”

“We...”

But the dial tone said the mystery caller had already hung up.

“Was it her?” Tristan asked, although his tone suggested he already knew.

“She’s pissed.” Daniel stuffed his phone back in his pocket, feeling as if the weight of the world rested on his shoulders.

Which it did.

They had a goal, an almost impossible task set before them. They had to find and save The Immortal Ten, the ten immortals who had once been the judges of mankind until Caine had mysterious overthrown them. People we only learned about a few days ago. Caine erased their memories, scattering them like lost souls throughout the world.

Finding the immortals and returning them to power was the only way to change the world. And they were the only ones who could do it.

Even though I’m the last person who should have this kind of responsibility.

When Daniel and his brothers had first stared crawling up through the demon-realms after their deaths, his goal had simply been to return to earth and get back the life that had been taken from him. But this time not to fuck it up. But Surcy’s passionate desire to change the system had spread through them like a wild fire, and now, it wasn’t something he could simply walk away from. As much as he wanted to.

But things were different now. In order to protect their plan, they would need to keep it a secret from Surcy. But could they do that?

Probably not.

And if she told Caine what they planned, it would put the entire Rebellion at risk and the future of mankind.

Which we can’t do.

Daniel glanced over at his brother. Tristan was staring in the distance, his expression far away.

“How are we going to do this with her here?” Daniel asked.

Tristan spoke slowly, as if this was exactly the problem he’d been considering since she’d returned. “She needs to be reminded of the cause, of why we do this. We should pursue the first of The Immortal Ten with her by our side. She doesn’t need to know the significance of the person, only that he or she needs our help.”

Of course!

It made perfect sense. One of the many differences between Surcy and the other angels was that she didn’t simply follow the brainwashing ideas of Caine. She didn’t just see the world in black and white. She saw all the areas of gray and often got lost in them, just as the humans did.

Mark came back into the room, and Tristan stood, leaving to take his place by Surcy's bed. His brother said little as he grabbed a drink and collapsed onto the couch.

Too bad I’ve got to make this crappy day even worse for him. After all the pressure he already feels.

“Our mysterious informer called.”

Mark stiffened. “What did she want?”

“To find out why we haven’t started looking for the immortals yet.”

His brother touched the silver chain around his neck, a nervous habit he’d had as long as Daniel had known him. “I wish we could focus on Surcy and forget all of this, but we can’t. It’s too important.”

“I know.”

“But Surcy...” The pained look on Mark’s face was heart wrenching. 

“Tristan came up with a plan.” 

Daniel explained their brother’s idea, glad to finally have some good news to share.

Mark looked relieved. “That’s the perfect way to save the immortals and get our Surcy back.”

But will this really bring her back to us?

Something was bothering Daniel, and he finally realized what it was. “You know... that’s not the best way to bring her back to herself.”

There’s another better way, and we all know it.

An image came to him, of laying Surcy back on the bed, and spreading her pale thighs. Of reaching out to stroke her wet folds while she chanted his name.

He loved to drive her wild. He challenged himself to make her orgasms longer and harder each time. And he knew exactly what she liked.

He’d place his mouth on her hot core and lick her slowly, then press hard kisses that made her entire body spasm. And when her legs locked around his head, he’d suck her clit.

She’d beg him for release, and he’d slide his cock into her slick passage and thrust into her until she exploded. And then, and only then, would he allow himself to release. To come into her eager body.

Shit. He sat up straighter, adjusting his erection. Going a year without sex does strange things to a man.

“What are you saying?” Mark asked, his cheeks turning red.

He was imagining fucking her too!

“You know damn well what I’m saying. She needs to be touched. She needs us to make love to her. That’s the only way to bring her human side back to life.”

Mark rubbed his face, looking flustered. “I’m sure sex with us is the last thing on her mind.”

But we can change that. “That’s only because we haven’t reminded her of how good it was.”

Mark rolled his eyes. “She just went through hell. We are not talking to her about that now.”

Maybe not tonight. But tomorrow is soon enough.

Daniel rose and went to the wet-bar, making himself a scotch. “Our Surcy was a sarcastic, arrogant, funny-as-hell woman who wasn’t afraid of anything. But until we awaken the human in her, she’ll be the distant, thoughtful angel who can’t connect with anything or anybody. You guys can pretend all you want that pulling her into our quest will be enough, but it won’t be. So you'd better accept that now.”

“We need to be patient.”

Daniel walked across the room and clinked his drink against his brother’s. “To patience.”

Not that I have any intention of waiting longer than I have to.

“Get some sleep. Tomorrow we pursue the first Immortal.”

Mark shrugged. “I’m not tired.”

“Neither am I.” 

So they sat together in silence, their arrogant, cocky demon shell peeled back for just a little while. Tomorrow, they’d have to go back to fighting the deadly creatures who tortured the Immortals. 

And try to survive.

All while trying to win the love of an angel.

If I was the praying kind, I would.

But Daniel knew better. The only one who could fix their situation was them.

I think we might be fucked.
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Chapter Fourteen


[image: image]


Surcy dressed in jeans and a pale blue sweater. The clothes seemed familiar enough that she knew the brothers weren't lying. She had lived here with them. But what had she been to them? Even more important, what had they been to her?

Their lover, if I believe them. But what was our relationship like?

I guess time to find out.

She pushed her sleeves up and put on her sneakers, ready to get moving. She’d rested well, showered, and felt a little less lost and frightened. Time for breakfast with the three handsome demons.

Taking a deep breath, she walked out into the living room.

The three of them were seated around the table, talking softly, but they stopped when she came in. Feeling self-conscious, she crossed the room and sat at the remaining empty seat. Mark poured her a cup of coffee and Tristan piled a plate high with French toast, bacon, and eggs.

After her first bite of the French toast, she looked up to find them watching her closely.

“How is it?” Tristan asked.

She shrugged. “It's good.”

His shoulders fell.

“What?” she asked, a wave of emotion sweeping through her.

The big man’s mismatched eyes stared at her for a moment before speaking. It was disconcerting how it seemed he could see straight through her. “French toast used to be your favorite food... when you felt more human. You said the sweetness overwhelmed your senses.”

Frowning, she took another bite. It tasted like slightly sweet bread, and that was all. “It’s fine.”

The big man’s long, dark hair fell forward as he sipped his coffee. He didn't look at her again.

Her chest ached strangely.

“Am I really so different than when you knew me?”

Daniel snorted. “Not in the beginning. You were cold as ice and annoying as hell.”

“But then,” Mark added. “You changed, and you started loving everything life had to offer.”

She took a deep drink from her coffee, relishing the heat. “What caused the change?”

Mark cleared his throat, looking at his brothers. “Well,” he said carefully, “you started to help people in need.”

“And you realized that physical touch reminded you what it was like to be human.” Daniel's tone was harsh, defiant. 

Her cheeks burned. “Is that how things began between us?”

“Yes,” Daniel said, locking gazes with her. “You begging me to touch you. To remind you what it was to be human.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said, raising her chin. Daring him to argue.

He didn't disappoint her. “Don’t kid yourself. All an angel wants is to feel alive again. To pick up a piece of French toast and feel the butter melt in your mouth. To have the sugar dance along your tongue. To experience the food, not just eat to eat.”

Her pulse picked up as he spoke, and her gaze slid over from his black sport coat, black shirt, and black pants. He looked like some rich businessman preparing for work. His clothes were almost ridiculously perfect.

“Food’s never been that important to me,” she argued, having a feeling she hadn't cared that much about food when she was human.

Daniel smirked. “But you always loved sex.”

“Daniel...” Mark began in warning.

“No,” she said. “It’s fine.”

“Ignore him.” Mark reached across the table and patted her hand gently, as if she was a fragile child.

Which irritated her.

“Not to worry. Daniel strikes me as the kind of man who uses corny lines to get women into bed all the time, so I won’t take it seriously.”

Tristan laughed, but Daniel looked pleased at her rebuttal. “Maybe there’s some of the old Surcy in you after all.”

She stiffened. Am I changing? 

“Speaking of which,” Mark said, clearing his throat. “We wanted to discuss something with you. Before you... left, you assisted us on our missions. Would you like to continue doing so?”

Missions?

“And what exactly would that entail?”

“Helping people who need us.”

She raised a brow. “People or demons?”

“Are you saying demons aren’t people?” Daniel asked, leveling her with a steely gaze. “Because then you might as well say angels aren’t people either.”

“You know what I meant.”

Mark put down his fork. “It's complicated, but I would say that we assist people, demons and magical beings of every sort who are being tortured by creatures more powerful than themselves.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Daniel's fork clattered on his plate as he stood up. “Maybe instead of just talking about it, we should show her.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Surcy took Tristan and Mark’s hands, and they took Daniel’s. Am I really helping demons with a mission? What if they aren’t telling me the truth about their plan? Can I actually trust them?

Images flashed in her mind. Of the pictures on the walls of their house. Of her smiling and laughing. Of her kissing them. Is there any life in which I could love evil men? In the deepest regions of her heart, she knew she could not. If they were evil, she wouldn't have loved them.

“Surcy?” Mark’s ice blue eyes locked onto hers. “If you’re having doubts—“

“No, I’m not.” She reassured him.

Why did I say that?

“Do you know where to take us?” He asked, still watching her too-closely.

She nodded, the image he’d pressed into her mind still fresh. With angels, they didn’t need to know the address or the name of where they needed to go, all they needed was an image. If someone concentrated really hard on a place, an angel could see it. And she had a perfect picture of where Mark wanted to go.

Taking a steadying breath, she teleported them. 

A second later, they were standing on the roof in a city far from their own. A fog lay heavy over the crowded buildings as far as she could see, but the smell of the salty ocean came to her, light and teasing. 

“So what is it that we’re looking for here?”

Mark pulled a necklace from beneath his shirt and stared down at it. She saw a flash of a silver pendant with swirling colors that moved within a large stone for a brief moment before he wrapped his hand around the gem. Squeezing it tightly, his breathing became rapid.

Something’s wrong.

She reached out a hand for him, but Tristan caught her wrist. Her reluctant gaze moved to the big man. He shook his head in warning.

What’s going on? What are they not telling me?

A second later, Mark gasped and his eyes flashed open. 

She took a step back, her heart pounding. His blue eyes were now swirling silver pools. He looked without seeing and his mouth moved, speaking words no one could hear.

The gem fell from his hand, landing against his chest, and the swirling silver disappeared, replaced by blue eyes once more. He would have sagged to his knees, but Daniel caught him.

“What did you see?” Daniel asked, his voice tense.

Mark took several deep breaths, blinking slowly. “I—I saw her. I know who she is and where she is.”

She?

Daniel grinned and clapped him on the back. “Then, let’s go find her.”

“Is this the woman we’re here to help?”

Daniel and Tristan exchanged a glance, but Mark spoke first. “Yes, and it’s very important. She needs our help."

He turned and led them all toward the door on the roof. He pulled the handle, but it wouldn't budge. 

“Locked.” He grinned back at her just before he pulled again. The metal on the door creaked as he bent it back and yanked the door open. 

Wow. That was... I don’t know.

Her cheeks flamed again. She bowed her head as she walked past him, trying to hide her embarrassment.

Did I just find his strength attractive?

The demons followed her down the dark stairs, the only sound their steps on the concrete. 

When they emerged onto the street below, Surcy hesitated. The sidewalks were filthy, but more than that, a general sense of danger and misery hung over the streets like a cloud.

“This way,” Mark said, leading them to the left.

They passed a homeless person lying sprawled on the sidewalk. Down the first alley, six people crowded around a fire burning in a trash can. Trash crunched beneath their feet as they walked. A chill settled beneath her skin that she couldn’t quite shake.

“What is this place?” she whispered.

Daniel answered. “It used to be a thriving city, before it was cursed.”

“Who would do such a thing?" 

His gaze slid to hers, but before he answered, she saw them. Angels walked in a group along the opposite sidewalk. Their wings folded gracefully on their backs, although hidden from the sight of the humans by magic.

“There’s your answer.” Each of Daniel’s words were laced with bitterness.

She frowned. “That can’t be true. An angel’s job is to protect humanity from the cruelty of demons, but not to interfere with their lives otherwise.”

Daniel smirked. “And yet, they do it all the time. All at the whim of that bastard Caine.”

One of the angels turned and looked straight at her. She stiffened, waiting to see what they would do. Surely they would recognize one of their own kind, even without her wings. Yet his gaze moved on.

Her heart twisted. Were my wings all that made me an angel? What am I if even my own kind don’t recognize me?

And then an even more disturbing thought made a shiver run through her body. It’s a good thing they don’t recognize me, since now they see me as an enemy.

“Are you all right?” Tristan asked.

She folded her arms over her stomach. “Of course.”

“It’ll get easier,” he promised.

For reasons she couldn’t explain, his words brought her comfort.

They walked until they left the main part of the city and moved to a neighborhood filled with tiny, rundown houses. When they reached the end of a cul-de-sac, Mark gestured to one particularly awful looking house.

“She’s there, in that house,” Mark said, pointing.

“And what will we do once we see her?” Surcy glanced between the house and her demons.

Mark spoke as if to himself. “We'll save her from the angels.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Mark felt the Sight moving through him, whispering to him. The ancient magic came to him, more powerful than anything he’d felt before. It showed him a woman preyed upon by the angels. She couldn't see them, yet they tortured her all the same. 

He recognized her as the Goddess of Love, one of The Immortal Ten and the first god they intended to help.

They had learned that Caine had devised a special cruelty for The Immortal Ten. Each time they were reborn, he erased their memories and sent his most faithful angels to make their existence pure misery.

