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      They were trying to get back to Hell... But Hell showed up at our door.

      None of us expected a visit from the devil himself, but after Lucifer comes a-knocking, we know things are about to heat up fast.

      According to the demons, the only way to protect me is to bind us all together. Forever. Something I’m not sure I’m even willing to do. But with Greed’s ring still on my finger and Lucifer’s sights set on making me his next play thing, what other choice do I have?

      When I’m dragged to Hell against my will, I’m determined to find a way topside again. But the darkness within me is enjoying this deadly vacation a little too much, and my powers only seem to grow the longer I stay.

      My demons will risk it all to save me from eternal damnation.

      But after going to Hell and back, will I still be the same in the end?
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Aria

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “We are each our own devil, and we make this world our hell.” ― Oscar Wilde

      

      

      “Lucifer!” The name rolls off my tongue and past my lips unintentionally, but to be standing in front of him leaves me utterly terrified. My mind is spinning. I can’t believe he's sharing the same breathing space as me. The Prince of Darkness, Beelzebub, Father of Lies, or simply Satan…. My mouth falls open in shock.

      “Oh, she has a voice,” he says, amused, and here I am struggling to calm my racing heart. Let alone respond.

      He studies me, while my skin crawls under his gaze. Even in his black suit and red shirt, looking more like a businessman than the devil in charge of Hell, I can see similarities between him and Cain. Both impeccably dressed. Lucifer is older, though his moustache and beard don’t conceal his handsome face. An air of regalness clings to him, a confidence that I’ve seen so much in Cain, too, but while Cain is poised and strikingly calm in most situations, behind Lucifer’s eyes I can see the insanity lurking there, so close to the surface. This man is unhinged.

      Cain, Elias, and Dorian remain close by, while Maverick stands near his father. My anger still tumbles inside me after learning his true intentions with me. And that Joseline foolishly made a deal with him. I want to shake sense into her. Maybe give her one hard smack upside the head, but is that going to change anything? No. It’d make me feel better though.

      But really, is what I did any different? I trusted Maverick and let him trick me by putting this ring on me. I thought he was an angel when he’s Cain’s brother, for hell’s sake.

      Looking back, it’s so obvious now I want to punch myself too. I allowed myself to fall because I'd been desperate to find a solution to Sayah. My fear overcame my common sense, and he knew that and used it against me.

      Stupid.

      Stupid.

      Stupid.

      “What are you doing here?” Cain breaks the heavy, oppressive silence, his voice dark and brimming with fury.

      When Lucifer sweeps his gaze from me and over to his son, I stand cautiously.

      Why is Lucifer even here? Why had Maverick worked so hard to get the ring on me and get Joseline under his thumb? I can’t see the connections yet.

      “Is it wrong of me to pay my son a visit? It’s been so long.” Lucifer’s lips pull into a wicked grin, revealing the tips of his canine teeth have been sharpened. The lines at the corners of his eyes deepen, and it’s clear with the way he stares at Cain, how much he’s enjoying himself. How this is exactly what the devil wanted—to scare us with his presence.

      His gaze roams the room, his nostrils flaring. “What a… quaint little place you have here,” he says as he steps further inside. “So unlike you.”

      Cain squares his shoulders, his voice like venom. “Everything you do comes with purpose, Father. So, why are you here?”

      Dorian and Elias are stiff, ready to jump into action in a split-second if Cain calls to them.

      “I am so much more than I allow you to see, I am everywhere, and I have been hearing rumors about you,” Lucifer says, his jaw clenching. He takes a step toward me, and Elias is suddenly in front of me. A massive demon shield.

      I try to breathe but fail miserably. Joseline hasn’t moved, but tears run down her cheeks. I’m pissed at her for what she did, but the terror on her face makes guilt spin within me, too. I hate seeing her this way, as angry as I am with her. Despite everything, I still care.

      “The moment you threw us out of Hell is when we severed ties. You are nothing to me,” Cain growls.

      To hear the way Cain talks to his father, with hatred and agony in his voice, undoes me. The bits of information the demons have told me about his past doesn’t even compare to the tension between Father and son. Let’s not forget that Maverick is Cain’s brother and did absolutely nothing when he was tossed out of their home.

      I’m burning up with anger for Cain, for Dorian and Elias, for Joseline, for me being used.

      “You have been busy on earth,” Lucifer begins, speaking so casually that he reminds me of a serial killer who is waiting for the right moment to make his move and jab his blade into his victim’s heart. He completely ignores Cain’s earlier comment and keeps talking. “Secrets have a way of betraying you.” His attention turns in my direction momentarily, leaving me covered in goosebumps, then back to Cain.

      “You got something to say, then do so and get out,” Dorian states, his words fueled by fury. My light-hearted and carefree Dorian… It’s strange seeing him like this. And scary. “We had a movie night planned and your presence is killing the whole fun vibe.”

      Lucifer seems caught off by that, but it only takes seconds for him to shake off any sense of distraction, and that perfect mask of illusion slips back over his face.

      “Insolent, impertinent, and disgraceful. These are who you associate with, and you wonder why you lost your chance at my throne.”

      I note Maverick’s nose wrinkling with disgust at hearing his father’s words. Is that why he betrayed Cain? At his own chance to eventually inherit the title of King of Hell? Except, can Lucifer even die?

      “What the fuck do you want?” Cain snaps, and even I flinch at his fury.

      “There has been talk that you have intentions of returning home uninvited.” The devil breaks into loud laughter that booms off the walls.

      Maverick watches his father and brother, not saying a word, and I can’t for the life of me work out what he’s thinking. His expression has fallen blank.

      “It’s hilarious to think you can return,” Lucifer muses, still laughing, making him sound more like a lunatic when no one else makes a sound.

      I nibble on my lower lip. He’s completely bonkers.

      Elias growls under his breath and jolts forward with tremendous rage and speed, but he doesn’t even get close. Suddenly, he’s flying across the room in the opposite direction and slams into the wall with a thunderous bang. He slumps to the ground, groaning.

      Dorian snaps forward too, his sharp nails sweeping out so fast, I barely have time to breathe. But just as quick, he joins Elias, thrown against the wall like they are nothing.

      Lucifer didn’t even lift a finger. Didn’t even blink. Only his eyes follow the demons. He’s too powerful. How are any of us meant to stand against Lucifer himself?

      Those short thoughts are all I have time for before he turns on me.

      I recoil, my stomach knotting up, and a scream involuntarily rises to the back of my throat.

      Cain lunges at his father, but Lucifer’s hand moves with unimaginable speed and grabs him by the throat, lifting him off his feet. Cain’s dark eyes widen, his fingers clawing at his father’s iron grip.

      “Son, you will learn the hard way. This I can promise you.” He tosses him aside like he’s nothing and stands a breaths distance from me, moving so fast I missed him coming at me completely.

      He grabs my chin, sharp fingernails digging into my cheek. “These demons may be the darkness in your light, but when your time comes, I will swallow you whole.”

      Then, in the blink of an eye, he pops out of existence, no longer standing before me.

      I gasp and stumble backward until my back hits a chair, and I seize it to stop myself from falling over. My breaths come too fast, fear slicing right through my chest. That’s when I notice Maverick is also gone.

      Joseline is on her knees, crying into her hands, while my three demons are getting to their feet. They each have fire in their eyes.

      I don’t know exactly what to expect—them to lash out, erupt into a fit of curses and flames—but they don’t do any of that. They’re stiffly silent, in shock.

      A shiver slides down my spine.

      Lucifer, himself, was in our home.

      

      
        
        CAIN

      

      

      I may have my father’s blood in my veins, but I am nothing like the bastard. I will return to Hell and finish what I started. Eradicate the filthy from power and show my brothers that I am the one they will bow to. I will get revenge on them for standing against me. Especially my weasely brother, Maverick. The spineless prick. It’s been clear for centuries that Father is no longer fit to rule over the underworld, and it appears the war I’ve sought has finally made an appearance, even if it comes sooner than I expected.

      My pulse hammers after seeing my father after all this time. I loathe him as much as I did when I left home. My hands curl into fists. The smell of the crackling fireplace reminds me of home, of the constant stench of burning darkness. Of the innocent deaths he caused.

      It doesn’t matter that I’m on earth. His presence has leached into me, poisoning me, and he’s all I can think about again.

      And that’s exactly what he wanted.

      I lift my chin and glance over to Aria, who is back kneeling next to her crying friend, and a different emotion wraps around my heart. Pain… It yanks at me to know I’ve put her directly in my father’s sights. I tried so hard to keep it from Aria, but she was in danger the moment we brought her here. It was selfish of me to want to keep her, thinking I could somehow protect her from my father’s wrath.

      All I want is to adore her, save her, care for her, and I may have brought Hell down on her instead.

      Fuck!

      I cross the room and crouch beside Aria, placing my hand on her lower back. Her soft, dark eyes flare with panic. My heart thunders louder, banging in my chest to see her scared.

      “You are safe here,” I tell her, although I’m not so sure if it’s the truth.

      “For how long?” Her hand trembles as she tries to wrench Maverick’s ring off her finger. She groans, her whole body quivering in her attempt.

      “Aria, it’s not going to come off without Maverick removing it,” I say.

      She looks at me, exasperated, tears pooling at the corners of her eyes. “I ruined everything.”

      “Demons are tricksters,” Elias answers to try and calm her. “There is no greater thief than a demon.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      Joseline presses her shoulder up close to Aria, whispering, “If we’re going for the most dumbass award, I’m pretty sure I take the cake.” Her attempt at a grin comes out lopsided and awkward.

      But my thoughts drift to my father and how close he came to Aria. If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself. Just the idea of him hurting her, torturing her, for the sake of controlling me, has me shaking all over. I wouldn’t put it past him at all. The thought alone drives me to the point of insanity.

      Dorian and Elias step into my view, distracting me from my darkening thoughts. Both stand tall and broad like sentinels. Rage radiates from them in waves, and I don’t blame them. Elias’s upper lip curls, his chest heaving madly for breath, while shadows gather under Dorian’s eyes like he’s about to burst. I am under no illusion that if we had a way back into Hell, they’d already be on Father’s heels for revenge.

      I stand and clear my throat. “Elias, escort Aria’s friend to a spare room. She’s to be watched at all times,” I command. He nods.

      Aria’s on her feet, bringing her friend with her off the floor by an arm. “Joseline can stay in my room,” she insists, her eyes imploring I give her this.

      Except this girl with mousey blonde hair reeks of magic, and the deal she made with Maverick makes her a ticking time bomb.

      Aria’s glistening gaze melts me, but on this point, I will not bend. “That is not a wise idea,” I explain, then turn to Elias with a knowing expression.

      He nods. “I got this,” he says, and he understands the danger Joseline poses to Aria, to all of us, which is why we keep her with us for now.

      As Elias approaches Aria, she offers me a wry glare. “Joseline’s scared.”

      “And she’s compromised,” I reply. “We don’t know yet if Maverick controls her, if he uses her as eyes and ears.”

      Joseline’s head tilts upward, her eyes red from crying meeting mine. There’s trepidation in her gaze. Good, she should be scared, because if it wasn’t for Aria, I’d have the witch locked up in the basement. She has no idea what danger she’s brought to our door, or that she teeters on the edge of death by making a deal with a demon.

      “Go.” I wave for Elias to take them, and he does.

      Now alone, Dorian paces in front of the fireplace in the parlor, and I join him by the hearth.

      “Your father’s been watching us.” The corners of his mouth tighten, his expression taut, and he breathes rapidly. His demon side is creeping to the surface, his hair lightening and his nails long. He runs them over the bricks, making an ear-grating sound. “I’m itching to rip Lucifer and Maverick apart with my bare hands.”

      I stare at the deep scratches in the stone. It’s not the first time the place was damaged. It’s just usually Elias causing the mess.

      The last time I’d seen Dorian this angry was when we were first kicked out of Hell, when he felt so lost in the world. He’d almost lost part of himself to rage at one point and compensated by fucking every supernatural and human he lured to his side. Sex consumed him then. It was the only way he could cope.

      “Lucifer does nothing without reason,” I answer. That's how the devil works. I’ve seen him in action through the years, the games he plays, the strings he holds over everyone. Anyone steps out of line, and he sends his hellhounds after them to rip them to shreds. Elias was one of the best, so I have no doubt there is a special torture waiting for him for abandoning the Infernal Legions of Hell if my father gets his way.

      “He wants us dead,” Dorian answers, his voice bitter and dark. “That’s his reasoning. He’s a fucking lunatic.”

      I shake my head, knowing the devil too well for it to be that simple. “If that was all, he would have done it by now. I suspect it involves Aria.”

      Silence chokes the air in the parlor, and I look up at Dorian. He and Elias are the demons I call brothers, over my own flesh and blood. And with Lucifer’s appearance, this is not the time for secrets. I have to tell him about the vision I had while I was under the necromancer’s power. The one with Aria and Hell.

      “There’s something you should know,” I admit.

      Dorian stares at me with trepidation in his eyes. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

      “You better take a seat,” I answer. “Elias will join us shortly.”

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






Aria

        

      

    

    
      Elias, Joseline, and I walk up the many steps to the top floor. Instead of continuing down the hall to my bedroom, Elias stops at the first one on the right. He throws open the door and steps aside for us to step through.

      Like mine, the room has a large bed, clean linens, sparse furniture, and an attached bathroom. Everything is neat and orderly, kept expecting a guest any day. I turn back to Elias.

      “Are you sure she can’t just stay with me?” I ask him. “We’ve been roommates before.”

      Staring down at me, he frowns. “Like Cain said, it’s not a good idea right now.”

      “Can she at least have a room closer to me then?”

      But he’s already shaking his head. “We don’t know the extent of Maverick’s contract with her. He may have her under his influence in some way.”

      Annoyance prickles up my neck. Can’t he see that she’s scared for her life? Not to mention that he’s talking about her like she’s not standing right there. “Joseline would never hurt me.”

      “You don’t know that.” His gaze slides her way. “Anymore.”

      Wow.

      Okay, I know Elias isn’t good with social cues, but that was cold-blooded.

      “Aria…” Joseline whispers softly beside me, and lightly touches my arm. “Maybe he’s right.”

      Confused, I blink at her. “What do you mean?”

      “This is my fault. I’m the stupid one for trusting Maverick and signing my soul away for money and power. I should’ve never agreed to it in the first place,” she says.

      “I trusted him enough to let him put this ring on my finger, so I’m just as stupid,” I reply. The truth of Maverick’s betrayal stings still, but not as much as my own self-loathing for falling for his tricks in the first place. “He played us both.”