And to guard them. Just in case.

As the four of them came closer to the house, the shadows shivered and deepened. Chimes hung from the broken-down porch, their tune sad as the slight breeze pulled music from them. Large trees crowded the front yard, their branches hanging and twisted in an eerie way that reminded him of a graveyard. What a wretched place.

As they continued down the sidewalk, he realized that the house had once been a light blue. The peeling paint whispered of a time of happiness, of hope.

Caine destroys beauty and goodness everywhere he goes.

Without thinking, Mark's gaze swept to Surcy and something twisted in his chest. Caine hadn’t destroyed her. He might think he had, but he was wrong. They would help her. Even if she never remembered who she was, they would do it to remember what true goodness could be. 

“Angels,” Daniel hissed the warning.

They paused on the sidewalk. Sure enough, two angels fluttered lightly onto the fence on either side of the house. Perching like sinister gargoyles.

Guards.

“What do we do?” Mark shifted, tucking the ancient and one-of-a-kind necklace beneath his white shirt.

“Keep walking, but don’t look at them. They’re invisible. If we act like we see them, they’ll know we aren’t human.” Daniel started forward, and they followed.

That’s the thing about demons, we can never tell them from humans unless they slip up and use their magic. 

She stiffened. How do I know that?

Surcy squeezed between him and Tristan. “Why are angels guarding a house? Is the person inside in danger?”

Daniel laughed behind her, his deep voice cheerless. Angry. “They’re keeping her prisoner.”

Her shoulders tensed. “I don’t believe that.”

And you won’t, not unless you see it with your own eyes.

“What’s the plan?” Tristan asked. “We can’t help her if we can’t get close. And there’s probably more of them inside.”

Everything was quiet for a moment, and then Daniel spoke up. “I’ve got a plan. Follow me.”

Uh oh. This doesn’t sound good.

Mark hurried after his brother, his anxiety rising. Daniel liked to act without thinking, but if they tipped Caine and his minions off to their plan, they might not be able to save the other immortals. They needed to do this smartly, and he wasn’t sure Daniel should be the one leading them.

But you don’t have a better idea.

He swallowed the bitterness rising in the back of his throat. The stone path leading up to the house was overrun with weeds. As they drew closer, misery and despair tightened around them. 

What would the locals do if they realized this woman, this house, and these angels were the reason their entire city had gone to hell? The angels were a curse staining their lands.

He felt a rush of air and heard the flutter of wings. His hands twitched. He had five weapons hidden on his person, but he wanted more than anything to call his soul-blade to him. The deadly weapon was like a part of his body, and he welded it with certainty. Unfortunately, if he used it, every angel in the area would come straight to them. Instead, he clutched his hands into fists, and pretended not to notice the angels that now shadowed their step.

If we look at them, all is lost.

As they climbed the porch stairs, the wood creaked beneath them. The worn, warped wood sagged with each step. 

When Daniel rapped on the door, Mark jumped, startled. The angels were close enough behind him that he could feel their breath on his neck. 

Please let this be a good plan.

A minute passed. Daniel knocked again.

A woman’s voice came from the other side of the door. “What do you want?”

Her voice sounds tired, like she's in pain. Mark felt a calmness settle about him. His life had not always been easy either, and once he even contemplated ending it. His soul recognized this woman’s suffering.

“We’re from the church.” Daniel lied. “We’re here to meet the people of the neighborhood and offer our help.”

“Help?” the woman sounded suspicious. “What kind of help?”

“Well, once we know what you need—food, clothes, money, any—“

Locks clicked and the door slid open a crack. Dark brown eyes peered out at them. “Do I have to listen to your religious crap?”

Daniel chuckled. “No, ma’am. And that’s a promise.”

Her door opened all the way and Mark saw a flash of shock on Daniels' face before he hid it behind a mask of pleasant indifference. Mark's chest ached. The woman looked like a great beauty destroyed by drugs and a rough life. Her dark brown hair was a tangled mass behind her head, as if it had been put up weeks ago and forgotten. From the smell, that was probably when she’d bathed last. 

Her face was thin, and yet her cheeks were swollen as if from a medication destroying her body inside and out. Dark lines wove beneath her eyes, and a massive bruise darkened her throat. More bruises littered her arms like a virus.

She eyed the group up and down, judging Daniel's smart suit. Mark could tell that she liked what she saw. “Well, come in and tell me more about this money you’re hoping to give me.”

She let them in and closed the door.

Inside, his gaze slid past two angels who lingered in the doorways. Even though he didn’t meet their eyes, the hatred rolled off of them in waves. Their hatred suffocated the room.

Empaths.

He shivered. It made sense, and yet, it was such a cruel thing. Empaths were rare creatures capable of sensing the emotions of others and changing them. The fact that Caine was using them for such work sickened him.

Yet another reason for us to overthrow the bastard.

The woman retreated to a futon couch against the back wall of the tiny room and threw herself down on it. Drug paraphernalia littered the top of the box in front of the futon.

Her gaze caught his, and she smiled, although her eyes were wild. “I don’t remember any church with such handsome missionaries before.”

He smiled back at her. “We’re pretty new.”

Since there was nowhere else to sit, Daniel pulled a blanket off the couch and spread it on the floor to protect his clothes from the stained carpet.

“Well, I’m glad,” she said. “Most missionaries tend to stay away from my house. I see them go to the others, but not mine.”

“I’m sorry.” Mark was sorry about her being left alone here, but more than that, he was sorry they hadn’t come sooner.

“Name’s Carys,” she said, after a quiet moment. She touched her hair, her hands shaking.

One of the angels detached himself from the wall and knelt down beside her. He whispered in her ear. “Ask them for money. You need more drugs. You’re nothing without drugs. That’s why your mom took your sister and left you here, because you’re nothing. Not even your own family loved you.”

The angel's hate-filled words filled the air, rolling over them in waves so powerful that Mark had to clench every muscle in his body to stop from growling in anger. His mind and emotions battled. He felt deep inside that this woman was unworthy of help, but his mind asserted that it was the empath’s magic influencing him, not the woman herself. 

No wonder this woman turned to drugs.

He dared to glance at Surcy, even knowing she was a distraction. He could see how hard she was trying not to look at the angel, but he could read her shock from several feet away.

Likely she can’t believe an angel would poison a human’s mind like this.

“So,” Carys began. Her eyes lit up and her mouth smacked in an odd caricature of a smile. “About that money.”

“Of course,” Daniel reassured her smoothly. “But first, we’d like to know a bit about you.”

The woman sighed and reached for a half-burnt cigarette off the box in front of her. Lighting it, she stared at the ceiling for a long second. “You want to hear a story that will make you like me or do you want the truth?”

“The truth,” Tristan said, his tone unyielding.

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Taking a long draw of her cigarette, she puffed the smoke out in front of her, her gaze distant. “They say my mama was cursed the day I was born. My father died on the way to the hospital and the accident left my sister disabled for life. After that, mama lost her money, her house, her life of privilege."

She flicked the cigarette and ashes floated across the box. "Eventually she lost her mind. She brought man after man home, hoping to find a new daddy for us, but no one ever stayed around long enough. They didn’t mind my sister, but they said there was something wrong with me. They were probably right. People get hurt around me. People die.”

She took another draw of her cigarette, pain darkened the bags beneath her eyes. “One day I got home from school and she and my sister were gone. I've lived here ever since, but I couldn’t finish school. Couldn’t keep a job. In fact, I only did one good thing my whole life. Everything else—everything I touch is poisoned.”

When she stopped talking, Daniel and Mark exchanged a glance with their brother. Was this truly the Goddess of Love?

They heard the sounds of the lock on the front door and a second later, a little girl with a backpack came in. The resemblance to her mother was uncanny, but the little girl was cleaner. Her clothes looked used but far nicer than the rags her mother wore, and there was an unexpected innocence to her face.

Her mother cleared her throat and put out her cigarette. “Mandy, how was your day?”

The little girl dropped her bag on the floor and ran to her mother. When she was in her arms, the strangest thing happened. Mark's necklace heated against his chest, and a light wrapped around the woman and her child. No one else could see it, but goose bumps erupted on his skin. 

In the golden light that surrounded them, the mother no longer looked dirty and sick. She looked beautiful: long brunette hair, a heart-shaped face, a healthy glow, and a smile that lit her from the inside out.

This. This was the Goddess of Love.

But just as quickly as the magic revealed her, it faded, leaving behind the sickly woman, a shadow of the goddess.

The angel reached for the child in her mother’s arms. He almost touched her, but then, he hissed and pulled his hand back, as if he’d burned it.

He turned to the other angel. “Her protection is still there. Weak, but still there.” The harsh words were too quiet for the woman to hear, but Mark heard what the angel said, and hatred rushed through the demon even stronger.

The other angel shook her head, tossing her long golden hair behind her back. “Caine wants her dead soon. He’s tired of waiting.”

“We’re breaking her down as quickly as we can!” The male angel shot back.

Mark watched the angels without them knowing, but then his gaze moved to Surcy. Her shoulders trembled, her expression one of disbelief.

The little girl drew back from her mom as if she just realized there were three men and a woman in her house. “Who are they?”

“People from the church come to help us,” the goddess responded, running her fingers through her daughter’s hair.

“Actually,” Surcy said, surprising them all, “We can go to the store now. We could pick up whatever you need.”

The girl’s eyes widened, and she spun to her mom. “Can we? Can we?”

The male angel leaned over Carys, spouting his poison in her ear. “Leaving the house is dangerous. Do you want to be hurt? To die? To abandon your child as your mother abandoned you?”

Fear uncurled within Mark’s stomach, but he pushed the magical feeling away.

The goddess’ smile fell away, broken by the angel's harsh words. “I don’t—I don’t know if I can." 

“Please,” her daughter whispered.

The goddess hesitated.

“Please,” her daughter asked again.

After a moment, the mother gave in to her daughter's pleas. “Just a short trip though, okay?”

As the little girl squealed with joy, Mark looked to Surcy and his brothers. If they could get out of sight of the angels, they could teleport the mother and child away. They’d have to explain everything later, but it would save their lives.

Unfortunately, without a bit of luck, they wouldn’t be able to shake them all. If that happened, he hoped Surcy was prepared to watch the demons kill her own kind.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seventeen
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Surcy tried her best not to look at the angels torturing an innocent woman. Well, she didn’t know if the woman was innocent or had committed some crime by Caine’s standard, but nothing warranted this. Nothing! Angels were not created to hurt humans. It went against everything inside of her. 

The more her shock faded, the more her anger built. She ached to call her soul-blade to her, to slaughter her brothers and sisters who preyed upon this woman like cats with a mouse.

Humans were meant to be punished or rewarded in the afterlife for their crimes during life, not while on earth.

We are better than this!

Tristan’s powerful gaze flickered to her for a brief moment, and then away. She realized her fists were clenched and that goose bumps were running up and down her arms.

Releasing her fists, she took a steadying breath. What is wrong with me?

As the woman opened bottle after empty pill bottle on her tiny table, her hands shook more and more with each movement. Surcy tried to focus on the emotions befitting an angel... not emotions, the actions befitting an angel. Her job wasn’t to feel, it was to do.

But only what Caine commands me to.

When she was an angel, her job was to search out demons and destroy them to protect humanity from the dangerous creatures. So what was her responsibility now? What was she supposed to do when the angels appeared to the bad guys, and the demons were the good guys?

When the woman couldn’t find any drugs, she stood, her shoulders hunched over. Her daughter took her hand and helped her into her shoes.

“What are we allowed to get at the store?” the girl said, peeking beneath a messy curtain of brown hair.

“Whatever you want,” Daniel answered, with a smile. As he knelt near the girl, 

Surcy couldn’t take her gaze from him. The gentleness in his dark eyes surprised her. "Is there anything you’ve wanted so bad you can taste it?”

The girl hesitated. “Could we get ice cream?”

“All the ice cream you can eat!” Daniel promised.

She laughed and tugged on her mom’s hand. "Let's go, Mom!"

And for the first time, her mother’s hunched shoulders lifted for the briefest moment, as if the weight pressing there had eased. She smiled. “Maybe mint chocolate chip?”

Her daughter squealed. “This is going to be the best day ever!”

Surcy's heart swelled. She touched her chest, a frown tugging at her lips. The feeling warmed her in a way that felt wrong, like she was ice being melted from the inside out.

An angel is meant to be cold. To be unfeeling. It’s how we execute justice without our emotions complicating things.

The words that played in her head. If someone told her them, she couldn’t remember, but she felt they were true deep inside.

Yet, feeling again... felt right.

Mark opened the door, and their small party trickled out. Something tickled the back of her neck. The slightest cold breeze. She stiffened. It was the angel’s breath. They were following them.

Four angels stood on the lawn, all of them massive men with white wings.

White wings meant that they were Caine’s most trusted servants. And most powerful.

How do I know that?

She kept her eyes on the sidewalk as the angels surrounded them.

The little girl began to babble. She was talking about all the things she wanted to buy. Her smile seemed to fill her whole face.

“You can’t go,” an angel with dark eyes whispered behind the mother. “You need your pills. You need your medicine. You know what will happen if you don’t. Think of the pain. Think of your suffering.”

The mother was slowing, her face even paler than before.

Surcy felt something overwhelm her. She strode forward and took the woman’s other hand.

Carys startled, as if she’d been somewhere else. Somewhere far away.

“Your daughter is lovely.” Surcy tugged her forward, keeping her going.

The woman winced. “She’s the only good thing I’ve ever done.”

Surcy pulled her along, faster. The angels were moving closer, whispering amongst themselves. Did they know she was angel? Did they know her men were demons?

“It wasn’t just one good thing you did,” Surcy reassured her, hoping her words weren’t coming out too rushed. Too panicked. “Many right decisions were made to turn her into the smiling, wonderful girl before us.”

“She’s smiling now,” the angel grated out, anger coming from him in waves. “But you’ll ruin her, too. Just like you ruined everything else.”

The woman’s steps faltered. “I’m feeling tired. Maybe we shouldn't go today.”

“Just a little further,” Surcy tugged on her hand. “Look how excited your daughter is!”

Her voice came out soft and weak. “I'll try. If it's just a little further.”

But what’s the plan? We take them to the store, and then what? Return them here to torture the woman some more? And what are the angels’ plans for the child? They want to get to her too, but why?

As they made their way out of the neighborhood, the angels walked behind them in a line.

“There’s something off about these people,” the blonde-haired angel murmured, and Surcy could feel her gaze burning into her back.

“I don’t trust them,” another muttered back.

“Quiet,” a third hissed.

She glanced at her demons. They had false smiles plastered on their faces, but she could sense the tension radiating from them. What’s the plan, guys?

Daniel took her hand and nodded at his brothers.

Leaning closer to her, he whispered in her ear. “In ten seconds, teleport us back to the building top.”

Her eyes widened. All of us?

It was tricky, but she could do it. And she could keep her teleportation path hidden from the other angels.

But am I really going to do it?

Behind her, the air tingled. The angels had called their soul-blades to them.

Shit!

Using her magic, she teleported their party.

Wind swept around them for a moment. She gritted her teeth, and spread her awareness over her entire group, keeping them close. Behind her, she could feel the glowing trail of magic, which would lead the others straight to them. Blowing softly, she sent the path scattering like stars.

When they arrived back on the rooftop, she fell to her knees, dropping Daniel’s and the woman’s hands. Mark was beside her in an instant.

“Are you alright?” he asked, his voice worried.

She nodded.

It shouldn’t have been so hard, but she wasn’t fully recovered from whatever she’d been through. She could feel it in her bones. She needed to heal and regain her strength.

“What just happened?” the woman said, backing away.

“It’s okay.” Daniel turned his attention back to her. “We just brought you somewhere safe, so we could talk.”

The woman pulled her daughter closer and took several steps back. “I’m tripping. I’ve ODed somewhere. That’s what’s happening. This isn’t possible.”

“Mom.” Her daughter looked between her mother and them. “I thought we were getting ice cream.”

“None of this is real,” the woman murmured.

Mark held up a reassuring hand. “Listen, we’re here to help. We know what you’ve been doing. We know about what you can do.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “I’m just a druggie. I can’t do anything.”

“You can sense things about other people. If you touch them, you can see pieces of their past and future. You know who they’re meant to be with.” Mark spoke with absolute certainty, but with kindness.

She shook her head and took another step back. “I can’t. Dr. Marshall says I’m imagining it. That my brain isn’t quite right.”

Surcy’s gaze slid from the woman to the edge of the building not far behind her. She's too close to the edge. I hope Mark knows what he’s doing.

“Your doctor was wrong. Everyone is wrong.”

She took another step back, tightening her grip around her daughter. “They’re not. What I do—it’s not possible. It’s all in my head.”

“No,” Mark slid closer to her. “Just because humans can’t explain your abilities doesn’t mean they’re not real. In fact, all of us have unique abilities.”

The woman stared at all of them, moving back. Far too close to the edge of the building. “This isn’t real. I’m insane. I’m useless.”

Surcy tried to uncurl her wings, but her shoulder only gave a painful twing. We can’t let her get closer. We can’t let her jump!

“Then how do you explain us appearing on the top of this building?”

The woman closed her eyes. “None of this is real.”

“Mom?” There were tears in the girl’s eyes. “I’m scared."

“You don’t have to keep living like you have, being tortured by those bastards. The voices filling your mind with doubts and lies. We can help. Please, give us a chance!”

She opened her eyes, fear and hope warring in her gaze. “What am I then?”

Mark dropped his hand. “The Goddess of Love.”

Something darkened her face. “Liar. I’m no goddess. And no one knows less about love than me. This is all just some twisted trip I’m on.”

Daniel opened his mouth.

The woman jumped back and with surprising quickness, flung herself and her daughter over the edge.

A scream tore from Surcy’s lips. She reached for them, seeing nothing but the daughter’s terrified face, but she wasn’t fast enough.

They fell.

For a second, time seemed to stand still, and then, Tristan leapt over the edge of the building and sped after the humans falling to their deaths. 

As Surcy stared after them, a horrible realization hit her. Not even a demon could survive that fall.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Eighteen
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Tristan grasped the human and her tiny daughter and wrapped his arms tightly around them. The ground was coming too fast. But he was faster.

From one moment to the next, his body became ice cold. Hard.

When his stone feet struck the ground, they broke the sidewalk beneath him, sending cracks all around his feet. A human in a doorway screamed and raced away.

He uncurled his stone wings from around the two humans. And the older of the two turned to look at him, horror in her eyes.

“That should have ended this episode. Why didn’t it?”

“This is not some drug-induced fantasy.” He stood slowly, still holding them in his arms. “We are here to save you and your child from cruel beings that would destroy your lives. If you don't put your trust in us, you’ll both die.”

The little girl burst out crying, but the mom stared straight through him. “What are you?”

“A gargoyle, among other things.”

After a second, determination made her mouth draw into a thin line. “And why should I trust complete strangers?”

“Because already you are feeling better, away from their cruel magic. Tell me I’m wrong.”

Her eyes widened. Then, very slowly, she nodded.

He felt a wave of relief. The angels would already be searching for her, and they weren’t far away. Their rescue would go easier if the woman and her child were willing. A shadow fell over him. He rolled, taking the humans with him.

The angel hit the ground where they had only moments before stood. Her soul-blade was clutched in her hand, and the blonde’s lips were curled in an expression of determination.

“You cannot hurt me, angel.”

She smirked. “But I can hurt the humans.”

His heart thudded frantically in his chest. “If Caine wanted them harmed, he wouldn’t have sent you here to watch them.”

She spun her blade agilely in her hand. “You don’t have a clue what Caine wants us to do, but I will tell you this. Today just became the day these two will die.”

As if to prove it, she rushed toward him. He smacked her with his stone wing and sent her flying back onto the ground. Flapping his wings, he shot into the air, carrying his precious burden. He needed to get them back to Surcy. They needed to see if she had the strength to teleport them home.

When he reached the top of the roof, he saw the shock in Surcy’s beautiful face and the fear in the faces of his brothers. He picked a spot to land, but before he could, Mark shouted.

An angel grabbed his wing. The two humans in his arms screamed as they spun one way. Kicking out, he knocked the massive angel off his wing, but another angel barreled into his back, sending him hurtling toward the ground.

Spinning free of the angel, he stopped their descent just feet from the ground. His senses stretched out as he flew as hard and fast as he could back to the roof. His brothers battled two angels on the rooftop. Surcy stood, frozen.

He landed beside her, his feet crushing the roof beneath his feet. “We need to get them home. To safety. Take them.”

She turned wide eyes onto him. “But all of you—“

“We’ll be fine! Just go!” He didn’t give her another chance to think, he pushed the woman and her child into her arms. “Save them! At all costs!”

And then, he saw the reality hit her. One second she and the two crying humans were there, and the next moment they were gone. 

Be safe.

A shadow came above him and remained. He looked up. A dozen angels crowded the sky. Moving backwards, he and his brothers came back-to-back. Their opponents lay dead upon the ground for only a moment before disappearing. But there were more.

Too many more.

“Mark, you need to go.” Tristan commanded him.

“Not a chance!” Mark sent him an angry glare.

“If they get the God Finder, all will be lost. You need to go.”

Mark dropped one hand from his regular steel blade and touched the chain at his neck. ”One of you take it.”

“Don’t argue.” Tristan’s gaze moved to the sky. “There isn’t time.”

“Without me you’ll die.”

Tristan couldn’t help the smirk that twisted in his lips. “We’ll die anyway.”

A cold rush moved over them. He turned. In the center of them, Surcy stood. Her eyes looked glazed. Her face pale.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Fire leapt into her eyes, and she straightened her shoulders. “Saving your asses!”

Reaching out, she placed a hand on his and Mark’s shoulders. 

Daniel grabbed her shoulder. “You don’t have enough strength to—“

A wind wrapped around them. From a moment to the next, they were back in their apartment. Surcy sagged in the middle of them, but he caught her before she hit the floor. Her eyes were closed and a streak of red blood trickled from her nose.

Damn it!

“Is she okay?” the little girl asked, her voice shaking.

“She will be,” Mark answered.

Tristan carried her across the apartment to her room and laid her on the bed. This wasn’t the first time Surcy had pushed herself too hard, but she’d been stronger then.

The woman he’d found in the field had been thinner. There was a general air of weakness about her that made him wonder even more where she had been kept the last year and what had happened to her. The familiar muscles in her arms and legs were no longer as pronounced, and her face had a sunken quality. 

One day Caine and his followers will pay for what they did to her.

“What now?” Daniel asked

Mark answered without thinking. “We get the goddess to the only place she’ll be safe.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Caine stared at the angel kneeling before him who had failed him so badly. His fingers itched to destroy his soul, but with the coming war, he needed every warrior possible on his side.

“Bring me the Fate.”

The angel lifted his dark head, surprise widening his eyes. “Which one?”

Caine cocked his head and raised a hand. The angel went crashing back against the stone wall. He smashed the useless creature against the wall over and over again, relishing the sounds of his bones breaking. He drank in the cries of pain until his eventual silence. Then, he tossed the angel against the floor and stared at him for a long moment. The angel looked like a badly damaged bird. His white feathers littered the floor like snow, and his wings were bent in odd angles.

But what could he expect for asking such a foolish question? For wasting my precious time. There is only one Fate that matters. The one who knows the future. The past and present mean nothing to me.

Unclenching his fingers one at a time, Caine looked to the angel standing guard at his door. The smart fellow had remained standing perfectly still, his gaze locked ahead of him.

“Bring me the Fate.”

“Yes, Judge.” The angel exited through the solid stone doors of the throne room. The doors closed behind him with a satisfying boom that shook the entire room.

Caine remained sitting. The dark powers that floated around him concealed him from the sight of all, but also, just as importantly, hid the nine empty thrones that sat beside him. 

Let no man, angel, or demon see their immortal lord. And let none have memories stirred within their minds, of a time when more than just Caine ruled.

A soul appeared in the center of the room for judgment, nothing more than a shaking wisp of light. In an instant, he determined that the human would add nothing to his army and with a flick of his wrist, he sent the man screaming into the demon-realm.

More wispy souls flooded the room. Their minds touched his, pouring their being into him for evaluation. It took only seconds to decide, and only seconds to send them to their rightful place.

A new soul entered the room. Only, it wasn’t a wisp. It was a woman. A stunning creature cloaked in white light. Eagerly, he leaned forward.

And what do I have here?

Reaching for her, he pried her secrets opened with careless fingers and plucked the parts of her that intrigued him. This woman was strong. Capable. But... his excitement dimmed. She could not be taught to obey. This he knew as surely as he knew that he wished he could keep her for his own. For his army.

With an angry flick of his wrist, he sent her to the demon-realm. The sound of her terrified scream hung in the air long after she was gone.

The massive doors to the throne room opened and the guard dragged the Fate into the room. She fought like a wild animal. But then, she always did. Wordlessly, the angel shoved her onto her knees.

Her hair had once been auburn but after many years without a bath, it lay tangled about her shoulders, dirtied to an off-putting brown. Her pale skin was smudged with more dirt, but when she looked at him, her green eyes still oozed contempt. 

Will I never break her spirit?

“As always, your prophecy has come to pass. An angel and her three demon lovers have begun the first steps of the coming war. They have stolen a goddess from my protection.”

“You mean from your imprisonment,” she spat at him.

A smile curled Caine’s mouth. This was one of those rare times he wished the woman could see him. He wanted her to know how much her useless bravado amused him.

“Tell me what to do. How can I kill the angel and her demons?”

Stubbornly, she raised her chin.

He grasped at the wisps of souls that had been building up in the air above him and pulled them into the center of the room between him and the woman.

“Must we play this game every time?”

Her mouth pulled into a thin line.

He grasped the souls and dragged them to hover above the Soul Destroyer. “What have we here? A teacher. A sick child. A mother. A young father. And an elderly grandmother. All these innocent lives... it would be such a shame to destroy their eternity, all because of your stubbornness.”

When she didn’t speak, he slid the souls lower.

The humans felt their pending destruction like knives through their bodies. Their terrified wails filled the air. Their pain had an instant effect on the stubborn woman. “Stop.”

He raised a brow. “You’ll answer my question.”

Quickly, she nodded.

He tossed the souls into the demon-realm and stood. Licking his lips, he waited, His entire body a ball of tension.

The Fate stood. Her small frame made smaller by the massive angel standing guard over her. “I hate you,” she whispered.

“Do it,” he growled, impatiently.

She closed her eyes, her hands balling into fists. She glared at Caine a moment longer before her head shot back. Her eyes opened and pure golden light poured from them. Every muscle in her body held rigid as her mouth moved, speaking words he couldn’t hear.

He trembled. This was power. True power.

And as much as he hated allowing others such a thing, he gloried in the feel of her magic rolling over him in waves, like the rays of sunlight on a summer day.