      “Maverick has always been a slimeball with the uncanny ability to manipulate a person’s emotions, an ability he uses every chance he can get. It makes it easier to persuade others to do his bidding,” Elias explains.

      “Emotion manipulation? You mean like Dorian?” I ask.

      “Dorian can only heighten sexual desires. Maverick can take your fears and make them the only things you see until you go insane or pitch yourself off a bridge. He can bring you comfort and lull you into a false sense of security. Or heighten your rage until you strangle someone with your bare hands…” He glances at Joseline again, obviously implying that this is a fear he has with her. She swallows roughly. “And there’s no way to fight it. He can make you lose yourself completely with just a single touch.”

      A touch. No wonder Cain had warned me not to let Maverick touch me.

      Now that I think about it, I did feel strange whenever his hands were on me. Like when we were flying or when he’d first tried to “help” me with Sayah. It was like he was amplifying my happiness in one situation and drowning me in fear in the other. Really, he’d been influencing me from the beginning.

      The asshole.

      “I still think Joseline should be closer to me. If Maverick is that dangerous, as you say, she’ll need protection.”

      Elias opens his mouth to argue, but Joseline is the one to respond first. “Aria, it’s really okay. I’ll be right here. I don’t want to cause more trouble than I already have.”

      “Listen to the witch,” Elias quips, and I throw him a glare, still not happy about the idea. Not backing down, he pulls his shoulders back. “Until we figure out what we’re doing next, we need to be prepared for the worst.” Then he turns to Joseline. “In the meantime, I’ll have some food sent up for you.”

      Just then, the bald-headed guard who I’d seen many times in front of my bedroom door and in Purgatory reaches the top of the stairs. Throwing a nod to Elias, he takes his place against the wall.

      Really? A guard? I understand they’re worried about Maverick using her in some way, but is this necessary?

      It feels more like the demons are keeping her prisoner until they figure out what to do with her, and that thought alone shakes me to the core. I mean, what if they decide we’d be safer with her dead?

      I do everything I can to shove that terrible thought from my head. It’s not like I’d let them do such a thing anyway. Even if Joseline and I hadn’t left off on the best of terms before this, she was still my friend. The closest one I had. My foster sister.

      “If you need anything, Byron will be here to help you,” Elias says. His gaze lingers on me for a few seconds more, sending me a silent warning, before he heads down the steps and out of sight.

      The moment he’s gone, I look at the guard I just learned was named Byron and push Joseline further inside the room. He doesn’t say anything, even when I close the door behind us, but once we’re alone, Joseline becomes scared once again.

      “Aria, if the demons don’t want you around me…” she begins.

      “Oh, fuck that,” I say. “They don’t own me.” I pause, realizing the irony behind that statement. “Well, I guess technically they do, but they own me, own me. Does that make sense?”

      Her brows pinch in a ‘no.’

      “I can still do what I want, and if that means catching up with an old friend or getting into some deep shit with another demon unknowingly, that’s up to me.”

      “Well, let’s hope those two things don’t coincide with each other anymore,” she replies with a short laugh, but the humor drains away immediately and she moves to the bed to lean against it.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, her gaze drops to the floor and she rubs her lips together, something she usually does to prevent herself from crying.

      “Hey,” I say as I move closer to her. “Don’t take what Elias says to heart. He has as many social skills as a wet paper bag. He doesn’t understand—”

      “He’s right, though.” Her voice hitches from the restrained emotions. “I led Maverick and Lucifer straight to you. And why? Because I was jealous. I wanted some of this for myself. What kind of friend am I?”

      When the tears come, she presses her palms to her eyes and her entire body trembles. “I should’ve told you the truth from the beginning. I shouldn’t have been so selfish. I should’ve never said all those terrible things to you at my apartment.”

      Watching her this torn up makes my chest ache. She’s beating herself up over this more than I am. I don’t care anymore about the things she’d said. That’s all water under the bridge.

      There’s only one thing I’m concerned about now, and that’s how we’re all going to get out of Lucifer’s sights alive.

      Not sure how else to comfort her, I rub a hand up and down her back. “You’re safe now,” I tell her, because that’s what matters. “I doubt Maverick will have the balls to show up here again after that little stunt. You just need to lay low for a bit until we can sort this all out.”

      She smiles up at me, her eyes glistening with tears. “I really am sorry. For everything. For calling you a whore.”

      I shrug a shoulder. “Eh, maybe I am.” With everything else going on with me, that’s honestly the least worrisome thing I could be.

      To my surprise and relief, Joseline laughs. “You’ve definitely changed since you’ve been here.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “Not in a bad way,” she assures me, wiping her wet cheeks. “More confident. More center-stage and less in the background.”

      I guess that’s a good thing, right?

      “Look, you’re even wearing more color, too,” she says, and points to my dark burgundy top. I had paired it with my typical dark jeans, so not completely out of my element but it is something different. “When I saw you in heels before, I thought you’d been possessed or something.”

      That makes me snort. “That was part of my work uniform. Still can’t walk in the damn things, though.”

      There’s a low whining sound and scratching at the door. Joseline freezes, still a bit jumpy after our ordeal in the foyer. I, however, know exactly who it is who’s come to visit.

      Quickly, I move across the room and open the door. Cassiel shoves his way inside, all overgrown gray fluff, and pushes his head against my legs. He’s so big now, he almost sends me toppling over.

      Joseline squeals with fright and scrambles onto the bed. “What in the world is that thing!” she cries out.

      “Calm down. This is Cassiel. He’s a lynx.” More interested in the ear scratches I’m giving him, Cassiel doesn’t even look Joseline’s way. When I stop, his tongue licks my palm, asking for more. I chuckle. “He won’t hurt you. He’s just a kitten.”

      “That’s the biggest baby lynx kitten I’ve ever seen. Didn’t even think grown lynxes get that big.”

      That’s true. Cassiel had grown significantly in the last few days, with the help of a warlock’s magic potion and a necromancer’s enchanted grave dirt. He is almost as tall as me while on all fours.

      “He eats his Wheaties,” I say, taking his massive head in my hands and rubbing our noses together.

      “You aren’t afraid he’ll eat you?” she asks.

      “Me? No. But he is pretty protective of me though. I wouldn’t put it past him to make a meal of someone else if they tried anything funny.”

      “If the demons don’t get to them first,” Joseline says, and carefully gets off the bed, eyeing Cassiel.

      “True.”

      Her gaze roams around the room again, eventually settling out the arch window where more snow has begun to fall. “Do you like it here? With the demons?”

      Her question throws me off guard. Maybe it’s because I’ve only just decided to stay, at least for a bit longer. The goal had always been to help the demons track down the rest of the relics, gain my freedom from the contract, and then move on with my life. But now, I’m not so sure. Thinking about leaving Cain, Dorian, and Elias causes my lungs to squeeze and makes breathing more difficult. When the time comes, I’m not even sure what I’m going to do.

      But to Joseline’s question, do I like it here with the demons now?

      Do I like being manhandled and threatened by the king of Hell? No.

      Do I like almost dying like every other day? Absolutely not.

      Do I enjoy living in constant fear of losing someone I care about? That’s a hard no, too.

      But, do I like living here? I’d have to say yes.

      I know, it sounds bizarre, but it’s true.

      Since I’m not even sure how to explain myself, I simply nod my answer to Joseline. “It’s a far cry from a ritzy apartment on the upper eastside though,” I say.

      She huffs. “Yeah, but I’d take a shithole like Murray’s over it any day.”

      A smile tugs at my lips at the memories that stir at the mention of our old foster father. It feels like years since we were living under his leaky roof, both stuffed in a single bedroom, going to bed hungry every night. But, there were good times, too. Like staying up super late while Murray was out gambling our money away and watching horror movies on a grainy, box tv. Or making each other Christmas gifts, which usually involved us trying to top each other for the “Most Awful Gift Award.”

      Out of all my foster families, Joseline was the only other person I’d connected with. Growing up in the system had been rough for both of us—we’d seen our fair share of fucked-up stuff—but we made the best of it. Together.

      Joseline must be thinking the same thing because she says, “Could you imagine if we actually did move in together after your birthday? Like we’d planned?”

      Cassiel pads across the room and curls up in a ball in the center of the rug. Within seconds, he’s snoring. Sweet life.

      “Sleeping in sleeping bags and eating ramen for the rest of our lives as we scrape to get by?” I laugh.

      “But we’d be roughing it together,” she says. “It sounded like living and luxury whenever we’d talked about it.”

      She’s right. We knew we’d struggle to stay afloat after moving out but, somehow, it seemed like a dream come true.

      How much things have changed since then.

      “Maybe we can still do that. You know, after things calm down.” The words leave my mouth without thought.

      Joseline’s head snaps my way, a grimace on her face. “How though? Both our souls are contracted…”

      “First, we’re going to find a way to get you out of yours.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      I nod. “Cain once told me that a soul contract can be broken by the responsible demon’s death.”

      She deadpans me. “You really think your three demons are going to be okay killing one of their own? Or Cain killing his own brother?”

      “Did you see what happened downstairs? Not exactly The Brady Bunch going on there.”

      Joseline’s pinched brows tell me she still isn’t buying it.

      I touch Maverick’s ring on my finger and fury flares again at the fact that I’d let him dupe me. I’ve never wanted to strangle someone with my bare hands so much in my life. “And if they don’t, then I will,” I say, through clenched teeth.

      “And what about you? How will you get out of yours?”

      “Cain and I made a deal. Sorta. An adjustment,” I reply.

      Her head tilts. “Oh?”

      “If I help them find these magical objects that they’re looking for, then they'll release me.”

      “Huh… That’s odd.” She quickly realizes what she’s said may be offensive and scrambles with the rest. “I mean, just because you’re an Ordinary. It makes me wonder why they want your help. No offense.”

      I’d been living secret-free with the demons, I’d almost forgotten no one else knew about Sayah or my inner dark-magic detector. Joseline still thinks I’m plainer than sin.

      As much as I want to tell her, it’s safer if I don’t. Especially with her now involved with Maverick and Lucifer.

      “No offense taken,” I assure her. “And who knows why. But it’s a deal I was willing to take.”

      “I don’t blame you. You have a way out.”

      There’s a subtle knock at the door. Cassiel’s head pops up and he sniffs the air.

      “Come in,” I call, and a second later, in strolls Sadie with a cart full of food. Steak, roasted potatoes, steamed vegetables, grilled chicken, rice, and three different kinds of cakes. Joseline’s eyes light up at the sight of the feast before her, and I chuckle, remembering the first time I’d been faced with a meal here. It was enough food to feed a small army—certainly more than a starving foster kid had ever eaten in one sitting.

      “Thanks, Sadie,” I say to the maid. She waves and walks out just as Cassiel stretches and makes his way over to see what goodies he can beg for.

      “This is all supposed to be for me?” she gasps in disbelief. “I can’t eat all this.”

      Smiling, I snatch one of the rolls and take a bite. As expected, it’s warm and buttery and absolutely delicious. After all of the crap that’s happened between the two of us, I’m beyond thrilled to have my friend here with me again, catching up and joking like our lives weren’t super f-ed up at the moment. It feels normal. Refreshing, even.

      “No worries,” I say, and take another bite. “I’m here to help.”

      Cassiel creeps closer to the cart, his tail swiping the air and his tongue darting out of his mouth as he eyes the array of foods in front of him. Joseline jumps at his closeness, and I laugh.

      “And I’m sure Cassiel would just love to take some of it off your hands, too.”

      On cue, he uses his nose to nudge a plate of gravy off the tray. Glass breaks, the gravy splattering all over the floor, but Cassiel laps it up happily, making pleased purring noises as he does. Joseline and I burst into a fit of laughter.
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      “Are you going to spill already, or is this a guessing game?” I ask Cain sarcastically, needing to know what could possibly be worse than Lucifer making a surprise visit.

      Cain sits perched on the edge of the couch, legs parted and hands rested on his thighs. When he gets like this, so lost in his thoughts, he’s a hard one to talk to. But his stiff and silent demeanor makes me anxious.

      “I had a dream about Aria,” he tells us.

      Dorian bursts out laughing. Slaps his knee and all. “Wait, you’re joking, right? Here I thought this was going to be all doom and gloom, but instead you’re telling us you had a fucking wet dream?”

      Of course his mind goes straight to sex.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      Cain’s gaze narrows on him. He’s suddenly on his feet and moving in front of the fireplace. Body rigid, he turns and stares at us.

      Dorian plops down in his spot on the couch, while I stand behind him. I don’t understand what’s so worrisome about a dream, but if Cain’s concerned, there’s reason to take this seriously. Not much can disturb a prince of Hell.

      “Okay, so what happened in your dream?” I ask, hating the waiting.

      “It started with me and Aria in a binding ritual, about to be bound together for eternity.”

      “So it was a sex dream,” Dorian says. “I knew it.”

      Cain gives an exasperated sigh. “It may have started that way, but we were quickly thrown into my father’s grand room in Hell, full of people. You two were there, along with all my brothers. Everyone was witnessing my union with Aria. Doesn’t bother me. At least, not until she’s sitting in Lucifer’s throne, eyes black and demonic, with his crown on her head. As if she’s the new ruler of all the underworld.”

      My heart climbs into my throat. Aria—our Aria—the Queen of Hell?

      “What does it mean?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” Dorian says with a dismissive wave of his hand. “It’s just a dream.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Cain replies.

      “I have dreams I’m being railed from behind by a person in a bunny costume. But I don’t see the fucking Easter bunny here anywhere. Do you?”

      I side-eye him. “I hope you’re joking.”

      “I wish I was,” he says. “It’s why I don’t eat chocolate before bed anymore.”

      But from the hard look on Cain’s face, this was more than just an ordinary dream. “What do you think about it, Cain? It’s clearly gotten to you.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about it,” he confesses. “It felt like something else to me. Not just a dream, but a glimpse into the future.”

      “You mean a premonition?” Dorian asks.

      Cain doesn’t move for a long moment as he considers his words. Then, his head dips in a nod. “I believe so, yes.”

      I blink, stunned. “You think Aria—”

      “I don’t know for sure, but it is curious,” he replies. “My concern is that it’s linked to my father. I saw the way he studied her. It’s as if she’d always been in his vision. It’s been a plague on my thoughts, and then paired with my dream, I’m certain his visit was for one purpose. To assess her.”

      I clench my jaw. “He’s seeing her as a threat now?”

      “It’s near impossible to ever know what that madman is thinking.” Dorian’s legs bounce, suddenly antsy.