A second later, she crumpled to the ground and hurled. He waited, annoyed, as she continued to dry heave onto his palace floor. When at last, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and pulled her knees up to her chin, he sat back down.

“What was the answer?”

The hatred in her eyes warmed his heart. “If you kill the angel and her demons, you will never gain the powers of The Immortal Ten.”

He bit his tongue until he tasted blood. Fuck this insufferable Fate and her inability to lie!

“Take her from my sight.”

The angel grasped her by the hair and dragged her from the room, while she shouted, swore, and threatened him. A waste of words from a prisoner.

Caine moved on. “Elias.” 

The angel on the floor shifted and curl his broken wings around his body. His raspy breaths came in short and fast. “Yes, my lord.”

“Let the angels know. The traitors are not to be killed. But they must be stopped.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Soon they will learn that death would be a kindness compared to what I have planned for them.
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Chapter Twenty
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Mark drove with Tristan in the seat beside him. In the back, the woman sat silently, with her child’s head resting in her lap. The little girl slept, her tiny snores filling the car. Her face was still sticky from the ice cream she’d eaten earlier. It would’ve been easier to teleport, but Surcy needed to regain her strength, and they couldn’t risk waiting.

“I still don’t understand where you’re taking me,” the woman said, stroking her daughter’s tangled hair. 

Mark stared out at the road, trying to decide how much to say. And how to say it. “There is only one place that Caine can’t reach. We’re taking you there.”

“And this... Caine. He’s the one who wants me dead?”

He nodded. “Caine is The Judge. The man responsible for deciding where each soul goes when it dies. But he wasn’t meant to have that kind of power. He’s abusing it in every way possible. The only way to restore the world back to a time of fairness is to find the gods and goddesses who are meant to make the decision.”

She frowned. “And you think I’m one of these goddesses?”

“We know you are.” Mark’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. 

Her brows wrinkled. “I just... I can’t believe that a woman who’s never been loved by anyone is a Goddess of Love. Whatever the hell that is.”

Mark smiled. “There’s one person who loves you with her whole heart. I’m not sure anyone needs more than that.”

The woman looked down at her child, and the slightest smile tilted her lips up.

Tristan shifted in the chair beside him.

“What’s wrong?”

His gaze flickered to the sky.

It took Mark a second to understand. Are we being followed?

Angels, he mouthed.

Tristan shrugged his massive shoulders, but his jaw was clenched.

Crap. “Text Daniel.”

Tristan pulled out his phone and started typing. He sent messages and received messages over the next few minutes. At last, he set down his phone.

“What’s happening?”

Tristan sighed, loudly. “They have a plan to draw the angels to them instead.”

“A safe plan, or a Daniel plan?”

“What do you think?” Tristan muttered.

Our reckless brother can’t be too crazy with Surcy with him. Right?

Unwillingly, he smiled. Surcy had never been one to sit home quietly. She hated Daniel’s crazy plans, but she was always right there at his side. Mark wondered what she was thinking now.

Two hours later, they pulled off the main road and began the slow drive up the bumpy road. The dark woods had tried to swallow the tiny road over the years, but magic had carved out this path and wouldn’t allow the woods to reclaim it. When they came to the end of the road, Mark turned off the engine, praying that Daniel’s plan to distract the angels had worked.

“Where are we?” the woman asked, her voice loud in the darkness.

“This is as far as we can go by car. We're hiking to the top of this mountain.”

Tristan got out first, and a crisp wind surged in through the open door, catching Mark by surprise. He inhaled sharply and all the scents of green life hit him in a flash. Mark had to fight back the dark memories threatening to tug him under.

I can’t think of the past now. Not with the present looming over us.

Once he was out of the car, Mark helped the woman out. Tristan lifted the sleeping child and cradled her in his arms. The girl snuggled against Tristan's chest without waking.

Mark took the lead as they started up the path. The shadows were deep in the woods at night, but demons thrived in the dark. He took the woman’s hand and led her carefully over tangled roots and small plants. The necklace around his neck grew heavier with each step they took. A full, stunning moon filled the sky, so big and bright it was nearly blue. 

When he was a child, he would have tried to touch a moon like this. He would have tried to pull it from the sky. Against his will, his mind went to his father. 

Don’t think of him. Not yet.

But when he was surrounded by nature, it was nearly impossible not to. Every breath he took renewed him. His senses reached out and touched the plants and animals around them. His head felt clearer than it had in months and strength flowed within his blood.

The ancient woods of my youth are powerful.

And yet, as much as he loved this place, his visit here would be short. No matter that he served an important cause, his exile would have no end.

He moved faster. More sure. But forced himself to slow for the tired woman. He wanted to outrun the overwhelming feelings building within him, but no matter the distance, he couldn’t. 

“Do you wish for us to go the rest of the way without you?” Tristan asked, his voice soft.

Mark took a painful breath. “No. I’m fine.”

As they continued forward, the shadows darkened. The trees grew bigger and thicker, full branches stretching far into the sky. This was a place of ancient magic, a place untouched by humankind for far too many years.

“Are we nearly there?” the woman asked, sounding out of breath.

“There’s still a long way to go,” Mark told her honestly.

“Then,” she huffed. “I need to take a break.”

The last thing Mark wanted to do was take a break, but he steered her to some boulders and sat her down. Tristan stood beside her, still holding the tiny girl. His expression was impossible to read in the darkness.

A tingle spread over Mark’s skin and he stiffened. He didn't see anyone as he looked around, but he knew something in the darkness watched them. “Do you feel that?”

“What?” Tristan asked, sounding confused.

“I don’t think we’re alone.”

Tristan was quiet for a long minute. “I don’t sense angels.”

Mark moved closer to his brother and the woman. “I don’t think they’re angels.”

Out of the darkness, a hundred red eyes flashed to life. The unmistakable scent of rotted death washed over him. He knew the creatures they faced. The guardians of the woods usually only attacked enemies.

He hadn’t realized that his father had identified him as an enemy, but now that he knew the truth, they had no chance at making it out alive.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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S

urcy teleported herself and Daniel to a wooded area just outside of town. They planned to take the opposite direction from where Mark and Tristan took the woman and child. Daniel grasped her arm, holding her steady on legs that shook.

“I told you not to take us too far.” He sounded angry. “You need to rest. This was just supposed to be a distraction.”

“I’m fine,” she grated out.

He grasped her arm more tightly. “Come on. Let’s start walking. We want to be a distraction, not end up in a fight.”

When she stumbled over a root, he swore and suddenly she was in his arms.

She gasped. “Put me down! I can walk!”

“The hell you can!”

She smacked his chest. “I’m an angel, not an infant!”

To her surprise, he laughed.

“What?” she said, trying to sound annoyed, even though the impact of his laugh was anything but annoying.

“Nothing.” But there was a smile in his voice.

“Tell me,” she demanded.

After a moment, he spoke. “It’s just... when you get mad, it reminds me of the old Surcy.”

She didn’t know what to say. “Was I mad at you a lot?”

He laughed again, the sound deep. It rumbled from his chest in a way that was far too comforting. “I think you liked putting me in my place just as much as I liked you doing it.”

“Or maybe you just drove me crazy?” she teased.

His dark gaze swung to hers, and his expression gentled. For a second she couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t look away. His eyes held so many emotions, so many unspoken words, that it was overwhelming.

Reaching up, she touched his face.

“Surcy, don’t."  The words were wrenched out of him.

“Why?” she asked, needing to know.

“Because... I feel like I’m walking on a tightrope. Trying not to say too much. Trying not to do what I’m not allowed to. It’d take nothing at all to let go and take what I want, And I don’t think you can handle that. Not yet.

Fear made her drop her hand, and she didn’t imagine the disappointment in his face when she did. Leaning her head against his shoulder, she felt nothing but regret.

But why?

The last thing she needed was to make things between them even more complicated. So why do I want to complicate things? She told herself that it was because she wanted to feel human again. To experience things in a real way, like with the French toast. But deep inside she knew the truth. She was curious about the demons. She needed to know what made her give up everything for them.

And somehow I’m sure I could learn the truth in their arms.

She shivered as she sensed the angels in the sky above them. “They’re here.”

He nodded. “Good.”

They continued walking without speaking. Time stretched out in front of them but they didn't slow down. She imagined she was getting heavy in his arms, yet he never showed signs that she was.

“Where are we going?”

His grip tightened around her. “They’ll expect us to go right. There’s nothing this way except woods.”

“So, we’ll walk all night?”

“No. We’ll spend the night at the cabin.”

A cabin? A shiver went through her. All night?

“You’re cold,” he told her.

“A little,” she lied.

More time passed before he slowed and she opened her eyes to a tiny cabin tucked into a tangle of trees. He took the porch in two strides, and at the door, he set her down. She heard the jingle of keys and the sound of a lock turning. Inside the cabin, he closed and locked the door behind them. She felt strangely vulnerable when the heat of his body moved away. In the darkness, she stood frozen by the door, but listened as he moved about.

“Do you need help?”

“Better to let the demon who can see in the dark light the fire.”

She couldn’t argue with that. In an instant, sparks came to life in a tiny fireplace. 

“I’d use my magic to bring fire,” he muttered. “But it’d also bring the damned angels.”

It took forever, but when the flames to grow enough to light the room in their orange light, Surcy felt a measure of relief. 

The cabin was tiny, smaller than her room in their house. It had all the amenities crammed together: a small kitchen, a seating area in front of the fire, and a large bed in the back. She guessed that the door beside the bed led to a bathroom.

“This place is kind of homey,” she said, reaching out and touching the comfortable looking couch.

“You always loved this place.” Daniel stared at the fires, his expression distant.

She moved around the couch, coming closer to him. Drawn to him. Her hands ached to touch him again. To make him smile again. Or laugh. But she stopped short of touching him and sat down close to  the fire.

As if he anticipated her needs, Daniel pulled a blanket from the couch and wrapped it around her. The warmth almost made her moan. 

When she took a deep breath, it wasn’t just the scent of the wood burning that filled her nose, but the scents of the demons lingering on the blanket.

Why hadn’t I noticed their smell before?

They all smelled... masculine. Like sandalwood. And yet, she knew their scents weren’t identical. She was tempted to lean closer to Daniel, but made herself stay still.

“Do you think they’re all right?” 

Daniel sighed. His arms rested on his knees, and his gaze had returned to the flames. “I hope so. But I don’t like sending them without me.”

“You should have woken me earlier. I would have gone.”

“Surcy,” his voice held a strange tension. “You’re not yourself. I don’t know what Caine did to you, but you need to rest, to eat, and to regain your strength.”

For some reason, she felt angry. “I’m not some fragile creature that the three of you have to protect.”

He looked at her, raising a brow. “We don’t have to do anything.”

Her heart thudded a little faster in her chest. “Next time just wake me.”

“You seem to be certain there will be a next time.”

She frowned and chewed her bottom lip. “Well, it sounds like this whole rescuing people thing is what we do.”

He stared at her.

“What?” she asked, annoyed.

“Nothing.”

“What?” She sat up straighter, waiting.

He shrugged. “I’m just wondering how long you’ll hang around us before your delicate angel sensibilities come into play. I’m thinking days, maybe weeks, and then you’ll find something a touch more refined to do to pass your time.”

She stood, dropping the blanket on the floor. “Why are you such an ass?”

He huffed. “I’m not an ass.”

“Yes, you are! I don’t have a memory. I’m trying to figure this out, and you’re acting like it was my choice to forget all of you.”

Like a graceful animal, he stood. Suddenly, she was aware of just how large he was. Too aware. He towered above her. Tristan might have been a giant of a man, but Daniel was easily a foot taller than her, and the muscles that tightened his body screamed power.

“You chose to return to Caine. All because you were stubborn. Because you wanted to see if there was even a shred of goodness in him. No matter how much we warned you. No matter how much we told you not to.” His voice rose with each word he spoke. “And then, you were just gone. Disappearing to a place we could never touch. Leaving us to wonder if you were dead, or being tortured to the point you wished you were.”

Surcy stepped back, more aware of him than ever. “That wasn’t—“

“Now you come back into our lives and just expect, what? What is it that you want, Surcy?”

She was shocked by his anger. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know!” he repeated, closing the distance between them, his eyes burning.

“No, I don’t!” She shoved at his chest, but failed to move him. “And I don’t think you do either!”

“Is that right?” he grated out.

“Yeah,” she challenged.

He moved closer. So close that when she exhaled her breasts touched his chest. “Well, unfortunately for you, I know exactly what I want.”

And then, he kissed her. His big hand wrapped around the back of her neck and held her in place while he devoured her as if there was nothing more he needed in life.

Her body awakened. She kissed him back, clinging to the front of his shirt, pressing herself against him as he controlled their kiss. 

Their mouths battled for control, moving against each other as if they had done this a thousand times before. His tongue slipped into her mouth, and a shudder wracked her body. Her own tongue slid along his, and a deep groan slipped from his lips.

One of his hands grabbed her hip, drawing her against his erection. Instead of feeling panicked, heat uncoiled within her belly. Knowing she was turning him on made her breathless. 

More.

She ached to touch more of him. To unbutton his shirt and stroke the hard muscles of his chest and the chiseled planes of his belly. To unzip his pants and pull his hard length free.

She needed to have him inside her. She ground against his erection, and was satisfied when he broke their kiss and swore.

His lips moved down her neck, leaving a hot trail of fire. She turned her head, giving him access to more of her throat. She was on fire, so hot she felt as if she was burning from the inside out.

Her inner-muscles clenched and she gasped, clasping the back of his neck as he tugged her sweater to one side to suck along her shoulder. Her nipples hardened into twin points as her breasts rubbed against his chest. 

What would it feel like to have his hands on her breasts? Would he use those big hands of his to cup her? She imagined his thumbs brushing her nipples. And then, to her shock, she imagined his hot mouth closing over her eager nubs.

Her hips bucked against him and she knew they had crossed a barrier and wouldn't go back. Soon she would have this big, handsome demon inside her. And somehow, she knew she would have no regrets.

When his phone buzzed in his pocket, they both froze.

He raised his head and their gazes locked. Indecision warred within his eyes.

But he reached for his phone. Sliding the screen, he stared at the message.

“What is it?” she asked, out-of-breath.

He drew back from her, clearing his throat. “They’re in trouble.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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T

ristan closed his eyes and let his magic wash over him. In an instant, he was made of stone once more.

“What the fuck do we do?” Mark asked, shoving his phone back into his pocket.

“What are those things?” the woman asked, springing from the boulder to grasp his brother’s arm.

Wordlessly, Tristan handed the girl to his brother. These creatures were Shadow Hounds, some of the most dangerous beings in existence. Their bites were poisonous to the soul, ensuring that when a person died, they would be gone forever.

There was only one thing that could be done. Mark had to live. He was the only person who could find the other gods and goddesses. And the goddess and her child must live. Only one thing made sense.

“Take them and go.”

Mark stiffened. “No.”

“You know it’s the only way.”

The eyes moved in the dark, coming closer.

“You always say that,” Mark whispered.

“And I’m always right.”

His brother took a step back, clutching the sleeping girl to his chest. “Can they hurt you?”

“No.” Tristan spoke the lie with ease.

Mark nodded. “Then, I’ll take them and come back for you.”

Goodbye, my brother.

“Stay close,” Mark told the woman.

She nodded and they moved backwards.

Tristan stretched out his massive stone wings to their full spread and let loose the roar of a gargoyle, a sound that was ancient and harsh. Dark birds exploded from the trees all around them, filling the bright night sky. His distraction did the trick. All eyes were on him. Mark and the woman shuffled away unseen.

When the first creature stepped out of the shadows, Tristan stared at the dark wisp with two brilliant red eyes. Suddenly, he spotted a flash of sharp teeth forming in the insubstantial body. When it leapt at him, he easily knocked it back with his wings.

The creature whimpered like a dog, but Tristan had no time to relax because two more of the beasts came at him. He ducked, struck one with his wing and the other with his fist. Both flew back. One hit a trunk with a satisfying crunch.

But he already knew. There was no destroying these beings. All he could do was fight as long as possible.

He would fight until he took his last breath, and give Mark and the goddess the time they needed to reach the sanctuary.

As the Shadow Hounds renewed their attack, Tristan's thoughts shifted to his long life. He thought of his birth, when a frightened woman created him from stone. Her fear of the vampires that preyed upon her town drove her to make him, but it was her love for her family that brought him to life. 

Many years passed when he provided protection to the small town. But times shifted and he spent more and more time as a stone figure, no longer taking interest in life. When the small girl’s terrified screams brought him back to life, he had been surprised by the clan of vampires that had overrun the town. He’d fought with all the strength in his heart. But it hadn’t been enough.

He’d been destroyed. Not broken to pieces as many of his brothers before him, but killed in his human form. That’s when he’d died and become a demon.

Meeting his brothers and finding Surcy had melted his stone heart. They made him human once more.

One of the dark creatures sunk its sharp teeth into his wing. His breath froze in his chest as the being’s poison swam through his blood, and he felt pieces of his soul being torn away. He smacked the creature backwards, but another jumped on his shoulder from behind.

In a rush, they overtook him. They were everywhere. Their teeth broke stone and he could feel their hot poison rushing through him.

A young man with sad eyes appeared within the shadows of the woods. Death. He was a being more legend than truth. 

Tristan stopped fighting. There was no choice. No escape now.

Something came crashing through the woods. The animals scattered as a flash of light illuminated the clearing. And there was Surcy, her soul-blade flaming with white light. The dark creatures screamed, scattering from the light.

But she didn’t let them go. She sunk her blade into one after another. Leaping on them. Spinning. Charging. Cutting them to pieces.

Daniel caught his shoulder as he sank to his knees. Feeling empty. There was a touch of pride that his beautiful angel was such a warrior. There was a touch of sadness that the life he had grown to love was now slipping away. And then, nothing.

He grew cold. His stone limbs hardened.

Death moved closer, his pale flesh almost translucent. His piercing golden eyes filled with compassion. He moved unseen through Surcy as she fought.

In a haze, Tristan felt Daniel shaking him, shouting words he couldn’t hear. Daniel's face showed his panic, but Tristan didn't care. He was past caring.

Tristan gazed on Death once more. The young man knelt only inches in front of him, and where he knelt the grass beneath him died.

Tristan nodded. Knowing what was to come.

Tiny wisps of silver light floated up from the dead creatures that now littered the floor. They lit the sky in a display of magic unlike any Tristan had witnessed. And then, the wisps shot toward him, striking him one after another in the chest.

Like bullets, each brought a wave of pain. Blood spilled from his lips, and he cried out. His stone flesh was gone, replaced by his demon one. His wounds were many and severe, painful in a way Tristan had never experienced before.

He gasped, hating the tears that burned his eyes. The wisps continued to fill the sky as Surcy continued her rampage. She had to stop. He would beg her to stop. Whatever she was doing, he preferred death to this pain.

But the words wouldn’t leave his lips.

Daniel’s words were a dull roar in his ears. Desperate, frightened roars.

Death opened his mouth, and a deep but kind voice came to him. “Not today, Tristan. But one day, you’ll be welcomed as a hero to the place of Judgment. Again.” Death rose, a smile on his face. He turned and walked through Surcy. He continued through the woods until he vanished into the trees.

Tristan hit the ground on his side. Warm blood pooled beneath him.

Surcy was suddenly beside him, her glowing sword still in her hand.

“I’m sorry!” she cried. “I’m so sorry. Killing the creatures was the only way to retrieve the pieces of your soul. Breathe for me. I know it hurts, but please, breathe. You’re going to be okay.”

He took in a ragged breath, his gaze filled by her beautiful face. “I—love—you.”

Her eyes widened, and she reached out and stroked his cheek. “Foolish gargoyle.” But there was a tenderness in her voice that filled his heart with hope.

“Where’s Mark and the humans?” Daniel asked.

Tristan didn’t have the strength to turn his head. “Hopefully, safely at the sanctuary.”

Daniel’s voice came, as if from a great distance. “What now?”

And then, everything went dark.
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M

ark felt sick as they trekked through the woods. Tristan would be okay. Right? He was a gargoyle. He was strong and powerful and had lived for centuries before his death. Even a dozen of the Shadow Hounds couldn’t kill him.

Right?

“Are we close?” the human woman sounded terrified. 

He didn’t blame her.

“We should be there any—“

The air suddenly tingled. He stiffened, but kept going until he moved through the magical barrier. The magic kept beings from teleporting in and out, which should have reassured him, but he never liked the feeling of crossing it. I guess it’s different now that these aren’t my lands.

A few minutes later, they came out into the clearing, and stepped through the second barrier at the same time. A barrier that keeps all with ill intentions out. As the powerful magic washed over him, the clearing shimmered and changed. Where only woods had once been, a massive white structure now stood.

His heart squeezed. He had been so young and naïve the last time he’d been here. More than anything he wanted to hate this place and these people, but he knew he never could.

As they continued walking, vines reached out and stroked him as he passed. White flowers blossomed, a greeting for a friend long gone. He touched the soft petals, the pain in his chest deepening. There was no place like The Sanctuary of the Druids. Nowhere in the world.

He was positive. He’d spent far too long looking for one.

“What is this place?” the woman whispered, her voice filled with awe.

“A sanctuary for the gods,” he told her.

They moved up the dozen pale stone steps, almost entirely overwhelmed by vines. More vines hung from the massive structure, dangling down. They parted at his approach, revealing the inner-sanctuary.

The air was humid. Heavy. In the center of the room a pool of natural water flowed, crystal blue. Illuminating flowers covered the bottom of the water, lighting it with a beauty unlike any place on earth.

The palace-sized room was filled with jungle-like plants that blossomed with a multitude of colors. The aroma in the air was so rich, so comforting, that his throat closed remembering his childhood spent in such a beautiful place.

Behind the pool of water, a mantel of silver glowing flowers drew his gaze to the alter. On the highest shelf, his staff lay broken in half. Never to glow again. Never to fill with light.

“Son?”

His gaze swung to his right. His father stood, looking older than he remembered him, but no less dignified. His brown and green robes still cloaked him from head to foot, and the vines upon him moved continuously, weaving new patterns even as he stood. The brown staff in his hand was made of dark wood. The ball of magic that flickered at the top of it was a flawless, piercing green.

“You are exiled from this place,” his father said, his deep voice holding no emotion. “Why have you returned?”

Mark held the child in his arms more tightly, and then turned to regard the pale woman behind him. “I have brought a goddess.” 

His father made a sound that could only be described as disgusted. “This, again? My foolish boy. How did I fail you so terribly?”

Mark swallowed hard, his teeth clenching together. “I’m not lying. I was never lying. I found her and I’ve brought her here to keep her safe.” Then, meeting his father’s gaze, he continued. “I intend to find all of them and restore them to power.”

His father didn’t look at the woman. He simply shook his head. “What you want is impossible. Leave this place before the others see you. I would not have your blood spilt upon sacred ground.”

Mark felt something snap within him. He laid the girl upon the mossy ground and took the woman’s clammy hand. She didn’t protest as he led her to the waters.

It took his father a ridiculously long time to realize what he intended.

“No!” he shouted, and the word held power.

His father’s staff burned more brightly, and the vines upon the walls lifted, as if awakening. Waiting for his command.

“You will not place a human in the sacred waters! You will not defile this place more than you already have.”

Mark knew his father expected him to simply obey him. He always had before. He’d always been such a good boy. A dedicated druid. The hope of his people.

So when he took two more steps and gently pushed the woman into the water, no one expected it but him. She hit the warm liquid with a splash that echoed through the room. Around him, vines lifted and shot forward, grasping his wrists and his ankles. Thorns grew, their sharp points cutting into his flesh.

But he didn’t move. He didn’t care.

His gaze was trained on the woman who sank down into the deep waters. Her hair floated around her. The golden flowers wrapped her, holding her to the bottom of the pond. Panic grew in her eyes as she struggled to free herself.

Holding his breath, he waited. Sweat trickled down his back. He wasn’t wrong. He couldn’t be wrong. He wouldn’t have thrown an innocent woman to her death.

“You would kill a human just to prove your point?” His father was closer, close enough for Mark to feel the warmth of the magic dancing on the tip of his staff.

Come on, Carys! Be the goddess I know you are!

Her struggling grew more intense. Bubbles exploded from her mouth. And then, her movements slowed.

His hands clutched into his fists. He willed the vines that imprisoned him to release him, but these plants no longer obeyed his commands. Tugging at his arms, he prepared himself. No matter the cost, if he was wrong, he would save this woman.

“It would be a mercy to kill you,” his father said, his staff glowing more and more brightly as he called his magic to him.

Mark didn’t move. Didn’t speak. He watched the woman, begging her with every ounce of his being, but her eyes grew glossy, and her movements stopped.

He choked on the lump that had formed in the back of his throat. He jerked his arms, sending vines breaking. He kicked at his legs. He had to get free. He had to save her. It seemed impossible that he could have been so wrong. Wrong about everything.

The prophecy he had seen as a child couldn’t be wrong. His second-sight, the one that led him to the goddess couldn’t be a lie.

Was all of it truly in his head as his father had always said?

And then, Carys’ body jerked. Life flared back into her eyes, but it wasn’t just life. It was light. An unexplainable beauty that made tears sting the corners of his eyes. Her human flesh fell away, like petals from a flower. It could have been grotesque, but it was stunning. An old life was peeling away, revealing the beauty within.

And the goddess was beautiful. The flowers released her, and her body rose in the waters.

“This isn’t possible,” his father whispered.

But no matter that all logic said it couldn’t be true. It was. The goddess broke free from the confines of her human self. She pulled herself from the waters, and he took several steps back. Water dripped down her long legs, and soaked her clothes.

Her face had changed. It was still her, and yet, it was as if someone had taken a rock and cleaned it until it shown. A gem hidden by dirt and dust. Her eyes held an inhuman green, yellow quality that rested on him with an intensity that stole his breath. Her smooth skin glowed with health and beauty, and her hair shined.

“I feel... different.” She murmured. “I’m myself, but I’m not.”

He found his voice. “You are an immortal creature. Your role is to judge humanity and give them the afterlife that they deserve. And yet, Caine erased your memories. In his cruelty, he makes you suffer in each of your lifetimes. If he finds you, he will kill you again. This is the only place he can’t reach you. It's protected by the druid’s ancient magic, which is nearly as old as the world itself. You and your daughter need to stay here until I find the others.”

She nodded. “I don’t remember who I was. But I remember before I started taking the drugs. I was so young. Every time I was near anyone, I could sense their heart’s desires. I could see parts of their life path, and how it led to the person they were meant to be with.”

The goddess reached out, and instinctually, he knelt before her. She touched his cheek, her eyes locked onto his. He felt her magic. Flowing around him, through him. Like a powerful aura that radiated love and beauty, he was overwhelmed by it.

When she released him, he sucked in a deep breath, feeling too much, feeling things he didn’t understand.