      Cain nods. “Lucifer likes to play with his food, so I would not be surprised if this is part of his way to torture us. But at the same time, the dream suggests he may know something we don’t. I fear he’ll try to control her. Use her. Why else get Maverick involved?”

      Feeling too stiff all over, I crack my neck and roll my shoulders. My hellhound is aching for a fight, to rip and tear someone apart. Preferably Lucifer or Maverick. “We can spend weeks speculating what he wants from her, but there’s only one immediate solution. Make it impossible for that fucker to get his hands on her.”

      “Agreed.” Dorian’s head jolts up.

      “There’s only one way for that to happen, as you all know,” Cain mutters. “Is that something we’re prepared to do?”

      “She’s going to be pissed,” Dorian states the obvious.

      “We won’t hide it from her. She needs to know,” I insist.

      Dorian pushes himself from the couch and heads for the door. “I’m going to collect her now so we can talk to her.” He’s gone before Cain or I have a chance to say otherwise. But it’s better this way.

      I lift my attention to Cain. “Something needs to be done about Joseline. We don’t know how deep your brother’s claws are in her or what influence he has, what information he’s attempting to uncover. In truth, I don’t feel comfortable having her here.”

      Cain meets my gaze, and for a split second, I swear I see fear cross his face. It terrifies him, the thought of losing Aria. I’d heard it in his voice when he spoke of his father and his dream, and I don’t blame him. Since moving in with us, she’s crawled under my skin and gotten into my veins. Everything I smell and touch and think about reminds me of her. She’s affected all three of us alike.

      “I’ll find a way,” he says.

      Footfalls scraping the wooden floorboards have me turning to the parlor entrance. Aria walks inside, dressed in black skinny jeans and a tight burgundy shirt. I can’t ignore how perfectly the fabric hugs her breasts, my gaze following every curve that has my fingers twitching with a desire to take her for myself.

      Fuck, she’s breathtaking, and a growl rises through me, my hellhound responding to her presence, wanting her pressed up against me.

      She catches me staring, and I reward her with a wink. Her lips look fuller today, they are redder too, as are her eyes. I picture her in my arms, the tender, small thing who doesn’t deserve to be in the middle of so much chaos.

      Shoving past Dorian in the doorway is Cassiel, seeming to not realize he’s now four times his normal size.

      My lip curls upward at his presence. Damn furball, but Aria adores him, so for her, I make an effort to tolerate him.

      Aria’s mouth purses as she pauses several steps into the room. “You wanted to talk to me about Lucifer?” There’s a quiver in the tone of her voice, and she rakes her fingers through dark, tousled hair that falls past her shoulders.

      “Come, takes a seat,” Cain implores.

      She moves across the room quickly and flops down into the corner of the sofa before grabbing a small cushion and hugging it to her chest. Cassiel leaps up next to her, making himself cozy but taking up the rest of the room on the cushions.

      “Did something else happen?” she asks. “You’re all scaring me a bit right now.”

      Cain approaches her and crouches in front of her, taking her hand in his. The tenderness in his approach is the opposite of the demon who rarely showed empathy, but Aria means the world to him. Dorian and I have both noticed the change after his brush with death.

      “We’re concerned with how easily my father appeared. If he’s managed to get out of Hell once, it’s possible he could return again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s supposed to be trapped. Hell is meant to be his prison. Coming up to earth is supposed to be nearly impossible for him, yet he was able to do it. Who knows if he’ll be able to again,” he explains. “But it proves he’s stronger and more clever than we originally thought.”

      She places her hand over his, and a sting of jealousy plunges into me. I wish she was looking at me that way. With such longing. “You’re worried about me.” It’s a statement. Not a question.

      “Of course I am,” he whispers. “We all are. But we will do whatever it takes to keep you safe. You must know that.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of…” She glances at me and Dorian before sighing. “I just don’t understand. Why would Lucifer want me? Is it because of Sayah?”

      “It could be, but we don’t know for sure,” Dorian adds. “He’s paying you a bit too much attention for my liking.”

      “This is my fault, isn’t it?” She pulls her hand away from Cain’s and curls up on the couch. Cassiel snuggles up against her side and puts his massive head in her lap. The lynx really has become attached to her. “I let Maverick trick me, and now I’ve got fucking Satan stalking me. Not exactly what a girl wants to hear.”

      “Of course not,” Cain insists.

      There’s no shame in admitting fear, none what-so-fucking-ever, and right now, my little rabbit is shaking like a leaf.

      Dorian sits on the armrest beside her and wraps an arm around her shoulders, drawing her to him.

      When Cain stands, his expression darkens, the muscles of his jaw clenching.

      “There is a way to keep you protected,” I say, to break the growing silence. She turns to me.

      “What is it? I’ll do anything.”

      Well, that’s a good place to start. “A binding ritual. It will ensure Lucifer can’t get his hands on you.”

      “Binding… ritual?” Unsure, Aria stares up at me, then looks around to Cain, Dorian, and back at me again. “But? There are always buts.”

      “But,” Cain begins, “it can only be done on a full moon, which is a few days away.”

      Silence permeates the room, and a sense of tension thickens the air. Aria isn’t a fool. She knows there’s more to this, yet Cain has only drip-fed her information, to not scare her. But time isn’t on our side. She needs to know the full impact of what we have to do.

      When Cain doesn’t continue, I clear my throat, drawing his attention. “Are we going through the details now?”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose. He probably didn’t want to tell her anymore than what he had, but oh well. I understand wanting to protect her and not scare her, but she’d want to know. We can’t deceive her with something like this. It’s no simple task.

      Am I scared we’re even offering the ritual as a solution to this? Fuck yeah I am. It’s the same thing I’d gone through with Serena, the woman I swore was my soulmate but ended up betraying me. Betraying all of us. The guilt of it still sits like a mountain on my shoulders. I had been the one to ask Cain and Dorian to help me with the ritual, and as my friends, my brothers, they agreed, even though they didn’t believe Serena was loyal to me. I hadn’t wanted to listen, but ultimately, they were right, and because of my foolishness, Lucifer knew of all our plans before we could even do them, which landed us here. Banished.

      It took me too fucking long to get over Serena’s betrayal. So, was I hesitating to go through this again and risk it all on a woman we met only months ago? Yes. But am I willing to do whatever it takes to protect Aria? Even if it kills me in the process?

      Absolutely.

      Without hesitation.

      Maybe I haven’t learned anything at all.

      “What is it? Tell me what?” Aria persists, looking between the three of us. “I need to know what I’m in for.” Her gaze lingers a little longer on Cain. “No secrets, remember?”

      Dorian and I wait for Cain to explain, but he says nothing.

      “Tell me what happens. Will it lock my soul with yours? Curse me into another dimension? And what about our new deal?” The last part was directed to Cain again. “You said if I helped you find your relics, you would release my soul. What happens to that?”

      He glares at me, but I shrug it off. I don’t care. He can be angry with me all he wants. Aria needs to decide this for herself. It’s her soul on the line here.

      “Give us time to work out the details,” Dorian answers to break the rising tension.

      I sigh loudly. You know, to really let my annoyance be known.

      “Why are you being such a prick?” he barks at me.

      “A prick? Me? Never.”

      “What’s going on?” Aria asks.

      “Listen,” Cain says. “We think we have a way to keep you protected, but nothing with demon rituals and deals is straightforward. Like Dorian said, give us a day to sort out the best approach and then we’ll lay out all the details for you. That way you can decide if this is something you want to do.”

      Aria untangles herself from Cassiel and pushes up to her feet. The way she looks at us with glistening eyes has my heart squeezing. Fuck, this isn’t what I wish for her, and yet, to save her from Lucifer, we have no other options.

      “I don’t want to play games,” she says. “After everything we’ve gone through together, I deserve the truth.”

      “And you will have it.” Cain moves to stand before her, and he cups her face. “I would never allow anything to harm you. This is why I need to make sure there are no other options. The ritual is irreversible.”

      She blinks at him, and I expect her to ask him what it is again, but she doesn’t. Resignation settles over her expression, and she pulls free from Cain.

      “I’m going to my room.”

      She walks out, her hands deep in her pockets, and her shoulders curved forward.

      The tapping of her feet against the floorboards outside the room fade with her distance, and I turn to Cain and Dorian.

      “Fuck, why did we even bring her down here to talk about it if you were not going to actually talk about it? If you wanted to terrify her, you did an incredible job,” I snap.

      “I know I’m going to regret saying this, but maybe Elias is right here, Cain,” Dorian replies. “I know you want to protect her, even emotionally, but she should know.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” he bites back. The cords in his neck move with each word. “But my father is a terrifying son of a bitch, and she’s in more danger now than ever before. If she knew what he was capable of, if she saw it…” He trails off, as if the thoughts are too much to bear. Then, after a long moment, he says, more certain, “We hold back until the very last minute. I want to explore a couple of other options I’ve heard about that might be helpful but won’t bond her to us. Less… permanent.”

      “Would it be so bad if she was?” Dorian asks, straightening.

      Cain hesitates, while my stomach lurches.

      “You heard her mention the promise of her freedom again. How do you think she’ll react when she discovers that’ll be taken away?”

      “Even if it means saving her life?” he asks. “What’s her other option? We give her freedom only to have Lucifer swoop in and steal it from her? You will live with that regret on your mind for the rest of eternity.”

      “I want what’s best for her. Even if she doesn’t.”

      I could understand that, but still. “I say we lay everything out for her and let her decide. It’s only fair.”

      “We need to tread carefully,” Cain replies to Dorian. “We push her too far and she’ll hate us forever.”

      “And if we don’t push enough, we’ll lose her forever,” Dorian reminds him.

      Shit. Is anyone listening to me?

      A growl bursts out of me, snapping both their gazes my way.

      Finally.

      “Why do we have to choose for her? Why can’t we have her choose her own fate?” I blurt out before one of them can cut me off. “She should have a say.”

      They remain rigid for a few minutes, but finally Cain sighs, rubbing his temples.

      “We will reconvene on this later,” he says. “By then I hope to have confirmed if my backup plans have any merit. And if not, then we tell Aria everything.” He doesn’t ask for our agreement but marches out of the parlor. Headed to his office, no doubt. Shaking his head, Dorian leaves shortly after him.

      Cassiel’s soft snores fill the silence, and I curl my hands into fists until my knuckles turn white. I stare into the flames, hating that even outside of Hell, Lucifer poses such danger to us.

      A flash of movement catches my attention from outside the parlor, and there’s the faint creak of a floorboard.

      Curious, I head out of the room, my mind consumed with finding that weasel Maverick spying on us. What I would give to finally get my chance to break his face.

      Around the corner, I find Aria creeping away. She’d been eavesdropping. I should be angry, but instead I smile to myself. Of course she’s spying on us. I shouldn’t have expected anything less from her.

      I march after her as she heads down the hall, and when she twists around at my thumping footfalls, her eyes widen at my approach.

      “How much did you hear?” I ask.

      “Enough.” She stumbles around to look at me.

      The air between us thins as she sweeps a tongue over her lips.

      “You know we only want the best for you.”

      “But it’s my decision at the end of the day, not any of yours.” Her response flies out fiercely. “You all treat me like I’m glass and about to break, but I’m a lot stronger than any of you realize.”

      She’s so powerful yet so vulnerable, and all I want is to do is hold her close to me, keep her so guarded that nothing can ever touch her. Staring into her eyes undoes me. When did I fall this hard for her?

      If I really thought about it, I could answer that question with half a dozen scenarios, but where the truth lies is much simpler than that. Her very presence calls to me. My inner hellhound responds to her in ways I cannot describe. It didn’t even respond like this to Serena. So what I’m feeling with Aria is new and fucking terrifying. But I’ll never back away from her. I can’t.

      “I promise you, no matter what happens, I will keep you protected,” I say.

      Her chin quivers, and that’s not the response I expect. Instantly, my chest clenches with guilt.

      Fuck! I should’ve never said anything.

      I drag her into my arms, and she buries herself against my chest, crying softly. I hold onto her, and my insides shatter. She talked about her not being glass, and right now I feel like I’m the fucking brittle one who is splintering as I listen to her cries.

      Swallowing, I wrap my arms around her tiny waist and lift her up against me, to bring her as close to me as possible.

      “My little rabbit, you’re breaking me. Don’t cry.”

      She holds onto me desperately, her touch trembling, I guide her legs around my hips, then I embrace her so we are as close as humanly possible.

      “I’m sorry.” I never thought I’d say those words in my lifetime, but she deserves them, and so much more. “I fucking hate that you are in this situation. If I could stop it all, I would have done it already.”

      She quiets down and pulls back to look at me. I reach up with one hand, while holding her with the other, and wipe the tears tracking down her cheeks. “I know you’re scared, but we will find a solution, just as we did when we saved Cain.”

      She half-shrugs and nods, then turns her head to look back down the corridor where the light from the windows light up the entryway and parlor. “Elias, I’m still pissed off at the three of you but… I can’t take anymore chaos after everything.” The way she tilts her to the side, her gaze falling to my mouth, I can’t ignore the temptation she’s offering me. The unspoken message of what she wants me to do.

      I lack willpower when it comes to resisting Aria. Having her wrapped around me drives my impulse. When she leans in and takes a kiss, I stop fighting what I should do and follow on with what I damn want to do.

      Quickly, I walk her up against the wall and return the passion three-fold, desperation to claim her consuming me.

      My gut tightens while my cock hardens, thickening in my pants. My little rabbit rubs her groin against me, igniting fire between us. My breathing grows ragged, captured in a whirlwind of emotions.

      I pin one hand against the wall over her head as she clings onto me, and with the other, I grip her chin and force her to look at me as I break our kiss. “You are the most exquisite thing, and I cannot possibly say no to you. My hunger for you is insatiable.”

      “Then fuck me and stop talking,” she says, her hand gliding to the back of my head where she fists my hair and forces me back to her lips.

      Hell, a moan bleeds out of my lungs at her aggression, at how wild it drives me.

      With a growl, I kiss her hard, our mouths clashing, and I dip my hand between us, my fingers sliding in under the elastic of her pants and underwear. My touch reaches her drenched pussy, wetting my fingers, and she shudders in my arms.

      Her breaths quiver out of her, and I can’t think beyond the steam in my head.

      I push into her, and she’s gripping my shoulders, already rocking herself over me, her sweet little pussy sucking on my two fingers deep inside her.

      Her eyes are fluttering backward as she arches against me. The harder I drive into her, the louder she groans, and I see the climax rising in her across her flushed cheeks. I sense it in her tightening body but it’s too fast. She seeks release, but I’m going to make her remember us, to never forget what it’s like being fucked by me.