A smile formed on her lips. “Your angel... she is lucky to have you.”

Behind them, a soft voice whispered, “Mom?”

She moved away from him, taking her overwhelming power with her.

He remained kneeling, his head spinning.

“A goddess,” his father murmured. “This isn’t possible.”

Mark's gaze moved to the old druid and he slowly rose to his feet. “I told you. We didn’t have to just accept the darkness in this world. There was something we could do about it.”

His father’s blue eyes, the same clear color as his own, stared through him. “How?”

Mark didn’t touch the necklace around his throat. The one his father couldn’t see. “I can find them. I could always sense them. I just didn’t know what it was.”

“We thought you were crazy,” his father said. “We thought your ideas would bring about our ruin.”

Mark turned from his father and headed back the way he had come, to where the goddess held her daughter in her lap, speaking softly. “I was never going to ruin the sanctuary. I was never going to ruin all of you. But you certainly thought you destroyed me that day, didn’t you?”

“I’m sorry,” the old man said, his voice cracking. “I couldn’t have known.”

You could have put your faith in me. “I know this goddess, and the others, will be safe with all of you.”

“You have my word,” his father said, his voice overwhelmed with emotion. “This changes everything. There is a chance at defeating Caine. There is a chance at bringing back the world we once knew.”

He glanced back at his father. ”Yes, there is.”

Just outside the sanctuary, he sent his brothers a text.

She got here safely. Heading back.

As he started back through the woods, he began to jog, and then to run. He had saved the goddess and her child. Now he needed to find Tristan. He needed to be sure he’d gotten away.

The trees were blurs around him. His breath rushed in and out. When he broke into the small clearing, he stared and stared. In the center, blood darkened the ground.

Moving without feeling his legs, he came to the spot. Before it, the grass had died. Mark was a druid. A being who never simply disappeared into the afterlife. His people were treasured, and always led to the afterlife by Death.

And the dead grass? It was a tell-tale sign that Death had been there.

He crumpled to his knees. Feeling numb. There were no body, but then, there wouldn’t be. His brother was a demon. His body would disappear. And his soul? The Shadow Hounds would have destroyed it.

How is this possible?

His phone vibrated in his pocket. Numbly, he pulled his phone out. A text waited. We’re all back at the car. 

With shaking hands he texted back, is Tristan with you?

An eternity seemed to pass before he got the most wonderful response in the world, yes.

Stuffing his phone back in his pocket, he stood, smiling. Brimming with relief. When he turned around, a hard fist struck him square in the face. His glasses broke and fell, as he hit the ground. He blinked, staring up in surprise.

Five angels with white wings towered over him.

He recognized the angel from earlier in the day. The big creature smiled. His nose was crooked, and bruises on his face had not yet healed. His wings looked strange, almost off-kilter. “We have a little message for your friends.”

Mark sprung to his feet, but they were on him in an instant. He fought like the devil himself, but no demon could defeat five angels.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Surcy waited impatiently in the back of the car, tapping her fingers on her legs. Tristan was sleeping in the front seat, snoring loudly. Daniel reassured her that by the morning, his injuries would have greatly healed.

But still, she was shocked by the impact seeing him hurt had had on her. She had fought like an avenging angel. There had been no thoughts. No hesitation. She’d simply killed and killed.

How did I know what to do?

It was frustrating to know her memories lived somewhere inside her, trapped. She just wanted them back. She wanted to be who she was before. She wanted to be the woman the demons had loved. Will that ever happen?

Daniel cleared his throat. “So,” he drew out the word. “About before.”

Her gaze flickered to his dark eyes that stared back at her in the rearview mirror. “Yes?”

He stared at her. “Anything to say about it?”

Folding her arms in front of her chest, she raised a brow. “Nope.”

She felt immensely satisfied when his lips curled into a smile. “Good.”

What does that mean? She was thankful he hadn’t pressed for more. Her thoughts were still so scattered and uncertain. She felt something for Daniel. Attraction. Curiosity. But those things weren’t enough of a reason to fall into bed with him. She needed... more.

Truth be told, she felt something unique and different for all three of them.

A chill moved along her flesh raising goose bumps along her skin. For a second, she simply sat stiffly in her chair. And then, she knew. Some magic was warm, some was hot, but the angel’s was always cold.

Opening her car door, she stepped out, ignoring Daniel’s protests. In the bright night sky, she saw the angels as they flew. They wanted her to see them, but why?

They could teleport wherever they wanted. So why fly? What point were they making?

“Surcy?”

She spun. 

Mark stood, gripping the trunk of tree. His face was a swollen, battered mess. His glasses were gone. One eye was swollen closed, and blood ran down his neck.

She raced toward him, catching him under his arm and trying to keep him upright. Tears choked her throat. They’d done this. Those angel bastards had hurt him! Sweet, gentle Mark!

“Brother!” Daniel came at them like a bat-out-of-hell.

He froze in front of them. “Who did this? Where are they?”

Mark spit blood, sagging forward as Daniel caught him. “Angels. Gone.”

Tension radiated from Daniel as they half-lifted, half-dragged Mark toward the car. When he helped his brother in and closed the door, he made a quiet promise. “Someone is going to suffer for this.”

As Surcy climbed into the seat next to them, her thoughts echoed his words. Yes. Someone will pay. At home, they struggled but finally managed to get Mark and Tristan both into bed. The two men looked awful, but they would heal. And most importantly, they’d live.

As she paced the living room, she couldn't stop shaking. She wasn’t scared. Far from it. In fact, she wanted to hurt someone. Badly.

Daniel entered the room. He’d showered. His blond hair looked darker wet, and he hadn’t bothered to comb it into his normally neat hairdo. It spiked all over his head in a way that was far too tempting. He wore no shirt, and a pair of grey sweat pants that hung so low on his hips that her jaw dropped.

“It isn’t polite to stare.”

Her gaze jerked up. And Daniel, damn him, was grinning ear-to-ear.

Her cheeks heated. “I wasn’t staring! I’m just—frustrated!”

“Me too. I’m not used to going this long without sex.”

Her mouth dropped open again. “That wasn’t what I meant at all, and you know it!”

“Whatever you say, sweetheart.” He went to the wet bar and made himself a drink. “Want one?”

It took her a second to answer him. “No, thanks.”

He shrugged, grabbed his drink, and plopped down on the couch. “So, what’s got such a pretty woman so frustrated?”

She rolled her eyes. “How about the fucking angels who beat up Mark? How about Tristan nearly dying from those Shadow Hounds?”

He took a slow sip of his drink. “No one ever said doing the right thing wouldn’t get you bitch-slapped all over town.”

“That’s all you have to say?”

“What do you want me to say?” He stared. “That it isn’t fair. That it isn’t right. What good would that do?”

She shook her head. “But this whole thing is wrong. My mind is a scramble of things I know, even though I have no idea how I know them. And one thing I’m sure of is that demons are the ones that are supposed to be taking advantage of people. They hurt humans and cause chaos, and it’s an angel’s job to keep them in line.”

His mouth curled into a smile that was sexy-as-hell. “That’s the thing. Just because you’re told something enough times doesn’t make it true.”

She threw her hands in the air and stomped over to him, plopping herself on the couch next to him. Without asking, she grabbed his drink and took a long drink. “God,” she winced and handed it back to him. “That’s awful!”

He laughed. “You never did like scotch. You could drink margaritas until you were belting karaoke, but you always turned your nose up at the hard stuff.”

Staring straight ahead, she spoke without thinking. “It’s so weird not knowing who I am, but I bet it’s stranger for you guys.”

“It sucks about as bad as reaching for a steak and getting tofu, that’s for sure.”

She smiled and looked at him. “You’re actually a little funny.”

He winked. “Don’t tell.”

“So, what happens now?”

His humor vanished. “We let them heal up, and then we go help another person.”

We’re going to do this all over again? 
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Three days later, Daniel stood on another building, his brothers and Surcy standing beside him. They were on a beautiful tropical island, with a large city weaved throughout the lush landscape. The next god would be found here. 

At least that’s what Mark had Seen. 

His brother’s visions often showed him a place. He’d send Surcy the image through his thoughts, and she could take them there. But it wasn’t until they were closer that Mark could get a clear image. All he knew was that the god would be found in that location.

It’s why all those years as a child he didn’t understand what he was seeing when he used the magic, but he felt it tugging at him, and he knew it was important.

The night was well-lit by the moon and a sky of speckled stars. Below them, lights sprinkled across the city like a reflection of the sky. It was beautiful. The kind of place they would have loved to take Surcy. She loved the ocean. She’d fold her stunning wings and let the waves tug at her feet.

But tonight they weren’t there to make love to her in the sand. They were there to save a life.

Once we know who we are here to save, and where to go.

Mark released his necklace, breathing hard. “I see where he is. And... I think we need to hurry.”

Daniel tried not to look at his brother. As far as he knew, Mark had always had the necklace, but he’d stopped using it a long time ago. He said it had a negative effect on him. Yet, he never told them what it was.

Now, Daniel couldn’t shake the feeling that Mark was doing something dangerous each time he used the powerful magic. He wanted to order him not to, but he knew he couldn’t.

As Mark had explained to him, this was too important not to take whatever risks necessary. Mr. Rule Follower suddenly seems more reckless than me. Daniel didn’t like it.

He yanked open the door on the roof and made his way down the apartment building stairs. It was deja vu of their last rescue. He just prayed it went better than the first.

“This place is kind of creepy,” Surcy whispered.

Daniel stiffened. There was something a little off, but he couldn’t quite place what it was.

“It’s night,” Mark said reassuringly, “and we know we’re doing something dangerous. That’s all it is.”

Surcy wrapped her arms around herself. “And why exactly did we have to do this at night?”

My thoughts too.

A strange look came over Mark’s face. Does he look paler than usual? “He is the God of the Night.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense,” Daniel muttered under his breath. Maybe next time we’ll look for the Gods of Good Coffee.

When they exited onto the street, the sidewalks were busy. Most of the humans looked like tourists, drunk and happy.

I wish.

They moved through the streets, Mark in the lead. Daniel stayed on high alert, scanning the crowds for angels, but he saw none. Still, he wore a short sword, like his brothers, hidden at his back beneath a leather jacket. He missed his soul-blade so fiercely his chest ached at times, but the steel of this sword was strong and well-made.

The best we can hope for.

As he saw a couple kissing, he almost froze. They looked happy, relaxed. 

Sometimes he wondered about the choices they made. He didn’t tell his brothers, but his mind was full of doubts.

They were skilled demons. Capable of manipulation. Strong and intelligent. If they turned away from their goal, if they ignored Caine’s tyranny, they had everything they needed to have a happy life.

Even Surcy. Sort of.

And yet, they risked it all. For other people who will likely never know everything we sacrificed for them.

He hated putting his brothers and Surcy in danger. Their lives had been hard enough. They deserved to stumble through the streets of a tropical city, drunk and kissing.

Daniel almost smiled, but instead, he looked at his brothers and Surcy. Mark still limped a bit. And even though the bruises had healed from his skin, he often winced as he went throughout his day.

Why couldn’t we have waited a couple more days?

But Mark had insisted. It had to be tonight.

They walked for an hour, until they reached the end of the city limits. Climbing up a narrow road that led up a small mountain, they walked closer to each other. There were no streetlamps on the little road, and the woods seemed to close in.

Daniel inhaled the moist air. “Does anyone else smell smoke?”

And suddenly, Mark started to run. They followed. Not asking questions. Not calling out. The sense of foreboding had increased to a level that everyone knew something bad had happened.

They were just waiting to know what.

As they broke out of the jungle, they stared, frozen. A massive mansion, hidden behind a huge stone fence, was burning. 

Daniel felt his blood heat and his pulse race. The flames called to him, just as they always did. He licked his lips, curling his hands into fists. 

I will not.

“This doesn’t look good,” he said, hoping the others didn’t notice the way his voice shook with need. “Come on,” Mark said.

Daniel frowned. “If the god is in there, he’s dead.”

Mark ignored him. Crouching low for a moment, he leapt more than twenty feet in the air and landed lightly on top of the fence. Surcy and Tristan followed suit.

Daniel took a deep breath, inhaling the intoxicating smoky air. A shiver moved over his flesh, and his groin tightened. Cursing his lack of restraint, he leapt onto the fence top beside his brother.

“He’s there!” Mark said, pointing at the window of a room near the top of the castle.

The flames hadn’t quite reached the room, but the dark smoke cloaked the top of the building in a screen.

“The smoke would have killed him.” Daniel told him, knowing without a doubt.

“He’s not dead yet,” Mark said, then turned hopeful eyes to Daniel. “You can still save him.”

Daniel stiffened. “No.”

“Daniel...”

“No!” He growled, anger lacing the word. “You know I can’t.”

Mark’s eyes narrowed. “We’re all making sacrifices.”

“I’m in fucking recovery, Asshole.”

Angrily, Daniel leapt from the gate and started toward the burning house, even though the closer he got the more tempted he became. He wanted to touch the flames. To taste the smoke.

Mark was suddenly in front of him. “You need to. We’ll help you after—“

“This is bullshit.” He turned to face Tristan, whose face was as emotionless as ever. “You two are the ones who made me quit.”

Tristan cocked his head. “You’re hiding your fear behind anger. It's understandable. You don’t want to be a slave to your needs again. But Mark is right, we’re all taking risks. This is a risk for you, but it’s one you’re strong enough to recover from.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Surcy asked, hands on her hips. “If someone’s trapped in those flames, how can Daniel help?”

Mark answered without hesitation. “He’s a fire mage.”

Her brows rose. “So, he can control fire? That’s a good thing, right? Because that’s just about the only thing that can help right now.”

Daniel’s stomach twisted. “You know why you don’t meet a lot of fire mages? Because we have the nasty habit of overindulging in fire and getting ourselves killed.”

“Overindulging?” she said, frowning.

“Fire is like a drug to them,” Tristan replied simply. “And there’s a limit to how much fire their bodies can take. It’s also the reason for Daniel’s death. You can imagine all the fire in the demon-realm. It was very hard for him to resist, but with our help, he recovered from it.”

“Recovered?” Surcy inquired.

“We don’t have time for this!” Mark’s gaze was frantic. “Save him!”

“The angels will know we’re here.” Daniel warned, knowing that he was about to give into the fire. He wanted it so badly that it scared him.

“Who the hell do you think lit this fire?” Mark asked. “They knew we’d be here. They wanted us to find him dead.”

Daniel stiffened. He’s right.

“Tristan, can you take me to the top.” Even though I fucking hate flying.

His brother nodded. In an instant his skin changed to the stunning color of wet stone, and grey wings spread behind his back. Wordlessly, Tristan grabbed him beneath the arms and lifted him up.

Keep your head, Daniel ordered himself.

As they rose higher and closer to the house, the heat from the fire overwhelmed him. It felt so damned good. He closed his eyes, glorying in the smoke and the heat. His mind spun. How had he gone so long without touching fire? He’d thought being exposed to the fireplace in their home had slowly numbed his deep need to indulge, but it had all been a lie.

When Daniel reached the window, he raised his hand and harnessed the power of the flames. Instantly, the fire moved through him. The smoke parted back from the window, and a groan tore from his lips.

Tristan deposited him in the window and flew away. Daniel knew Tristan could endure the high heat, but like most, avoided it when he could. 

For a moment, Daniel didn’t move. Instead, he called the flames to him. They coated his body, racing along his skin. His emotions dulled and his senses awakened. He felt so damned good, alive for the first time since his death. He needed this. He was a fool to convince himself otherwise.

“Is someone,” the man’s voice was interrupted by a series of deep coughs, “there?”

Daniel shuddered. Focus. God damn it. I've got to get him out of here.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

Using his abilities, he parted the smoke in front of him and stared, not believing the sight before him. Those angels are fucked up.

The man had been nailed to the wall. Blood ran from the wounds in his arms and legs, and his head hung, as if he hadn’t the strength to raise it. As Daniel came closer to him, the man lifted his head. His skin was pale beneath the soot that coated him, and as his lips parted, Daniel spotted two sharpened canines.

A vampire is the God of the Night. The Fates must have had a field day with that one.

“Are you here to help, mage?” he questioned, eyelids drooping.

Daniel stiffened, remembering his purpose. “Let’s get you out of here.”

Kneeling before the vampire, he gripped one of the nails in his leg. He hesitated.

“Do it,” the vampire murmured. 

Daniel nodded and pulled.

The vampire’s scream came, raw and choked. He probably screamed like hell when they put them in. 

Daniel didn’t hesitate. He moved to the next one and the next one. He tried to block out the screams of the vampire, but he could still hear them. Knowing that he was hurting an innocent like this turned his stomach, and yet he knew slowing down could cost them both their lives.

The smoke continued to thicken. Daniel pushed it back with his powers, but he could sense the flames devouring the wood in the floors beneath their feet. Soon everything would come crashing down, and he planned for them to be far from there when it did.

Standing, Daniel kicked the dozen or more nails out of the way and reached for the ones going through the vampire’s palms and arms. It took a painfully long time to yank them all out, but when he was done, the man sagged into his arms.

Daniel dragged him through the house, his pulse racing each time the floorboards creaked. When he got to the window, he sent flames shooting out in a signal he knew his brother would understand. Within a minute, Tristan had returned. Silently, he handed the vampire to his brother.

“I’ll return,” Tristan promised.

He nodded, watching as they shot back to the ground.

Daniel turned back to the room and froze. Something was written on the wall in blood, behind where the vampire had been nailed. Moving closer to it, he squinted, struggling to put the words together.

Got yah.

He frowned. Clearly if they had gotten to this room and found the vampire they knew that the angels were involved. What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Reaching out, he touched the wall. It was a mistake. He could feel the fire on the other side of the wall. The heat and power of the flames crashed through him like waves.

He gasped, and every hair on his body stood on end. He forgot the weird message. He forgot his purpose. Instead, he coaxed the flames to tear through the wall. They obeyed, reaching to touch his palm, to sweep over and through him.

His entire body heated. He groaned, feeling his eyes roll back into his head. It felt so good to taste it again, so good to give himself to the magic.

A warning rang somewhere in the back of his head. Fire mages weren’t immune to flames. They could handle a lot of fire, but even they had a limit.

Which is exactly how he died not so long ago.

But the warning drifted away like smoke, and everything grew bright and beautiful. There was no pain, no worries. Nothing but the fire.

He swore it spoke his name. Shouted his name. But the flames couldn’t speak.

His eyes closed, and he felt himself being carried away into euphoria. Into heaven.

And then, the fire was gone. His eyes snapped open. He was in the air. Far from the house. His legs dangling over the sky. The ground far below.

He swore.

Tristan spoke from above him. “Calm brother.”

But the fire! He could still feel it. Taste it. He needed more and he needed it now!

He struck out at the gargoyle who carried him. But the massive stone creature didn’t flinch. Tristan continued to fly him above the castle, in lazy circles.

“Put me down!” he roared.

“Not until you’ve gained control of yourself once more.”

“I’m in control,” he grated out, but Tristan ignored him.

Minutes ticked by. At last, he took a breath that shook his entire body, and then Tristan began to slowly fly them lower. He looked across the estate grounds, to where Surcy, Mark, and the vampire waited. Before his eyes, he saw the most unexpected thing possible. As Surcy and Mark stared at Daniel’s approach, the vampire stood behind Surcy, and a dagger flashed in his hands.

Daniel shouted.

But Surcy and Mark simple frowned.

And then, the blade went through the side of her neck.

Her eyes widened, then rolled back into her head. As the vampire removed the blade, and raised it above his head to strike again, Daniel reached him. Knocking him to the ground, with a roar, he balled his hand into a fist and flames roared to life.

“Don’t!” Surcy shouted!

He hesitated. The vampire’s dark eyes were filled with fear. More than anything in this world, he wanted to wipe the life from them for hurting his Surcy.

“I’m fine.” Surcy touched his arm. “I’m an angel. That hurt, but I’m fine.”

“It still doesn’t change the fact that we were tricked by this traitor!”

Mark grabbed the man by the throat. “He might have tried to kill Surcy, but I wasn’t wrong. This is the god we’re looking for.”

An evil god? Shit. Now what the hell are we supposed to do?

We can’t kill him, but we also can’t put another monster into power.

“Put your fire away,” Mark told him calmly. “And help me with him.”

The instant Daniel's flames vanished, the vampire tried to make a break for it. Mark and Daniel grabbed him and pinned him to the ground.

I hope my brothers have a plan, because we can’t just hold him forever.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Tristan picked up their angel and cradled her in his arms. His brothers had pinned down the treasonous vampire, but Tristan cared nothing for the fate of the man who hurt his angel. His brothers would handle it. He had eyes for only Surcy.

“I’m okay,” she sputtered, pressing her hand to her injured neck.

She’ll live, but her pain is obvious.

“No, you’re not.” But I thank the eternal stones that you weren’t taken from us again. Leaning down, he pressed his forehead against hers.

It was not a gesture she would understand. She never would. But it was what gargoyles did to their mates. It was a way of showing this woman that she was his world, his forever, without ever having to speak the words.

She reached up and touched his cheek, wincing from the movement. “Even your skin feels like stone when you’re in this form.”

He smiled. “Of course it does.”

“But your eyes remain the same.”

“That is the human part of me. My eyes dull when I am in my stone-form for too long.”

Her gaze met and held his. “I like them. I’ve never seen eyes like yours before.”

She likes them? I’m glad she no longer fears me.

“Uh guys,” Mark said. “I hate to break up the moment, but what do we do with him?”

Surcy looked away from Tristan, and the spell was broken. “What’s your name vampire?”

Why should any of us care?

Reluctantly, Tristan looked at the man held against the ground by his brothers. He was thin with a mop of auburn hair and dark eyes. He was as pale as most vampires, and even as a prisoner, he held himself with the typical arrogance of his kind.

In other words, he is nothing special. Could this really be the God of Night?

"Want to answer, asshole?" Daniel asked, pulling the vampire's arm up behind his back for leverage.

“Jasper,” the vampire growled.

“And why did you attack me after we saved you?” Surcy asked, her question an angry accusation.

For a moment, something unexpected flashed across the vampire’s face. 

He didn’t want to attack her.

“Because, you’re my enemy. You all are.”

“We saved your useless life!” Daniel shouted, wrenching his prisoner’s arm harder.

Tristan watched the vampire and knew. “What did the angels threaten you with?”

The man took too long to answer. “Nothing.”

His brothers both began to talk at once, but Tristan continued watching the vampire and the vampire continued watching him.

“If you tell the truth, we could help.”

The man’s head moved side to side for a second before he stopped. “I don’t need any help.”

“Well then, we should stop wasting time and kill you, so that we may move on with our night.” Tristan shifted Surcy to one arm and drew his blade off his back.

The vampire tensed. “Wait.”

He waited.

“The angels have surrounded my home. The second we try to leave, they’ll kill us. They said they would let me live if I could kill her.”

“Coward!” Daniel growled.

Mark sighed, but didn’t release his grip on the vampire. “Do you have any idea what we went through to find you? Do you have any idea how important you are?”

That got the vampire's attention. “What do you mean?”

But Mark simply shook his head. “I’ll explain all that later. Surcy, can you teleport us out of here?”

She’s badly injured.

“Perhaps to town, but not further than that.”

Mark nodded. “Do it. And then we’ll decide what to do from there.”

And so she did.

They spent two tense nights in a hotel in the town, hoping the angels wouldn’t attack them when their guard was down. Fortunately, the cowards didn’t show themselves. Surcy slept and ate most of the time, insisting she was fine, but they made her wait before she teleported them again.

Mark used the time to explain everything to the vampire, who seemed all too excited to be named a god. The vampire irritated Tristan more than he wanted the others to know, even if he had acted out of fear for his life. 

On the third morning, as he sat at breakfast with Jasper and Surcy, something else began to bother him. His brothers were out, checking the area one last time. 

“I still can’t believe you’re an angel,” Jasper told Surcy, smiling too brightly. “I thought all angels were uptight. You’re an unexpected joy.”

Surcy returned his smile. “And I can’t believe vampires are actually real. I thought that was all Halloween fun and whatnot.”

They both laughed.

“Well, I do hope that you’ll come and visit me at this ‘sanctuary.’ It may be safe, but it sounds a bit dull. I could use a beautiful woman to brighten my day.”

She took a sip of her orange juice. “I’m sure we’ll come by again sometime.”

He reached out and patted her hand. “That would be nice.”

Tristan’s gaze clung to where the man still touched Surcy. He was surprised by the strange feeling blossoming within his chest. Could this be jealousy? The emotion was unexpected. And confusing.

“So tell me,” Jasper continued, completely ignoring Tristan. “What sort of relationship do you have with these three crude fellows?”

Tell him you belong to us.

Surcy’s smile fled. “I’m—uh—it’s confusing.”

The way the vampire smirked made Tristan’s hand curl into a fist. “So that means you’re available?”

Tristan reached across the table and plucked the man’s hand from Surcy’s. “She is not available.”

Surcy gave a nervous laugh. “We should get ready. The others will be back soon.”

Does she wish for this vampire’s attention?

The notion bothered Tristan more than he could say. The Surcy who loved them would have shot down Jasper in an instant, but this was not the same Surcy. For some reason, her interaction with the vampire left him feeling agitated.

One day will she seek comfort in the arms of other men?

Anger uncoiled within him. I will never allow it.

“I didn’t mean to upset anyone,” the vampire replied smoothly. “It’s just that none of you seem to be sharing a bed.”

“What we do in our beds is none of your business,” Tristan snapped.

The vampire patted his lips with his napkin. “Unless, of course, I want to invite the young angel to my bed.”

Tristan punched him so hard the man tumbled from his chair and hit the ground, unmoving.

“What the hell?” Surcy rose and reached for the vampire.

Tristan caught her hand. “I’m a gargoyle. But I don’t have a heart of stone. If you touch other males, I will kill them.”

Her eyes widened. “Tristan...”

He leaned closer. “That isn’t a threat. That’s a promise.”

“I—I’m not ready for any of that.”

He released her hand. “Well, when you are, you know where to find me.”

Turning, he strode from the room. Gargoyles were not accustomed to jealousy. Anger? Yes. But not jealousy.

When his brothers returned, no one mentioned the new bruise on the vampire’s face, but Surcy continued to glance at Tristan whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. He didn’t let her know he saw her. He didn’t say a word as they prepared to return home.

All he could think of was whether or not they had made a mistake with their plan. Getting Surcy to help with their cause might change her mind about angels and demons. But would it make her love them again?

They were demons. She was an angel. But at the end of it all, if they couldn’t remind her that they were men and she was a woman, what good would any of it do?
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Surcy had felt strange ever since they’d dropped the vampire at the sanctuary. She’d been shocked by Tristan’s jealousy. Shocked and intrigued. Maybe more than intrigued. 