      I slide my fingers out, to her protest, and grip her waist as I lower her feet to the floor. I kneel in front of her and am already pulling her pants down her gorgeous legs, taking her thong too.

      My attention locks on her glistening lips in front of me, her scent intoxicating and I lean in, taking a lungful, imprinting her scent on my soul. As she steps out of the clothes, I push my face to her delicious pussy and flick my tongue out across her moisture.

      She moans, collapsing back against the wall.

      Electricity roars through my body, and I push my hand up under her top, finding her stomach, reaching for her breast. I tug down the fabric of her bra, and find the softest orbs, filling my hand.

      I press my tongue to her pussy, licking her in long strokes, while tugging and pulling on her hardened nipples.

      Her moans fill my ears as I devour her, pushing and pushing her to the edge of an orgasm. With my other hand snaking around her hips, I grab her ass and draw her closer and she widens her stance for me. I push deeper, driving my tongue into her, loving how sweet she tastes, how her scent envelopes me and makes me feel like we’re one. Like I could never forget how this goddess smells.

      When her legs start trembling, I know she’s close, and I pull back.

      She collapses against the wall, breathing heavily. I eye the desire in her eyes, how her inner thighs glisten from her arousal.

      “You have no idea what you do to me,” I say, while I unbuckle my belt and drop my pants, then tug my T-shirt up and over my head.

      I’m standing before her butt naked, and she’s eyes me, licking her lips.

      I groan in response to her hunger. “I’m going to fuck you,” I breath heavily, then I kiss her, our bodies merging, my cock nestled against her lower stomach. My balls ache with the need to release.

      “Please, Elias. I can’t wait much longer.”

      Hearing her begging for sex is my elixir, and I drag her back up into my arms, her sweet legs curled around my waist. We’re tangled together, kissing, our bodies sliding against one another.

      There’s no ceremonial build up. Instead, what I feel for her is primal starvation, and I need to be inside her. I’m so fucking hard that I guide my cock to her entrance. She stiffens against me in anticipation,

      “What are you waiting for?” she asks, and seems to be holding her breath, waiting for me to push in further.

      I smile. I’m so in-fucking-love with the way she demands sex, her legs wide and me between them. My response comes in the form of me thrusting into her. There is nothing soft about the way I plunge into my little rabbit, in the way I force her open to accommodate my size.

      Her cries echo around us, and I take her with a force that makes her moan louder. I bury myself in her to the hilt.

      “Fuck, Elias,” she almost purrs as her back arches, her fingers digging into my shoulders, holding on as I fuck her.

      “Show me your tits,” I demand, and she smiles, tugging up on her top, before pulling down on her bra. And those cherry red nipples dance beautifully each time I slap into her.

      There’s not a thing in the world that compares to sex with Aria. To how fast I’m falling apart, and letting her take me over. I grip onto her hips and pound into her hard, my dick sliding in and out, the whole time I hold her stare.

      I watch the euphoria wash over her face, stare at her parting lips with each cry, and everything about her swallows me whole.

      She breathes erratically, matching my own, with every stroke, every thrust that has me slamming up against the innermost wall.

      The hallway fills with the hungry sounds of sex, her moans, the slapping of me pounding into her tight pussy. I won’t be surprised if the others come down and find us here, but I don’t give a fuck. Aria is the type of girl I never imagined myself drawn to, yet she’s everything I’ve ever wanted.

      A spark of energy races up my arms in the same second my sweet Aria shudders and convulses with her orgasm claiming her. Her eyes clamp shut, and the concentration on her face is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      I barely hold on as her pussy squeezes around my cock. There’s only so much a man can take, and I’m soon tumbling over the shuddering edge. I roar, my heart thundering. Sparks burst behind my eyelids. I release inside her, pumping every last drop as I groan.

      Finally, as we’re both locked in a lover’s embrace, our brows press together, I stare at her and the satisfaction in her smile.

      Hell, I’m proud of my handiwork. I bath in the scent of our sex, in the afterglow of Aria’s grin, in the sticky sweet fire between her legs.

      She laughs and collapses against me. “That was everything I wanted.”

      Still throbbing inside her, I find my voice doesn’t work. Instead, I wrap her in my arms and hold her against me, enjoying the ride down from the high of so much sexual hunger coursing between us. I’m going to have to eventually put her down, yet something inside me insists I hold onto her for as long as possible. That I don’t let her out of my sight.

      I hoist her up a bit more and walk with her down the hall, me still buried inside her.

      “Where are we going?” she whispers, not lifting her head from the curve of my neck.

      “To your room so I can wash you.”

      She hums. “I’d like that.”

      Here I thought I was bringing her relief, but in truth, it was just as much about finding peace in my mind as it was for her.
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      When I walk into Purgatory the next day, I head straight for the back room behind the bar to hang up my coat and grab my apron for my shift. When I step into the small space filled with my coworkers’ lockers and a variety of extra bar supplies, a soft sniffling sound catches my ear. It’s coming from the broom closet.

      Carefully, I creep closer and see movement through the cracked door. Someone’s inside and they’re crying.

      “Hello?” Slowly, I open the door and I’m shocked to see the thick, long blonde curls and shiny blue eyes of Charlotte sitting there on a turned over mop bucket, looking horrified that I’d found her hiding spot. Jumping to her feet, she hastily wipes at her wet cheeks, smearing makeup across her face.

      “Oh! Aria!” She sniffs and blinks rapidly to combat the tears. “You’re here early.”

      I have no idea what I’ve just walked into, but seeing her upset has my heart clenching with worry. “Cain had to come in, so I figured I’d just hitch a ride with him for my shift.”

      She pushes past me, head down, clearly trying to avoid the question hovering in the air all around us. With trembling hands, she snatches her apron from the hook and quickly ties it around her waist. That’s when I see the deep purple smudge under her right eye. Not from running makeup, either. It’s a bruise.

      I grab her shoulder and force her to turn to face me. Her head snaps up, and I gasp. Her eye is puffy, purple, and irritated, something that could only happen if someone hit her.

      Oh my god. Someone had punched her.

      My stomach twists into a knot.

      Wait. That purple I’d seen under her necklace the other night. She’d been trying to hide it from me, too.

      Viktor… Could it be? Is he the one doing this to her?

      Anger ignites inside me. The idea of anyone putting their hands on her like that enrages me beyond words. I can only stare at her, mouth agape, my heart pounding in my ears.

      “It’s nothing,” she snaps, glancing away. “I just… I just…” Her voice hitches as more tears well up in her eyes, and immediately my fury is replaced with heavy sympathy and sorrow. I step closer and rub her back, hoping it’ll give her some comfort.

      I continue to stroke her back as she cries, my chest aching for her. I can’t bring myself to ask her who did this to her or what happened. Not now. She’s too distraught.

      After a few minutes, I whisper gently, “You should just go home. I’ll cover your tables tonight.”

      She shakes her head, blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. “I can’t do that to you,” she hiccups between sobs. “That’s cruel.”

      “Hey, I’ll be fine. It’s only Tuesday. Can’t get too crazy in here. And if it does, I’ll drag Sting out from behind the counter. We’ll make it work.”

      “But… but Cain…”

      “I’ll handle Cain,” I reply. “You need to go home and relax. Take a hot bath. Then come kicking ass tomorrow.” And I didn’t just mean that figuratively. Tomorrow, I’ll be drowning her in questions about this because if it is Viktor hurting her, you bet your sweet ass I’ll be sharpening some stakes and knocking on the vamp’s cave door.

      Charlotte peeks up, considering it. The sounds of more voices drift from the bar just outside the back room, and fear passes over her face. She’s afraid of more people seeing her like this, something I can understand. She doesn’t want anyone else to know.

      “Go ahead,” I assure her. “Sneak out the back. I’ll cover for you.”

      She hastily grabs her fur coat from the hook beside mine and shrugs it on. “Thanks, Aria. I owe you one.”

      I wave the comment away. “You’ve covered my ass more times than I can count. It’s about time I return the favor.”

      She smiles at me, but it’s one weighted heavily by sadness. “Thanks.”

      I move to the door that leads to the alley and the club’s back parking lot. Opening it, the frigid winter air rushes inside. “How do you normally get home? Do you have a car?” I ask her.

      “I take the bus, or a taxi sometimes. Or…”

      Or Viktor, she’s going to say. Well, that’s not going to work now, is it? There’s no way I’m letting her go home alone.

      Bright lights illuminate the alley as a black limousine makes a U-turn in the parking lot. The driver has his window all the way down, and when I recognize Holmes behind the wheel, I praise my luck. He hasn’t left yet after dropping me and Cain off.

      “Holmes!” I shout, waving him down. He looks my way as I rush over to him. Without my coat, the chill slides over my skill, raising goosebumps, and I hug myself for warmth.

      “Why, Miss Aria. Did you leave something in the back?” he asks.

      I glance over my shoulder to see Charlotte making her way over to us. “No. But I do need a favor from you.”

      “Of course. What can I help you with?”

      “This is my friend, Charlotte,” I say, gesturing to her as she steps up beside me. “I need you to take her home safely for me.”

      He looks her over, his gaze lingering longer on her swollen eye, and as if understanding exactly what I mean, he nods stiffly. I’m sure with working for the demons for so long, this guy’s seen his fair share of shit, so it’s nice that I don’t need to explain things further.

      “Absolutely.” He nods.

      I walk over and open the back door for her to get in. She hesitates but eventually climbs inside.

      As I hold the door open a moment longer, I say, “Call the club if you need anything, do you hear me? And I mean anything. I’ll check on you later.”

      “Okay.” The moment she closes the door, the limo starts to pull away.

      “Take it easy but take no shit!” I yell as I watch it spin around the parking lot and toward the exit.

      Hugging myself, I stand there in the dark until the car’s lights disappear around the corner. I’m shaking all over, but whether it’s from the cold or the mixture of anger and sorrow from my friend whirling inside me, I don’t know. At least I know she’ll be getting home safe with Holmes, so that’s one less thing to worry about. But, as to what comes after, I have no idea. My only hope is that she hung up some crucifixes and didn’t invite Viktor into her place.

      I’ll have to get her number from Antonio later and make sure to give her a call. To check up on her.

      My mind is a jumbled mess, I spin around and march back inside. I find my order notepad and grab a few rolls of toilet paper to restock the bathrooms before heading out into the club. The moment I step onto the main floor, a deep male’s voice comes from behind me.

      “Should I ask?”

      I don’t need to turn around to know it’s Cain. I’d know his smooth baritone anywhere. I also know that I shouldn’t be surprised that he’s been hovering around the entire time, watching and observing from the shadows as he normally does. Just how much he’s seen is the question, though.

      As I turn to face him, I know it’s best if I tell him the truth, even if Charlotte wishes I wouldn’t. If Viktor ever came here to cause a scene, Cain should know. He could protect her.

      “I had Holmes drive Charlotte home,” I begin, voice low. Since it’s still early in the night, the place isn’t too crowded yet, but I also don’t want to take the chance of someone else overhearing. “She’s… run into a bit of trouble.”

      His brows raise at that. “Trouble? What do you mean?”

      “I think it’s Viktor. He’s hit her. Her eye’s all bruised and swollen, and I found her crying in the broom closet, trying to hide. She was really shaken up by it.”

      Cain becomes as rigid as a statue, his face a mask. It reminds me of when Lucifer stepped through the door, like all his fury was sunken into himself and wound tight, ready to explode at any moment. A passerby may think he’s just being indifferent, but I know him better than that. I can see the small twitch in his cheek where he’s clenching his jaw. His pupils dilate in size as he fights for control of his demon. He’s beyond furious.

      “Viktor.” It’s only one word, but it comes out of him in a half-growl.

      Afraid to poke the bear anymore, I nod.

      “Are you certain?” he asks, entire body stiff.

      “I can’t see who else it could be. The other night, I’d seen bruises on her neck, too. Like he’d tried strangling her or something. And not in a kinky way,” I say. “She hides it well, so who knows how long it’s been going on.”

      He doesn’t reply. Just stands there, cloaked in a foreboding silence.

      After a long moment, I ask, “You’re not mad at me for letting her go home, are you? I figured she needed the break.”

      “No. You did the right thing. But I don’t like the idea of her being in her apartment alone.”

      “Me neither.” Which is true.

      He turns toward the closest bodyguard, one who’s taken his post beside the bar, and gestures from him to come over. He does. Like most in his position, he’s a massive man, more than six feet in height, and made of solid muscle, which he shows off through the sleeveless vest he wears. With shaggy hair and honey-colored eyes, I guess he’s a shifter of some kind, which most of the guards in Purgatory seem to be, now that I think about it. Makes me wonder if Elias had his hand in picking the lot of them to protect the place. Wouldn’t be surprised if he had.

      “Quinn, I need you off the floor tonight,” Cain tells him.

      Understanding what that means, his eyes light with excitement. It makes me wonder what all these men the demons have on their payroll do when not tending to club matters.

      Something tells me it involves more… illicit activities. Most likely things I’d rather not know about.

      “House call?” he asks, voice gruff and scratchy.

      “Not our usual, no,” Cain replies. “I need you to check on one of the employees here. Charlotte.”

      “Char?” He blinks, confused. “Yeah, of course I can.”

      “Stay around and make sure she has no late-night visitors. Even Viktor.”

      Now he looks even more concerned. “Her master vampire boyfriend?”

      “Will that be a problem?” he asks, jaw stiff. “You may ask Jared or Williams to join you if you’re concerned.”

      He bristles at that. “Fuck that. Vamps are nothing. I’ll handle it.”

      Clearly Cain poked his pride some with his comment because as far as I knew, vamps were high on the supernatural power hierarchy and were nothing to be scoffed at or taken lightly.

      Cain’s expression never changes. “Then go.”

      With that, Quinn is off and lumbering toward the door.

      Alone again, Cain turns to me. “Don’t worry, Aria. It’ll be dealt with. You of all people know we protect our own.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time my head hits my pillow, I welcome sleep with open arms. And it overtakes me quickly, too. Much quicker than usual. Without Charlotte there to help me run the floor at Purgatory, I was sprinting around like a chicken with its head cut off, even for a “quieter” Tuesday night. I even had to drag Sting from behind the bar a few times just to help with the load.

      I’ll tell you one thing. It definitely made me realize just how much Charlotte does at the club and appreciate her more. I’ll be voting for her as the next Employee of the Month for sure.

      So, it comes to no surprise that once the club closed for the daily deep cleaning and I was brought back home, I didn’t even have the energy to take off my clothes or shower before flopping face first into my bed and closing my eyes.

      I’d worry about everything else once I woke up.

      I sleep so deeply that my dreams are more like vivid flashes of memory. Of the encounter with Maverick, Lucifer, and Joseline in the foyer. Of the craziness with Charlotte at work. It’s like I’m just reliving past events, seeing them again for a second time but not feeling the panic and stress I’d felt before.

      Instead, I’m overcome with a soothing sense of calm. Peacefulness. Acceptance.

      It only makes it easier for my exhaustion to drag me under.

      For a long moment, I’m so lost in the feeling, that I almost miss the buzz of a person’s voice at the very back of my mind, behind the replaying dreams. The only reason I don’t miss it now is because it doesn’t seem to match what I’m watching, yet still tingles with familiarity.

      “I’m going to find out what you’re hiding…”

      Something featherlight and warm cascades over me, heating me from the inside out, and a single name springs to my mind.

      Maverick.

      My eyelids flutter open, and to my surprise, I see his face staring down at me. His silvery blond hair, sharp nose, and dark eyes hover over me, merely inches away.

      I should be panicking. I should scream. The muscles in my throat clench as they try to work and make sounds, but the vibrating warmth spreads through me rapidly, forcing both my brain and my heart to remain blissfully calm. I’m still so drowsy, and my vision blurs as sleep presses down upon me again.

      I know he’s doing something to keep me weak—using his power to play on my relaxed state and overall tiredness. He must be.

      “Goodnight, sweet Aria,” he coos, as another wave of peacefulness washes over me. Like a sedative, it does its job and tugs me deeper into a sea of unconsciousness.

      It’s the strangest feeling. There’s no fear, although there should be. But I can’t fight what’s happening, so I’m forced to only obey and sink down further, even though I know that’s exactly what he wants.

      “See you in Hell…”

    

  







            Chapter Five

          

          

      

    

    






Aria

        

      

    

    
      When I open my eyes, the ceiling above me spins, and it takes me a moment to stop the world from tilting. With it come memories that leave me gasping for air.

      Maverick had been in my room in the mansion, I know that now without a shadow of doubt, and as my mind catches up, I’m left teetering on his last words.

      “See you in Hell.”

      That thought alone has me jerking upright and scrambling out of a huge, luxurious bed. The black silk beneath me has me sliding right off the mattress and landing onto my knees onto the floor with a thump.

      I’m sucking in desperate, shallow breaths, scanning the strange room. Dark stone walls draped in black curtains, and no windows in here that I can see. Iron chandeliers hang overhead, dripping with black crystals, and a mahogany wardrobe sits in the corner. A black unlit fireplace sits in the wall across from the bed, and above it is an oversized skull of a creature with curled horns. It’s like nothing I’ve seen, and the more I stare at it, the more I’m convinced I am in Hell.

      My heart bangs louder.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I murmur under my breath, and cross the room to the door. It’s black like everything else in this place with ornate carvings in the wood. The iron handle is cold under my touch and I press it down. To my surprise, it opens.

      My stomach flutters with the possibility of sneaking out of… wherever I am.

      Hell?

      Shit, I hope not.

      But where else would a psycho like Maverick bring me?

      I feel so sick and scared that I might vomit.

      But I’ve escaped difficult situations before, and this is no different. Just another challenge, I keep telling myself. Except, a horrible sensation rises through me that I’m fooling myself.

      Slowly, I pull open the door, thankful the hinges don’t squeak. Outside in a hallway, and I listen first for any sounds, any voices.

      Dead silence.

      I stick my head out carefully and peer down the hall, left and right. My eyes widen, and well, I’m confused. Both sides of the hallway stretch out for what looks like forever with no end in sight. Is this some twisted, terrifying house of horrors?

      Even before I step out of the room, I hate this place. Hate it with a vengeance. Hate that I've ended up here.

      Think, Aria. How the fuck do I get out? Thoughts sweep across my mind, ones where I could get Sayah to check out if the hallway goes anywhere. Except, that brings its own handful of problems, especially since Maverick’s ring is keeping her caged somewhere inside me and I can’t take it off.

      We’re also not exactly on the best of terms.

      I chew on my lower lip, my heartbeat picking up its pace.

      Alternatively, this could be all a dream—or a nightmare—and then I can sit in the room until I wake up. Except this doesn’t feel like any dream I’ve ever had. This feels real, and I pinch myself hard on the forearm until I wince.

      Okay, that hurt a lot. Definitely not asleep.

      The building, the deranged hallway, and even me standing here, it all feels so fucking real that my head twirls.

      I pace back and forth from the door to the bed, wondering what’s with the black-on-black motif here. The longer I think about it, the more I'm convinced I’m in some kind of onyx prison.

      If this is indeed Hell, how the fuck will I get out when Cain, Elias, and Dorian have been trying for decades to get back in and failed? And that thought terrifies me because I am truly stuck.

      It makes me clench my hands and anger flares within me that he tricked me. And I fell for it like an idiot. Like someone so desperate to find solace from Sayah, from everything I'd been going through since arriving at the mansion, that I truly believed he was an angel.

      Talk about gullible.

      He played on my desperation so he could get to his brother, Cain. I stiffen, loathing that I showed Maverick my vulnerable side, that I even let him almost kiss me. I want to scream with frustration at the whole stupid situation.

      Movement from the corner of my eye grabs my attention, and I jerk my head up to a figure standing in the doorway. I flinch at first until my gaze settles on his face, and my chest squeezes with fear.

      “What do you want?” I snap, my voice braver than I feel on the inside.

      “Can I come in?” Maverick asks.

      I huff an exaggerated breath. “Do what you want. Last time I looked, I was the one kidnapped and thrown into this macabre prison for the depressed.”

      He saunters inside, and the moment his foot hits the dark floorboards, the fireplace awakens, a blaze roaring and licking at the hearth. The whole room seems to come to life in his presence, from the skull hanging on the wall with golden eyes, to the chandelier flickering with flames. Even the black stone wall now seems to be patterned with fox-like silhouettes, who move only from my peripheral vision. That is unnerving. I preferred the room when it was just dull.

      “The room isn’t so depressing now,” he says with a grin. Today he chooses to wear all black. Pressed pants, a matching button-up shirt open at the base of his throat, looking more like a lawyer than a sin demon. But I'm not exactly the expert on demonology, now I am? Unlike the last few times I’d seen him, there is no ethereal aura around him. Instead, he has darkness feathering around the edges. It’s a complete contrast to his short, white hair, the front swept over his brow and that welcoming grin.

      “Why the hell am I here?”

      His deep mocha eyes study me, scanning me from head to toe, and it’s only then that I realize I’m still in my clothes from work. Short shorts and a white blouse that rides up high, exposing most of my belly. Great dungeon clothes. I might have laughed at myself, if I wasn’t so unnerved.

      “I put you in here because this is my room, where you’ll be safe, Aria.” His deep voice says my name smoothly, like it’s passed his lips many times.

      I blink at him, and his eyes twinkle from the fire. The corners of his mouth quirk upward.  There is something almost stunning about the way he looks, the dark colors suit him so much more exquisitely than the white angelic appearance. I see that now. Every inch of his six-foot-two height screams predator, and yet I’m fascinated and can’t look away.

      “Is that meant to make you the good guy here?” I ask him with a huff.

      He laughs at that. “Good guy? Oh, no. Never in my life have I been a good guy.”

      “Now, that I believe! You’ve already revealed yourself as a monster, and there’s no stuffing that beast back into Pandora’s box.”

      “You sure have a flair for the dramatic, don’t you?” He crosses the room with long strides and sits on the bed, the bedsheet still on the floor from where I’d fallen out.

      “Take a seat,” he offers, gesturing for me to join him.

      “I prefer to stand.” I straighten my spine, unsure if I am pulling off the strong appearance with my cleavage on full display.

      He draws a bent leg in front of him, and there's another glint in his eyes. Something he’s hiding from me. Another part of him.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I say. “Why am I here?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I laugh out loud, all for show. “Don’t give me that shit. If there’s something I’ve learned about demons, it’s that they all have alternate motivations, always scheming something.” I speak from a place of truth, one where my demons back in the mansion had their own agenda when I first arrived in their home. “You planned everything. Even dragging my friend, Joseline into it.”

      “Actually, that one just landed in my lap. Really, she did most of it herself by casting a spell with Clauneck, the demon who bestows wealth, and he is very well loved by Lucifer. So you can imagine his surprise when Clauneck mentioned who Joseline was. Then, all I did was take over the contract. Easy.”

      I blink at him, unsure if I can believe him. “You lied to me about everything.”

      He is on his feet in an instant, sighing heavily, his head snapping up. “Aria, there are some big things coming and I couldn't have you in the cross-fire.”

      Fury burns me at the thought. “What are you going to do to Cain?”

      “My brother can look after himself. It's Lucifer’s intentions you need to fear, not mine.”

      I grind my teeth, eyeing the monster in front of me, the demon who pretends he is the innocent one, when that couldn't be farther from the truth. I suck in a shaky breath as he strolls over to me.

      “Oh, Aria, if I didn’t care for your wellbeing do you think you'd be here now? If I left it up to my father, you’d be in the darkest pit of Hell, sharing a cell with the deadliest beasts. I meant what I said about helping you with Sayah.”

      Sweat curls across my nape from the burning heat of the fireplace, from the trepidation of where this is leading.

      He pauses inches from me, his chest quickening as if being this close affects him. But refusing to run, I stand my ground. Lifting my head to look into his deep brown eyes, I find the flicker of gold in his irises is more prominent than I remember. Being this close to him, the last time he came to my room returns to my thoughts, and suddenly the ring on my finger feels heavy and tight. I raise my hand and look down at the thick silver band embedded with a large emerald stone with thorny vines etched into the sides.

      He places his hand on mine, and a charge of energy zips up my arm. I pull away, but his fingers curl around my wrist, holding me near. His grip is like iron when I wrench against him.

      “I gave you my family ring to protect you from Sayah, as that’s what you wanted.”

      “Then why can’t I take it off? What else has it done to me?”

      He stares down at my hand, the bridge of his nose bunching up. “My brothers and I were each given a ring from our father and they carry their own magic. Mine has taken a special liking to you.” His grin takes me by surprise at how beautifully menacing he appears, and that thought alone scares me. For all I know, this ring could be making me feel things for him I never would feel otherwise.

      His thumb traces the back of my thumb, rousing feelings in me I don’t understand and shouldn’t be feeling. They don't belong between us.

      “I give you my word that I will keep you safe from Father’s wrath.”

      The earlier warmth morphs into a chill, covering me in goosebumps. “Then release me. Let me go.”

      He doesn’t answer, and my chest tightens because the truth swirls behind his darkening eyes. He leans in closer to me, the warmth of his body embracing me. His whisper is barely a breath in my ear. “I had no choice once Lucifer found you, remember that.”

      His words leave me shaking. “I-I d-don’t understand.”

      “You will soon.” He pulls from me, his hand slipping from around my wrist, his warmth leaving me as well. As strange as it seems, I want it back, and clumsily fumble with the bottom of my shirt.

      He makes his way toward the door. “There are fresh clothes for you in the wardrobe, and you can wash yourself in the bathroom. We aren’t savages down here.”

      “I’d beg to differ,” I throw back.

      He ignores that comment. “I will return, and don't be foolish enough to think you can run. Or hide. Or stop Lucifer. It’s better for you to just give into the darkness.”

      He walks out and shuts the door behind him, while I stumble on my feet, struggling to get air into my lungs.

      Maverick is one thing, but Lucifer? He’s a different beast entirely, one I fear beyond everything else.

      And he has his sights pinned on me.

      

      
        
        MAVERICK

      

      

      I pause outside the room, her sweet scent filling my nostrils, the softness of her skin still lingering on my hands, and I half contemplate going back in and claiming what I want. But her venomous words don't leave me, the hatred in her eyes haunt me.

      I shouldn’t expect anything less, and it sure as fuck shouldn't bother me, but somehow, it cuts deep.

      I’ve let her crawl under my skin.

      Shit. I’ve made a colossal mistake. One that may end up costing me my life down the road.

      My muscles tighten. She has no idea how much danger she’s in, how much I am risking to protect her. And she’ll never know. I’ll carry that secret with me until the end of time if I have to. When my father pays anyone attention, it never ends well for them, and standing up to him almost always ends in bloodshed.

      My interest in the girl was too rash on my part. I visited her initially with the intention to gain information on my brother, but there’s something intoxicating about her presence I never anticipated. With each visit I paid her, it got harder and harder to keep her out of my thoughts. It was like she clung to my very soul, and I found myself conjuring up ways to keep her for myself.

      Fuck Cain. He's already ruined so much since he betrayed Father, and now there’s a deadly target on his chest. Lucifer never forgives. Why he banished him instead of killing him outright I’ll never know. Maybe to prolong the torture. But one thing’s for sure, no matter how much time passes, Lucifer will get his revenge.

      I shut my eyes and draw in a ragged breath. This is becoming too complicated. With each inhale, I can still smell her honeyed scent, the fear of her perspiration, and beneath it all, a delicious darkness I crave.

      Something in her veins is different, stronger, older than I’ve sensed before. Darkness stalks. The potential she carries is extraordinary, and I doubt even Lucifer realizes that yet.

      I should leave her side, but instead I stand there, listening to my hammering heartbeat. Her eyes had watched me like she might strike, and a spike of excitement claws through me at the thought.

      The only thing holding me back from staking my claim over Aria is my father. My brother and his men are simply competition, but an easier one to overcome. I never back down from a challenge. Right now, she may look at me like I’m the worst demon in the world, but Cain isn’t innocent in the slightest, and if she knew the whole truth about him, she might not look at him so longingly.

      She’s fucking beautiful, high cheekbones, full lips, and a curved body that calls to me.

      I growl under my breath, frustrated as hell, and I whip around to put more distance between my room and me. I swing toward the wall that splits open like rippling water instantly upon my approach. This is my palace, and everything in here responds to me. It’s why I’ve made the place impenetrable to everyone else.

      Stepping through the wall, I emerge outside in the oversized yard enclosed by a spiked metal wall. The sky bleeds reds and purples today, a promise of blood rain soon. Dried soil crunches under my boots, and I have a legion master to meet with, one who reports to me and has been keeping an eye on all my brothers. I may live in Hell, filled with the most deplorable demons, but the biggest danger comes from my family. And I like to keep track of who does what.

      I march out toward the fiery gates that crackle and spit flames when from the corner of my eye, movement calls to my attention.