It was the dumbest thing in the world, but seeing how Tristan had reacted to another man flirting with her had made her see him differently. He wasn’t just a massive demon with a dangerous quality, or a silent gargoyle with far too keen eyes. He was... an attractive man.

She took another sip of her juice, as she sat on the kitchen counter. As far as she knew, the demons had gone to bed. So why am I still awake? Just sitting around. Feeling wired. 

The past few days spun through her mind. Daniel’s kiss. Tristan’s jealousy. Mark's kindness. She wanted to explore her connection to them, but she couldn’t think of a way to do it that didn’t leave her feeling vulnerable and exposed.

It isn’t like opportunities to touch hot men drop out of the sky.

Finishing her drink and rinsing her glass out, she left it by the sink and headed for bed. Halfway down the hallway, a door opened. She froze and took a step back as Tristan came out into the hall, nearly running into her.

He was hot from the shower and he wore a small white towel wrapped around his waist. Too small.

Her jaw dropped. Crap.

The sexy demon turned and stared at her. His entire body stiffened as he stood up straighter. “Surcy.”

She nodded at him, unable to find the words, unable to look away

“Can I help you with something?" he asked. 

Her gaze slid over him. His body was extraordinary. It was no wonder he was chiseled from stone, because that’s exactly how he seemed. Massive. His long, dark hair was still damp, slicked back from his face. His mismatched eyes met hers with unconcealed arousal.

This man made her want things she shouldn’t want.

He encroached on her space, and within seconds had her pressed against the hallway wall. His arms caged her on either side of her head. 

She licked her lips and looked down at the towel he wore. It was barely hanging on him. Tucked loosely. The slightest tug would have it falling to the ground.

“Surcy...”

Her gaze moved up to his dangerous face. The beauty and threat within the chiseled lines made her want to look away. For once, she didn’t.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Taking a deep breath. Deciding to be bold. She looked down at where his obvious arousal was poorly hidden and reached out.

He was trembling. His entire body radiating need like nothing she’d ever felt before.

When she grasped the towel, her eyes locked with his, and she tugged it until she felt it fall to the floor. Unable to stop herself, she looked down.

He did not disappoint. He was long and thick. Beautifully made and absolutely enticing.

Reaching out her hand, she drew one finger along his length.

A groan tore from his lips.

She couldn’t believe she was doing this. She couldn’t believe she closed her hand around his length and stroked him slowly.

He swore, the sound thick with need, and then his lips crushed hers.

His kiss was powerful, a force of nature, his lips strong and experienced. Her thoughts spun away, leaving behind desire and nothing else.

She wrapped one arm around his neck, drawing him closer while she continued to stroke his length. Her inner-muscles clenched as she grew hot with desire.

When their tongues began to battle, she stroked him fast. His hips bucked. He broke their kiss, his breathing coming in and out rapidly.

She knew he was on the edge. She was tempted to fall to her knees and take him in her mouth, to feel him explode within her lips.

An even more tempting vision came to her. If she slid her shorts off and wrapped her legs around him, she had no doubt this gargoyle would ease the aching that consumed her.

“Damn it!”

He pulled back from her, running a frustrated hand through his long hair. His eyes filled with need and regret.

She moved towards him but he stepped back.

“Why are you stopping?”

He closed his beautiful eyes. “I have never wanted a woman more. But you aren’t ready for this.”

Anger rose within her. “I’m fine.”

“No, you aren’t. I won’t take advantage of you.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe I want to be taken advantage of.”

His hot gaze raked her. “I’m sorry.”

When he turned to go, her entire body seemed to shake with frustration. Her gaze remained locked on his perfect ass. She wanted to sink her fingers into it as he exploded inside of her.

But he’s too much of a gentleman.

What she needed was someone to ease this fire within her. Someone who wouldn’t care about her current state of mind.

Tristan slipped into his room and closed the door, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

And then it hit her. She knew exactly what to do.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Daniel sat at the edge of his bed. A lighter in his hands. It was silver and well-made. Mark kept it hidden in a box on the mantel, and thought Daniel didn't know about it. Daniel had always known.

It wouldn’t hurt to use it, just for a moment.

He just wanted to touch the flames and let the euphoria of the fire move through him. It was so damned tempting. How could he not?

Taking a deep breath, he told himself that he’d only light it for a second.

And then someone turned his door handle. Looking up, he saw Surcy slip into his room. She locked the door behind her and turned back to him.

Her long black hair flowed loosely about her shoulder in waves that made him ache to run his fingers through them. Her face looked flushed, her eyes wild. The pink tanktop and shorts she wore sent his blood rushing downward. Her nipples stood out beneath the thin material, just aching to be touched.

When she moved toward him, her long bare legs enticing, he sat mesmerized. She closed her hand around his lighter and took it from his hand. “That seems like trouble.”

He cleared his throat, not wanting her to see the effect she had on him. “My father always said that playing with fire is a good way to get burnt.”

Her gaze ran over him, and suddenly she was far too aware of the fact that he wore nothing but boxers. “But sometimes it’s worth it, right?”

His mouth went dry. 

She dropped the lighter on the floor and reached out, running her smooth hands down his chest. 

Every muscle in his body tensed. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

Her hand continued downward until she clutched his hard length.

He shuddered. “Fuck.”

With careful movements, she leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “Do I have to beg for it?”

When her teeth nipped his lower earlobe, he lost all control.

Grabbing her, he spun her down onto the bed. Their lips locked as his hands grabbed her hips and pressed her against his length. To his absolute approval, her legs wrapped around his back, drawing him closer. She ground against him.

He wanted to make this good for her, to make it last, but it’d been too long. Touching himself was nothing like being inside her, and he wanted her so damned bad.

When he broke their kiss and tore off her tanktop, she threw her neck back, surrendering herself to him. He caught her breasts, cradling them in his hands. Glorying in the feel of them.

They were large. And her nipples were perfect and hard. 

Using his thumbs, he stroked them, drawing a gasp from her lips. He continued to torture her hard nubs, drinking in the sight of her arousal. She threw her head back and offered her throat to him. 

When he leaned down and sucked on one of her nipples, she wrapped her hands in his hair and groaned. He flicked his tongue, licked, and sucked harder, loving how she ground against his length with each movement. When he moved to her other breast, he swore she was already on the edge. 

But he wouldn’t take her so fast.

Pulling off her shorts and underwear, he tossed them on the ground. When he returned, he moved slowly down her body, kissing every inch of her belly, until he was kneeling on the ground before her spread legs.

God, she was beautiful. Vulnerable. Open before him.

Reaching out, he stroked her wet folds. He loved the way her muscles tightened.

When he found her clit, she cried out, begging for release. He would make this good for her, so good that she could never be without his bed again.

Using one finger, he slid inside her tightness before he leaned forward and licked her. 

Her legs curled around his shoulders. He continued to lick her as his finger slid in and out, drawing her orgasm closer. When he added a second finger, she twisted on the bed above him, crying out his name in glorious desperation.

She’s ready.

Standing, he slid his boxers off. Her gaze went to his erection, and he was pleased by the hunger in her eyes. He gripped her hips and eased into her.

She moaned, and her hands grasped the sheets above her head. Inch by inch he took her, loving the way her body held him tight. Just the thought of her, wet and aching for him, made him want to spill his seed right then.

He had to go slow, to wait for her to catch up. He thought of the stock market, thought of baseball. Anything else but the beautiful angel lying beneath him.

As he eased in and out of her, building a rhythm, he ordered himself not to come. He refused to explode before she did.

When he reached between them and began to rub her clit with each thrust of his body, her inner muscles suddenly squeezed him cruelly and she exploded over the edge. His thoughts of stocks and sports spun away, and he cried out as his seed filled her.

His orgasm was hard and long. He didn’t want to stop thrusting into her. He didn’t ever want to leave her again.

When he collapsed on top of her, the room was filled with their heavy breathing. She held him close, and he knew he was a fool to think he could ever be without her in his bed.

But he wondered if she felt the same.

She’d come to him for a reason, and not his brothers, and deep inside he knew it. She wanted to share his bed, but she wasn’t ready for more.

I hope I’m wrong, but I doubt it.

Surcy pushed his shoulder, and he rolled to the side of her. His hands reached out for her, but she was already crawling from the bed. He dropped his hands and watched, not blinking, as she dressed rapidly.

Before she turned back to him, he steeled his heart, knowing what was to come.

“Uh, thanks, Daniel.”

Thanks? Fuck that hurt.

“Any time.”

She hurried from his room as if hell hounds were nipping at her feet. But at the door lingered for one second, in her eyes he saw something. Words that she wanted to say. Her mouth opened. His chest tightened. And then, she turned and slipped out of the room.

He lay on the bed for a long time, enjoying the scent of her. In his mind he imagined everything that had taken place, over and over again, as he tried to memorize every moment of it.

Surcy didn’t love him yet. She’d just wanted to sleep with him.

He wished that was enough for him, but it wasn’t.

His chest ached, but he told himself that he just needed to be more patient. She would come around. Yet, as he rolled to his side, the pain in his chest remained sharp and cruel as if to whisper, and what if she never comes around?
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Caine stood outside the tall stone fence that surrounded the demon’s home. On the street, every light had gone out, stolen by his darkness spreading along the ground like a dark fog. Floating above the fence, he flinched as he slid through their protective barrier. It served to keep him and his angels from teleporting in, but nothing could stop him from simply floating through it.

As he ventured above the overgrowth of a badly tamed garden, he sensed the druid’s magic weaved through it all. Vines attempted to rise up and attach to him, but they moved right through him instead.

With each day that passes, my powers grow stronger.

When he neared the house, he saw a shape upon the balcony of one of the rooms. Instantly he knew it was the angel. His soldier. His property.

As he grew closer, he saw the troubled expression on her face. Such a beautiful face.

When the light in her room went out, she turned and looked back at it, frowning. Does she remember this is a sign of my coming? Does she know the fate that is about to befall her?

She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders more tightly and went back to staring out at the gardens. For some reason, it pleased him that she wouldn’t expect his visit.

Remaining hidden, he moved to stand beside her. She shivered, and he leaned closer, letting his dark magic curl around her. Her breath came out in a puff.

She stiffened, but if she knew he was there, she didn’t react.

And then he made himself visible.

He noticed the instant she saw the dark cloud of smoke that surrounded her. She spun, but it was too late. He grasped her by the throat and knocked her back against the wall.

“Caine!”

She was trying to yell, but his magic caught the sound and turned it into a whisper.

“So, my little spy, what do you have to tell me?”

Her eyes widened. “I won’t tell you anything!”

He smiled. This is fun. “That’s just the thing. As my angel, you don’t have choice.”

Diving into her mind, he loved knowing that no one else could hear her pained scream. He rifled through her thoughts and memories over her time with the demons. Most of it was useless, facts he either knew or assumed, but one thing stood out to him.

What is that necklace?

So that’s how they were finding the gods. It was cloaked in an ancient magic. No one who could abuse the power could see it. If it weren’t for his spy, its existence may have remained hidden from him forever.

Pulling out of her mind, she sagged in his arms.

He dragged her to the bed, but kept his hand closed around her throat.

“You won’t—get away with this,” she panted.

Again he smiled, even knowing that she couldn’t see his face. “That’s the thing. I already have.”

He stripped her mind of the memories that contained his visit, then forced her into sleep. 

When he stepped back from her, he stared. Such a good little angel.

Now he knew their weakness. He just had to get the necklace. They would be alive and they would no longer be a problem to him.

But such ancient magic is usually connected to its host in a dangerous way. Caine wondered what taking the necklace would do to the young druid.

As he left her bedroom, satisfaction surged through him. The war had barely begun, and already he had won.
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Chapter Thirty
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Summer jerked out of the vision, her heart racing. She sprung from her bed and stumbled into the beads that hung in the doorway between her bedroom and her shop. 

What the hell was that? 

A dark creature. A woman at his mercy. And the way he invaded her mind...

She smacked into the side of a wall and tumbled to the ground, still disoriented. She lay there, stunned, aching in places she shouldn't. Her hip had hit the wall a little too hard and her knees were banged up, but her tears had nothing to do with her physical pain.

That creature... Caine. From Daniel's memories, she knew him, had heard the name before. She knew the woman was the angel Surcy.

She didn’t want to care about what happened to the demon and his lover. Each time she helped him, she knew that he didn’t return her affections. He wanted no one but the angel.

And yet, she’d hoped by helping him it left the slightest possibility that one day he could look at her with half the love he looked at the angel-woman with.

She wiped the tears from her eyes.

That creature had been terrifying, its powers the stuff of nightmares. The idea of it continuing to torture the angel filled her with a fear that chilled her blood.

A smart woman would keep the vision to herself. She would avoid Daniel and the angel. Getting any more involved with a being that powerful was a bad idea.

And yet, she felt the desire to call Daniel and warn him.

What should I do? Risk my life for a man who doesn’t love me?

Or tell no one? She remained on the floor for a long time after the vision, inhaling the sweet smell of her incense and asking herself whether she could really stand by and do nothing. 

Because if I stay quiet, I’m damning them all.

As the sun rose, she knew what she had to do. She prayed she wouldn't live to regret it.

~ If you enjoyed Rebel Lover, check out the next book in this exciting world, Rebel Lies.~
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If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. Your reviews help other readers find my work. They’re also a great way for me to learn what my readers want to read more or less of. I have so many ideas for stories, that if one series isn’t gaining a lot of interest, I’ll move on to another one!

Thank you for reading this story from my heart,

~Lacey Carter Andersen
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