      I jerk my head to my right and catch the shadow of someone darting around my home.

      Anger shoots through me.

      There’s no pause. I’m already sprinting in that direction, well aware that the soul-starved scavengers down here would have smelled Aria's presence. Her intact soul is like heroin to an addict. It’s not like anyone can get into my palace, the fortified structure made of onyx, but that's not the point. Three oversized square towers are joined at the base by hallways that would make anyone lost if they somehow make their way inside. Plus, at the bottom of my home is where I keep all my wealth, I’m extra touchy about anyone breaking in.

      I mean, I am the demon of Greed, after all. It’s in my nature.

      Now, some groveling fuckwit is about to find out what happens for crossing me.

      I careen around the corner, speeding up on the demon before he even senses me approaching. Filthy vermin, the lowest ranked beasts who could only be compared to rats in the human world. Lanky things that walk on two legs, hunched over. Their skin is worn, like cracked leather, their heads round with two tiny eyes but a mouth that splits the length of their faces. If they stood straight, they’d tower over me, but the things have curved spines. They are nothing more than animalistic beasts constantly searching for food.

      They plague Hell and somehow manage to survive the cullings. Along with getting into places they shouldn't. And by the rip across his back with black blood spilling down, he’s risked crawling over my fence. Joke’s on him, seeing the enclosure is poisonous to the touch. Still, I can’t let my catch get away, not when I’m fucking fuming he thinks he can get anywhere near Aria.

      I grab the blade from my belt and lunge at him just as he jerks around to see me coming.

      His eyes widen, his fear causing his lipless mouth to drop open.

      I smile, loving the way fear so easily paints his expression.

      My skin always itches before a kill, in anticipation to finish off another fucker thrilling.

      I crashed into him with speed, both of us hitting the ground. My weight shoves him onto his stomach, his head cracking against the ground. He whines, already bucking to escape.

      “You will pay for coming here to take what is mine.” I tuck my hand around the front of his neck and swipe my blade across his throat, taking his existence with ease. For good measure, I stab him a dozen more times in the back, because these roaches are relentless bastards.

      Fuck, it feels amazing.

      Black blood splatters up my arms. I feel its warmth trickling down my cheeks.

      When I stand up, I stare down at my handiwork and grin. I’m a fucking mess, but before I clean up, I need to put him on display out in front of my home to discourage any other vermin thinking breaking in is an option.

      I’ve missed the chase, the fight, the kill. Father’s had us running around on menial tasks to ready everyone for his strike against Heaven, I’d almost forgotten how much I loved the adrenaline soaring through my veins. Plus, I need the practice.

      And considering the chaos that will break out if Cain found a way back into Hell to claim Aria, well, I have to be ready for anything.
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Cain

        

      

    

    
      It’s late. Or should I say, it’s early.

      As Dorian likes to say, it’s the ass-crack of dawn, and my usual time of coming home from Purgatory. It’s tradition that I stay later than everyone else and get whatever I need to do done, but after a full night of work and my body still not fully healed from my brush with death, I’m beyond exhausted as I step into the mansion just as the sun breaks over the horizon.

      I know Aria went home before me and she’s probably sleeping—as she should be—but she was so concerned about Charlotte that I debate waking her and telling her what Quinn reported to me before I left.

      I suppose it could wait until she wakes for the day, but part of me craves her presence and that part always seems to win out, doesn’t it?

      Without my command, my feet begin to move me up the stairs to the third floor. Looks like they’ve made the choice for me, and I have no reason to object. After our run-in with the dragon, I’ve been so long without her, my need for her is greater than ever. Even after our time in the Red Room, I haven’t had my fill.

      As I head for her door, I notice one of the hallway windows is open. The bitter winter wind whips inside, tossing up the curtains and blowing snow across the rug and walls.

      Strange. These windows are rarely opened, except during the warmer months or when the servants do a deep cleaning of the house. And only one? That doesn’t make sense.

      I glance at Aria’s door, left ajar, and a wave of fear ricochets through me. Something’s amiss. I can feel it deep in my gut.

      I charge, throwing her bedroom door open so forcefully it slams against the wall hard enough to rattle the walls. The resounding boom explodes through the house like a gunshot, and I immediately hear Elias’s and Dorian’s fast footsteps as they race up the stairs.

      But my frantic heart won’t slow because of what I’m staring at. An empty room. An empty bed.

      Pacing across the room, I find the bathroom the same. No Aria.

      Whirling around, I see Elias and Dorian standing outside the door, looking confused and a bit out of sorts. Must’ve woken them up or frightened them, but it’s for good reason.

      Dorian’s eyes land on Aria’s empty bed, and he pales. “Please tell me she’s with one of you,” he says, voice shaky with panic.

      “I just got home,” I reply, my throat tightening.

      “She was supposed to be asleep,” Elias says.

      I gesture to the bed. I can’t help the annoyance leaking into my tone. “Do you see her there sleeping?”

      “She must be somewhere else in the mansion. Maybe the kitchen for a snack?”

      Elias sniffs the air, following some smell we obviously can’t sense, and heads to the open window in the hall. We follow him, and he crouches closer to the window’s sill and inhales deeply. Then he leans out and searches the grounds below.

      “Well?” Dorian presses against his uneasy silence. “This is not the time to be all broody and quiet.”

      Elias spins to us. “She’s not in the mansion,” he says quickly. “Not anymore.”

      “Fuck!” Dorian throws his hands up and begins to pace up and down the hall. “She’s run off again, hasn’t she?”

      Ignoring him, Elias looks at me. “There’s another scent with hers,” he says, and his words make my blood run cold. Somehow I know the answer before he even needs to say it. Dread seeps into my bones. Even Dorian has stopped his erratic pacing.

      We’re all thinking about it. After our run-in in the foyer, it was only a matter of time…

      Maverick.

      He’s come back to collect Aria. For Lucifer. I’m burning on the inside, fury spiking my pulse. Every muscle tenses with the need to destroy someone. They took my Aria.

      “Fuck! Shit! Piss! Fuck!” Dorian spews every curse he can think of and runs his fingers through his hair. “What are we supposed to do now?”

      Roaring, Elias crosses the hall in one long stride and throws his fist into the wall, popping a hole through the plaster. When he pulls back, his knuckles glisten with blood, but if there’s pain, he doesn’t show it on his face. There’s only fury. “We should’ve done the ritual to keep her safe. Now she’s fucked.”

      “We’re fucked,” I say, as I try to keep myself calm, but really, I’m just pissed at my brother’s betrayal and how deeply he’s sunken into his traitorous ways. I should’ve let Lucifer kill him that day instead of saving his pitiful excuse for a life. Pissed at my father for his role in this. As usual, he’s the one pulling the strings. But most of all, I’m pissed at myself for not performing the ritual sooner. And for getting Aria involved in my family’s mess.

      This is my damn fault, and I’m fuming, hands curling into fists.

      “What do we do?” Dorian’s staring at me with a mix of desperation, fear, and determination in his eyes. Glancing at Elias, I find him waiting for my direction, too, his entire body vibrating with rage.

      They’re willing to do whatever it takes to get Aria back, and I’m right there with them. Problem is, there’s no doubt in my mind Maverick took her to the one place we can’t go. Hell. So that makes things a little more complicated.

      But one thing’s for certain. Once I get my hands on my baby brother, I’m going to rip him to shreds and watch the life drain from his eyes. It will be my absolute pleasure in finishing what my father had started in wanting to kill him, what I should’ve let happen.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” I say to my two real brothers. “We’re going to Hell. Our trip has been fast-tracked.”

      “We’ve been searching for the relics for over a century. Without Aria’s gift, how are we supposed to speed it up?” Elias grumbles.

      We need to figure out something, because it’s our only way back through Hell’s gate.

      “And what about Aria’s soul?” Dorian interjects. “She’s not like us. She’ll be dead once she crosses through the veil to a non-living plane. We might not even be able to bring her back.”

      Just the idea of Aria’s soul being lost to us has acid churning in my gut. But, lucky for us, Maverick did one thing right. “The ring—Maverick’s ring will protect her while she’s in Hell. For how long, I can’t say, but it must be why my brother put it on her in the first place. To keep her safe for the cross over.”

      “But why? That’s what I don’t understand. If Lucifer wants her, what does it matter if she’s alive or if he just has her soul?” Dorian asks.

      “It’s clear he needs her alive for some reason.” Elias rubs the blood off his bruised knuckles. “Do you think he knows what she is?”

      “Maybe not entirely, but he’s definitely curious. And that curiosity may be just what keeps her alive until we can take Lucifer down and drag her out.” That’s what I’m hoping for, anyway.

      It looks like it’s time to contact all our scouting teams and see if anyone has found clues to the missing relics. With the spine, we at least have four, and that means three more to go. We are going to really light a fire under our asses and be more proactive in the search. Aria’s life—and possible afterlife—depends on it.

      I push past Dorian and Elias and head down the stairs.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Dorian calls out, following after me. Elias, too. “You can’t just go all silent and storm off. We need to know what’s going on. What can we do?”

      “I’m going to my office to make calls to our search groups. See if any are close to finding another relic.”

      “Gathering all the pieces of the harp will take too long,” Elias bites out, annoyed. “It’s taken a hundred years to find what we have. We don’t have that time—”

      I spin mid-step and glare at him. “I know!” I snap, my voice deepening as my fury lashes out. “You don’t think I fucking know that?”

      Dorian hops two steps to get between us. “Okay, let’s just take a breath here. We’re all tense and on edge after what’s happened. We’ve been through a lot, and there’s a shitload more to come. We need to keep our wits about us.”

      Drawing in a shaky breath, I try to push down my budding rage. I’m not really mad at Elias, of course, and Dorian’s right. We have a lot of work ahead of us and not a lot of time. Better to look forward and focus on a solution now than tear at each other’s throats. That’s what my father would want, and I refuse to give him the satisfaction.

      When I speak again, I keep my tone even. “If there was another way to get back to Hell, I would’ve found it by now. I’ve dedicated my entire time on earth to finding a way back. I’ve read every book, studied every legend, and the harp is the only way we can return.”

      Elias huffs, still not satisfied with a non-immediate answer. “What if we summon another demon? Maybe one of your other brothers to help us. Nix might, if he’s bored enough. Forget Raz. He wouldn’t lift a finger unless he was guaranteed something in return. And Torryn—”

      “What about Maverick?” Dorian interjects.

      I’m not sure I’ve heard him right. “Maverick.”

      He nods.

      “The asswipe who just took Aria from us?” Elias clarifies.

      He nods again. “He’s the one with Aria. He’s the one we need. I say we summon his ass back onto this plane and force him to bring her back.”

      “If I ever see that piece of shit again, I’ll kill him,” Elias growls.

      I’m thinking the same thing.

      “I’m right there with you, but we get him to bring us Aria first. Then we can have our fun with him.”

      “Problem is, we can’t summon demons ourselves,” I remind him. As hell-creatures ourselves, we don’t have the ability.

      “We make someone else do it for us,” Elias says. Clearly he’s on board with this plan, too. More than the harp. “Bribe them. Threaten them. Whatever it takes.”

      Dorian taps the side of his jaw in thought. “What if we don’t have to,” he begins, an idea forming. “What if the best person for the job is here with us. Right now.”

      At first, I have no idea who he’s talking about, but then it hits me. We’d recently gained a new guest. One who’d had her soul contracted to Maverick himself and is a perfect connection to the demon. “The witch.”

      Dorian touches his nose, telling me I got it. “Bingo. It’ll be quicker than hunting down the last three relics and worth a try.”

      Elias doesn’t reply. He’s already leaping up the steps again three at a time to get back to the third floor where Aria’s friend, Joseline, is staying. We hear Elias grumble at the guard, then open the door, and then a furious roar that sounds more animal than man.

      Dorian and I run up to meet him. As we push our way into the bedroom, we see Elias leaning over the broken stained-glass window, the bedsheets stripped off the bed, tied into knots, and tossed out. Joseline is gone.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Again?” Dorian crosses the room and leans out the window to look down. “At least we know where Aria learned it. These foster care girls are resilient.”

      “It looks like the sheet didn’t make it all the way down. She would’ve had to jump the rest of the way,” Elias says. “I can bet money she’s hurt. Broken ankle at least.”

      “That’s going to slow her down.” Dorian peeks up at him.

      Seeming to be on the same wavelength, Elias starts to pull off his clothes and head for the door.

      Dorian hurries after him but pauses at the top of the steps to glance back at me. “You coming?”

      Shaking my head, I wave for him to go on. “I’m still going to make those calls,” I say. “Just in case.”

      “Good idea. I’ll call you when we find her.” He takes one more step but stops again and gives me a knowing, slightly sympathetic look. “Don’t beat yourself up too much about this. Lucifer and Maverick’s insanity isn’t on you. We’ll get her back.”

      “Oh, I know.” I can feel my darkness swirling inside me as my power rises. “And I’ll turn Hell inside out to do it.”

      

      
        
        ARIA

      

      

      Quick footsteps echo outside the door, and I jump to my feet as they get closer. Knowing this is Maverick’s room, in his house, I don’t trust a speck of dirt here, just as much as I don’t trust the man who owns it. Like Maverick, nothing here’s what it seems.

      An excited voice booms in the hall, one I don’t recognize at all. “You didn’t tell me you brought a human here, brother! A living human!”

      Brother? Fear spikes through my heart at knowing this stranger is talking about me, thrilled about my being here, and is related to Maverick. And therefore Cain. Another original sin demon? Has to be. And that means I’m about to be in even more trouble.

      The bedroom door shoots open with such force, it slams against the stone wall and bounces back, only to be caught without struggle by a strikingly handsome man with long dark hair, almond-shaped eyes, and sharp, regal features. He steps inside, his eyes pinned on me with intrigue, and I find myself shrinking back further into the room. He’s not just handsome, he’s beautiful.

      Soon, Maverick appears behind this beautiful stranger, looking annoyed at the intrusion, but he doesn’t seem bothered in the least. His green eyes glow as they search me from head to toe, and I can’t help but squirm under his stare.

      “Oh, brother,” this demon says, as if I’m a newly discovered treasure they’ve been longing to find. “You didn’t say she was such a… scrumptious little thing, either. Mmmm.”

      I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly feeling more naked than ever before.

      “Leave her alone, Nix. I told you not to come here,” Maverick spits.

      “But how could I resist?” the demon named Nix says. “A living human in Hell? It’s only a matter for seconds before every infernal creature is knocking down your door.”

      If this Nix is really one of Maverick’s and Cain’s brothers, and a Sin, which of the seven can he be?

      I look him over for any clues. Unlike the suits Cain normally wears, Nix wears skinny jeans and a deep V-neck T-shirt. Much more casual than the others. But that isn’t what surprises me the most. There’s a lingering hunger in his shockingly green eyes. Something I recognize from Cain’s gaze when he’s about to devour me. Sexually that is. But this demon carries that primal look with him at all times.

      “How cute,” Nix says unexpectedly. “She’s trying to figure me out. Well, let me help you out a bit there, sweetheart. Don’t need you to have an aneurysm. You’ve only just arrived.” He clears his throat, ready to give me a more formal introduction. “I’m Nix. The third oldest brother, and the Demon of Lust.”

      I almost choke on my own tongue. “Lust?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” He sputters a laugh. “Unlike my other siblings, I can drown you in pleasure. Show you things you never even knew existed and free you from all your inhibitions. And that’s just in the first ten seconds!” He chuckles louder this time.

      I, though, am not as impressed. “So you’re like Dorian then.”

      His laughter stops abruptly, and instead, his lip curls up in a vicious snarl. “You insult me! An incubus demon? Ha! They can only touch the surface. I can reach into your very soul and pull out your deepest and darkest cravings.”

      “Nix,” Maverick warns from behind him, but he only shushes him sharply.

      “She doesn’t believe me, brother,” he replies, disappointed. “I’m going to have to show her what I mean.”

      “Not in my house.” Maverick’s voice is a threatening rumble. “You will not.”

      Nix pouts and stands up straight, as if he’d been denied a chance to play with a shiny new toy. When he turns back to me, the skin across his face starts to ripple. It bubbles like his very muscles are boiling underneath. All the while, his eyes stay fixed on me and continue to glow with their own eerie light.

      I hold my breath.

      “Nix!” Maverick shouts, reaching for his arm to stop him, but he doesn’t stop what he’s doing. His flesh continues to move and change.

      “Ah…” he muses as his face contorts. “I should’ve guessed.”

      My gaze flicks to Maverick for understanding. He’s trying to wrench Nix away, but he’s glued in place.

      “This is almost too easy,” he says. Then, his skin lightens, his hair shrinks back into his head, losing its lushness and length until it’s cropped short on his head. His cheeks fill out to a strong jawline, his lips thicken, and his brows gain fullness. Last are his eyes, which switch from electric green to a shocking blue every time he blinks, and that’s when I stare dumbstruck at the man before me.

      No longer Nix, but Cain.

      “C-Cain?” I stammer, unable to believe what is right before my eyes. No, it can’t be. Not really. It’s Nix in a Cain costume. A facade. The only thing that gives away his true identity are the clothes, which haven’t changed from the jeans and tee, and the ring on his finger, which bears a brilliant red stone and engraved roses on the sides whose leaves create the rest of the band.

      He holds his hands out, presenting himself again to me, only more proud of himself this time. “He is who your heart craves at this exact moment.” He glances at Maverick, who has anger dancing behind his eyes. “Our oldest brother. Can you believe that? She’s quite smitten with him.”

      Maverick clenches his jaw but says nothing.

      “So you can turn into another demon at will?” I ask him. It’s beyond strange to be facing Cain right now but knowing it’s not really him. I saw the transformation myself, yet my heartbeat speeds up out of reflex, betraying me.

      “Not just any demon, sweetheart. Anyone. Sky’s the limit.”

      Wow. That’s pretty cool and extremely horrifying at the same time.

      He grins wide, and seeing such an expression on Cain is too odd for me. It’s not him at all.

      “Change back,” Maverick growls under his breath.

      “Ah, you’re right, brother,” Nix begins. “Can’t be walking around like this outside. Father would slaughter me on sight.”

      On cue, his skin begins to quiver and bubble, tanning in color, and his hair grows back to its waist-long length. His cheeks hollow, his jaw shrinking, and within seconds, he’s the demon who’d burst into the room moments ago.

      “That’s a neat trick,” I say, my voice heavy with sarcasm. “You’re like a walking-talking multiple personality disorder.”

      He frowns. “Keep talking like that and you might just hurt my feelings.”

      “You poor thing.”

      Glaring, he tries to take a step toward me, but Maverick’s hand is quick on his arm. “Leave, Nix. Now.”

      “She has a sharp tongue that needs to be wrangled,” he replies. “She doesn’t know who she’s dealing with.”

      “Now,” he says, firmer this time, and shoves him toward the door.

      Nix isn’t pleased, but he walks out without a fight. His eyes stay a bit longer on me, a warning lingering there. When they both disappear down the hall, the door shuts and locks behind them on its own, and a violent shiver shoots down my spine. Not only am I in this Hell funhouse, but now I have the other sin demons to worry about. Like Lust, a shapeshifting, cocky bastard who clearly thinks I should be amazed by his parlor tricks. And according to him, more Hell-dwelling creatures are sure to come a-knocking.

      And they might not be as welcoming.
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      I miss Cassiel, as silly as that may sound at the moment. Especially trapped in Hell, surrounded by fire and brimstone, and who knows what else. But I’ve been left alone for what feels like hours now, and in that silence, I’ve been thinking a lot about the things I miss. Cassiel, for one. I could really use his oversized, fluffy snuggles right now. Not to mention he’d probably tear Maverick’s face off if he got too close, which is a comforting thought in itself.

      Of course, there are the demons, too. What I wouldn’t give to have them here with me. When Nix had turned into Cain, I almost lost it. Seeing him again, even if it wasn’t really him, had my heart pounding. He, Dorian, and Elias must be losing their minds by now, after discovering I’m gone. Part of me hopes they were trying to find a way to get me out of here, but the other part hopes they stay away. After seeing Lucifer toss Elias and Dorian across the foyer without so much as lifting a finger, I didn’t need them sacrificing themselves over me.

      And, with Hell’s harp and the other relics the only way to open the gate and get down here, I’m not sure how they’ll be able to get to me. I may be dead before then.

      I’ll find a way out of this place myself. Somehow.

      I glance down at the ring on my hand again. The emerald shimmers, mocking me, and I grip the thing for about the hundredth time and try prying it off. As expected, it doesn’t budge, and I curse.

      “Fucking Maverick and his fucking ring!”

      “That ring is what’s keeping your soul intact right now.”

      My head jerks up to see him leaning against the doorway, arms crossed, looking amused by my struggling.

      “What are you talking about?” I snap at him.

      “Even if you could take it off, I wouldn’t suggest it,” he goes on, and pushes off the frame. “Living people can’t cross into a nonliving plane without dying. My ring is allowing you to be here and keep your soul. Without it, your soul would be stripped from your body and trapped here.”

      Yikes.

      I drop my hands. Guess the ring stays on, at least until I can find a way above ground again.

      “So, you’re protecting me?” I ask.

      “Don’t get yourself excited. It’s only because my father wants it so. For now, anyway.”

      Well, that’s reassuring.

      “How does it feel being Lucifer’s lap dog? Does he pay you in biscuits? Or does a good ol’ ear scratch do it for you?”

      His eyes narrow. “It’d be wise to keep your mouth shut while you’re here, Aria.”

      I meet his glare head on and square my shoulders, despite the fear trickling through me. “I can’t wait for Cain to tear you to shreds. I’m going to enjoy watching it.”

      In a blur of speed, he rushes at me and lashes out with an arm. I’m struck in the chest and thrown sideways. My head hits the black stones of the fireplace, pain ricocheting through my skull instantly. I crumple onto the floor, my vision darkening and my chest squeezes as I struggle to breathe. I groan, barely able to lift myself up on shaky arms as more agony rocks through my head and lungs.

      Tears spring to my eyes. Feels like bruised ribs.

      Touching the side of my head, my fingers come back shiny with blood.

      Oh shit.

      Maverick’s polished shoes are in front of me, and I jerk onto my butt and find the wall to help me stand again. My head whirls again, and nausea rolls at the same time. A concussion, too? God, I hope not.

      Trying to blink past the wooziness and stand steady, I look up at Maverick again. His silvery white wings are out, his skin deathly pale and almost translucent, and curved horns poking out of his white hair. He stands before me in his true demon form, and I don’t know how I ever thought of him as an angel. There’s nothing angelic about him.

      His wings shoot out, caging me in on either side, and I press myself closer to the wall as he leans in. His hand reaches for the cut on my head, and with gentle fingers, he touches the blood there before bringing it between us so we both can see. He rubs his two fingers together, admiring my blood as if it’s the most precious jewel.

      “Let’s get one thing straight right here, right now. I’m not like my pathetic brother. His time on earth has made him soft. Unlike him, I won’t hesitate to kill you.”

      “That-that makes two of us,” I gasp past the pain.

      He laughs, his shoulders bouncing. The sound only fuels my hatred.

      Inside me, something dark and familiar stirs. A tickle of power awakening again.

      Sayah.

      I freeze. She’s not nearly the strong presence she normally is, but I’m surprised to be feeling her at all, especially with Maverick’s ring still on. Looks like Maverick’s power over her is starting to wear off, or she’s too strong for it.

      Both are unsettling thoughts, but it is a bit of a relief to have her with me again, as unpredictable as she is. At least I’m not alone in Hell.

      Peering down at me, Maverick’s suspicious gaze roams over my face. Even though my heart is racing, I do my best to keep my emotions from my face. There’s a good chance he doesn’t know about Sayah’s reemergence, and that means she may be a tool I can use for later. IF she cooperates.

      Slowly, he eases away, his wings coming down from around me, and I suddenly don’t feel like I’m suffocating anymore. I wish I knew what he or Lucifer wants with me. Surely it can’t just be to hurt Cain. No, there has to be more to it. And since they both know about Sayah, I can’t help but wonder if she’s gained their interest as well. But is an unruly shadow spirit really worth all this? I can’t see the appeal.

      Maverick rolls his shoulders, reeling his demon back into place. He grits his teeth as if the action causes him a great deal of pain. Why suppress it at all? He’s in Hell, not earth.

      “I’m not scared of you or your demon, just so we’re clear,” I say.

      “Then you’re a bigger fool than I originally thought.”

      Asshole.

      No wonder Elias started punching him in the face the very second he walked through their door. I’ve never wanted to sock someone so much in my life.

      “Why am I even here?” I bite out, my annoyance growing by the second.

      “You’ll have to ask Lucifer that himself,” he replies.

      “Okay then. Where is the bastard?”

      A smirk quirks his lips, he moves over to the fireplace again and taps on the mantle twice. Icy blue flames erupt from the hearth, as tall as me, and I’m smacked in the face with intense heat. I step back.

      “Just on the other side of this actually,” Maverick says, enjoying my reaction. “He’s been waiting for you.”

      All my fake bravado dies instantly, and fear fills me. I didn’t expect to be meeting the king of Hell right now. At this exact moment.

      “What’s a-matter, Aria? I thought you wanted to take your complaints up to the supervisor?” He laughs again, the blue light from the fire dancing across his handsome face.

      I realize then that I hate his laughter. It grates on my eardrums. Inside me, even Sayah reacts, wiggling out from her dark corner a little more.

      Maverick extends his arm toward the fire, gesturing for me to step through, testing my bravery. The pleased grin stays transfixed on his face the entire time. “After you.”

      I step closer to the fireplace. Although my insides are shaking, I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of being right about me, and that part is winning over all out. Even my common sense, which is screaming, “Don’t walk into the fire, Aria. You’re not like them. You’ll burn to death.” Instead, I take a deep breath, lift my chin, and walk through the dancing flames.

      Heat surrounds me, making me sweat, but nothing hurts. The fire doesn’t actually touch me, just wraps around me, reaching for my skin but unable to make contact.

      It reminds me of Harry Potter and how the characters would travel through fireplaces to other destinations, only a lot less cool and a whole lot more terrifying. Things definitely lose their charm when put in a Hellish setting.

      When I come through the other side, I step down from another massive stone fireplace and into an equally colossal circular room draped in red and gold and constructed from polished black marble. Candles glow dimly from standing candelabras all around the place, and at the top of a dais, there’s a gold throne behind an altar. At first glance, the entire set up reminds me of a church, with its domed ceiling and religious effigies paintings on the walls, but when examined closer, I realize those aren’t of saints or angels. They’re of gruesome battle scenes with horned beasts, rivers of blood, and souls being tortured in unimaginable ways.

      I force myself to look away, my eyes finding the man—no, the serpent—who runs the show down here. Lucifer himself is standing across the room in the same fancy getup I’d seen him in when he’d showed up at the house. His lips are twisted in a sly grin.

      “Aria!” He welcomes me like an old friend, with open arms. “How nice of you to pop in for a little visit.”

      “It’s not like I had much of a choice…” I say, eyeing him as he moves across the room. Maverick steps through the fireplace next, the blue flames extinguishing immediately. Without the fire, an icy chill settles over the room.

      Lucifer’s gaze swings to Maverick and then back to me. “I hope my son has been making sure you’re comfortable here?”

      What the fuck did he think? I’d gone on some lavish vacation or something? Because this was a pretty far cry from sipping fruity drinks in an oceanfront, five-star resort in Cancun, Mexico.

      “You don’t strike me as a quiet woman,” he says, and looks me from head to toe. “If you have something to say, just say it. This is a safe space.” His smile widens.

      He hasn’t moved any closer to me, but a tingle of warning zips up my spine. His presence is large enough to fill the room, and I can’t help but feel vulnerable before him. Like I’ve walked straight into a hungry predator’s den and he’s sizing me up for the eventual take down.

      Even Maverick shifts closer to my side.

      “Well?” Lucifer presses.

      I try to rack my brain for all I had learned about Lucifer from the demons, especially Cain. It wasn’t much, besides him being psycho, conniving, and evil as all hell. He’d created his seven sons to rule this underworld with him, ripping them each from a piece of his soul, but there was no familial love between them. No sibling bond between the brothers, either. And Cain, being Pride and the first made, was so scared to be like him, it ate at him, while Lucifer saw him as the biggest threat.

      One thing I know for sure is that I’m not going to grovel before him or plead for my life. If he wanted me dead, he wouldn’t have gone through this elaborate charade with Maverick posing as an angel, giving me his ring, and bringing me down here. He needs me for something. And I’m going to figure out what that is.

      “Why am I here?” I repeat the question I’d originally posed to Maverick. “I don’t want to be involved in your family drama.”

      He rubs his mustache and beard, dark eyes sparking with interest. “Oh? But you’re living with my oldest son and his two buffoons, are you not? That automatically injects you into our little squabbles. Wouldn’t you say so?”

      “No, I was forced into it. My foster father traded my soul to free him from his contract.” Just mentioning it again brings back bitter feelings of anger and loss from Murray. It may’ve been a while ago, but the wounds are still there, and they still sting.

      “You don’t say…” He begins to walk around the room. I want to move, too, keep the distance between us, but that would be revealing my fear and showing weakness. Two things I refuse to do, so I stay put.

      He continues to stalk closer. “I might be able to help you with that, you know. Breaking the contract.”

      Cain had told me the only ways to free a soul from a demon contract was if the demon responsible changed the terms or if they were killed. And I am definitely not going to agree to him killing Cain, Dorian, and Elias to free myself. There’s no way.

      “No thanks. I already have it handled,” I say. He’s behind me and Maverick now, and I can sense Maverick tensing nearby, his muscles stiff like he’s ready to strike his father if he gives him reason to.

      Odd… And I thought these two were working together to cause havoc in my life, but if I didn’t know any better, I’d say there’s tension here, too.

      Lucifer keeps strolling around the circular room, watching me and rubbing the dark hairs around his mouth and jaw. “Ah, then, if not you, then how about your little witch friend? Her soul worth anything to you?”

      My heart plummets into the pits of my stomach and I choke out her name, “Joseline?”

      He nods. “That’s her. Yes. Joseline. She’s gotten herself in quite a predicament, hasn’t she? It’s amazing what someone will do for a little bit of money.” His eyes flick to Maverick, the sin of Greed. “Isn’t that right, my son?”

      Still, Maverick doesn’t answer, and his silence through all this surprises me. I expected him to be licking Lucifer’s boots or something. He was as stiff and quiet as a statue.

      “Otherwise, when her debt is collected, she’ll come down here, be flayed like a fish, her insides scooped out, and impaled on a hook for all to see. Forced to endure that pain for eternity, as were the terms she signed to.”

      Panic surges through me, and I leap forward. The images springing to my mind are nightmare inducing. “No!” There’s no way Joseline knew any of that when she agreed to Maverick’s deal. “You can’t!”

      “I’m sure Maverick would consider ripping up his ties to her, free her, if…”

      “If what?”

      Lucifer stops walking and climbs up the few steps of the dais to his throne. “If you join me.”

      “Join you?” What the fuck does that mean?

      Again, he opens his arms wide. “You are special, Aria. Special and incredibly powerful. You’re destined to do great things. Can’t you feel it?”

      The only thing I feel right now is confused and a bit sick to my stomach.

      “I’m just an Ordinary,” I say, bringing back my old excuse. Even after all this time, it flows from my lips easily.

      “No, my dear. You are extraordinary.” His voice bounces off the marble walls all around us. “The dark power inside you is an ancient one, unfamiliar to even me, and I’ve been here for all of time. It’s just what I need to extract my revenge.”

      Ancient? He has to be lying. I’m only eighteen. But one thing is for sure, he wants to use me as a weapon. Or Sayah, I should say.

      Maverick steps forward, his brow knitted. Is that worry I see on his face, or am I imagining it? “Father, you don’t mean—”

      “Quiet, boy!” Lucifer shouts, his eyes flashing black like Cain’s. That alone has Maverick shrinking back again. When he turns back to me, his gaze is cool again, a smile plastered back on his thin lips in a show of fake sincerity. “My kingdom is vast, Aria, but it is under constant threat by the Holy ones above. I’ve been waiting for my chance to strike, take back what’s rightfully mine, and I think you can be what I need to make that happen. And when we’ve won, you can rule by my side, enjoy all the luxuries Hell has to offer.”

      “Like poor souls strung up on hooks?” I snap.

      He’s unfazed. “If that’s what you prefer.”

      I don’t reply. How could I? I shake my head to try and release the terrible images of my friend being tortured that way. I could save her by taking him up on his offer; I could set her soul free, but at what cost? Lucifer using me to raise some kind of demon army against Heaven?

      This is absurd.

      But another thought strikes me then. “What if I just kill Maverick?” I say. “That would break Joseline’s contract, wouldn’t it?” Then I wouldn’t have to join anyone and their apocalyptic plans.

      His laughter rolls over me, sending shivers across my skin. “You’re right. It would.” He grabs something off the altar and tosses it our way. It slides across the floor, bouncing off my feet and spinning to a stop. It’s a dagger, deadly sharp and with a gold handle. I only stare at it.

      “Go on,” Lucifer encourages, the sick bastard. “Do it then.”

      He isn’t serious… That’s his son.

      I twist to see Maverick scowling at me, a challenge in his gaze. “You can try,” is all he says.

      “Wait, you’re right, Maverick. Let’s help her out some, shall we?” He flicks his wrist and two massive men with bull-like legs, hooves, and wide torsos step out of the black marble pillars of the fireplace, as if they were created from the very material. They seize Maverick by the arms, trapping him. He wrenches and lashes out to try and free himself, but they don’t budge.

      “Father! What is this? Release me! Now!” He continues to fight against the creatures’ holds, but nothing seems to be working.

      Lucifer ignores him and continues to talk to only me. “There you go, Aria dear. I’ve even made it easy for you. Kill him. Save your friend.”

      The voice in my head screams, He’s insane! He’d have me kill his son? I’m not a murderer. I can’t. Yet, I’m bending down and picking up the dagger, examining the blade.

      Inside me, Sayah rustles, liking the more poisonous thoughts leaking in. He is right. Killing Maverick saves Joseline. And he tricked you! He brought you down here. He deserves it.

      My lingering anger tumbles forward, making the second voice louder. He’d turned his back on Cain, his own brother. He took me away from the demons, deceived me, took advantage of Joseline and took her soul. I can make it right.

      “Come on, Aria,” Lucifer says. “You know you want to.”

      Boy, do I want to.

      Adrenaline shooting through my veins, I close the distance between me and Maverick, lean up onto my tiptoes, and press the blade against his throat. He snarls at me. Actually snarls. I lean into it, blood bubbling up from his skin, and coating the dagger.

      My gaze rises from the knife to his lips and something inside me shifts. My heart pounds wildly in my chest. The need to crush my mouth against his collides with the need to slit his throat, just as powerful, and suddenly, I’m left struggling between them.

      My body’s reaction surprises and horrifies me at the same time. I shouldn’t be turned on by the sight of his blood. Or by the idea of cutting him down where he stands, but I can’t help staring at his mouth, wondering what he’d taste like, what his screams would taste like if I pressed the blade deeper. I can feel my pulse thumping between my legs just at the thought.

      What is wrong with me?

      But suddenly, Maverick’s wings fly out from his back, tearing the two marble creatures off his arms and throwing them across opposite ends of the room. Now free, he seizes me by my throat, my air supply abruptly cut off. My knife doesn’t waver, and we stand there, arms crossed, both inches away from a very quick death by the other person’s hand.

      Something sparks in his eyes, too, that same fiery hunger I saw before in his room, and I’m unsure if he wants to kill me or fuck me right here in the center of the room.

      Scarier still—I’m not sure what I would do if it wound up being the latter.

      A slow clap echoes all around us, and I remember we’re not alone. As if snapped from a stupor, Maverick releases me and I drop the knife at the same time, sucking in air. He touches his throat and stares at his bloodied hand.

      “That was quite a show,” Lucifer begins with an impressed look at us both. “I quite enjoyed it.”

      “You’re demented,” I hiss at him. “Utterly insane.”

      “What did you expect, dear? Martha Stewart?” Throwing his head back, he laughs.

      “You told her to kill me!” Maverick shouts at him, fury rumbling through his tone.

      Lucifer’s head snaps his way. “Oh, relax, boy. You can’t die here, remember? Not while in Hell.”

      “I can with that blade,” he bites back. “An angel blade!”

      “Oh, that’s right. Must’ve slipped my mind.”

      Maverick huffs, clearly not buying Lucifer’s false innocence.

      I peer down at the dagger on the floor. It’s rather simple looking, with a slightly curved edge and engraved hilt. I can’t really see what makes it special, but according to Maverick it can kill a demon. Even while under the protection of Hell. That would be a handy thing to have.

      I reach down for it, but Maverick’s hand snatches me by the shoulder and wrenches me away. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      That strange tingle of energy begins again—the one that always comes whenever he touches me—but I’m not going to let him use his powers on me again.

      Glaring at him, I shrug off his hold. “Don’t touch me.”

      “She’s a feisty one. I’ll give her that,” Lucifer chuckles.

      I turn back to him. “My answer is no, by the way. No, I will not join your mission to take down Heaven, so you’ve wasted your time here.”

      “Let me apologize. I’ve misled you,” he says, stepping down from the dais. His words may be sweet but his lips twitch like the facade might break at any moment as he strides across the room. He stops in front of me, head tilting, before seizing me by my jaw and squeezing tight. Pain shoots up through my temples. “I’ve made you think you’ve had a choice.”

      The strength of his hold increases, and I grasp his arm, crying out as my bones grind against each other. He’s going to crush them with his bare hands. Sayah slides a little more out of her dark prison in my mind, shifting back and forth, wanting to help but not being able to yet. Maverick’s ring must be holding some power over her still.

      “Father, enough,” Maverick barks, appearing at my side. “We have her here. She’s not going anywhere. There’s no need for this.”

      But he doesn’t let up, and I claw at his arm with my nails raking across his skin, drawing blood as black as Cain’s when he’s changed into this demon. Lucifer doesn’t even flinch.

      “Father.” He slaps a hand on Lucifer’s upper arm, and for some reason, he releases me.

      I rub my jaw to try and get some of the pain to ease. Between getting tossed around by Maverick earlier and now this, I have one hell of a migraine brewing.

      His eyes dart to Maverick and a silent warning passes through his gaze, one I don’t understand but Maverick seems to because he steps back.

      Looking down at me again, the corner of Lucifer’s mouth curls up. My stomach sinks. The demons hadn’t exaggerated about him at all. He is one crazy, sociopathic bastard.

      “I have a surprise for you, Aria,” he sing-songs.

      Oh no. I want nothing this man wants to give me. Not a damn thing.

      His gaze never leaving mine, he holds up a finger and curls it, signaling for someone behind him to step forward. A man steps out of the shadows between two columns. His clothes are ripped and dirty, and he has mostly dark hair, except for the grays peppered throughout. He glances nervously at me with sunken eyes, and his mouth is thin and surrounded by a badly shaven five o’clock shadow.

      Glancing between them, I can’t seem to figure out what this is about. I have no idea who this man is; I’ve never seen him in my life.

      “Ah, here he is!” Lucifer finally turns and waves for him to come over to us. Slowly, he does, limping as he walks. It’s clear from his disheveled state that he’s been in Hell for a bit, probably one of the many poor, tortured souls that reside here.

      Grabbing the man by the shoulders, Lucifer shoves him the rest of the way and he stumbles right in front of me.

      I search his face for something familiar, but find absolutely nothing. “I… I don’t understand,” I say to both demons. “I don’t know who this is.”

      Lucifer grins and turns to the man again. “Why don’t you tell the little lady your name.”

      The stranger raises his chin to meet my gaze. My chest clenches and I’m not sure why. Even Sayah sways back and forth, recognizing him before me. I still, for the life of me, can’t find the connection.

      “Tell her.” Lucifer’s voice booms, and he flinches.

      His cracked lips part to speak. “Liam…” he wheezes, struggling to even form words. “Liam… Cross.”

      Cross? But that’s my last name.

      Who—

      “That’s right, Aria,” Lucifer says, taking in my confused expression and grinning broadly. “It’s your daddy-dearest.”
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      “She’s gone.” Elias scoffs. “The witch isn’t in her apartment and neither is her scent. So, wherever she went, it’s not there. I even checked the old neighborhood she grew up in with Murray, but I didn’t pick up her scent.”

      “Fucking great,” I snarl. “Cain’s got nothing on the relic front, and with Joseline gone, we’re back at square one.”

      Cain sits silently at the desk in his office, while Elias stands in the doorway wearing just jeans, his hair wild like the wolf prowling behind his eyes. I press my back to the wall, irritation flaring over me that we'd ended up in a corner with no way out.

      “So, what do we know so far?” I say.

      “That Maverick took her,” Elias snarls, storming in the room, his chest heaving for each furious breath. “I’m going to murder him,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “And we can’t just waltz back into Hell. That’s where we fucking are.”

      “We don’t know what Maverick told Lucifer about her,” Cain adds.

      “Do you think it’s about Sayah,” Elias asks, a question he’d raised several times earlier, and he’s sounding like a broken record.

      “Uh…” I hesitate, deciding I have to come clear. There’s a lot riding on us knowing all the facts. Aria's life. Our future in Hell, and if there is one after Lucifer’s appearance at our home.

      “What is it then?” Cain asks.

      “While in Scotland, Maverick paid me a visit.” I pause as Cain stiffens and shifts to the edge of seat, the questions on his face as plain as day. “He asked me if we were using Aria as a secret weapon.”

      Cain’s on his feet in seconds, and he moves with lighting speed, the man moving in a blink and I don't respond in time. His hand clasps my throat and drives me hard into the wall.

      Black lines wriggle under his skin, snaking across his face, and fury darkens his eyes completely. A reddish glow encases his other fist, hellfire.

      “You’ve been keeping this from me?”

      And I’d be lying if I say his aggression doesn’t intimidate me slightly, but I hold my head up and look him in the eyes. Cain knows how to control his anger, but when he loses it, he’s terrifying.

      I swallow hard. “Fuck off, and I’ll tell you.”

      “Speak,” he growls in my face, his hand squeezing my throat, making it slightly harder to speak.

      “Maverick told me, Lucifer knows about her power,” I gasp out.

      “What power?” he roars, his hand tightening, and I tense up, ready to shove my fists into his damn chest to dislodge him. He may be a sin demon, but I won't back down, and can give just as damn good.

      “Don’t think he can respond if you choke him to death,” Elias pipes in, standing to my side, watching in utter amusement. “Want me to take over and maybe he’ll talk quicker?”

      Cain releases me with a growl, and I glare at Elias. “Get off me.” I shove past both of them to catch my breath, filling my lungs, anger flaring over my chest.

      I turn and face them. Two demons I’d lost my home with, experienced abandonment with, and found ourselves again. I remind myself they aren't the enemy but are just fucking pissed at Maverick and Lucifer.

      “I asked him the same question about Aria’s power, and the fucker vanished on me. So, Lucifer knows a lot more than it seems. As does Maverick.”

      “Or he’s just lying to you. I mean he went to you out of us three, so he must think you’re the gullible one.”

      My gaze narrows at Elias’s direction, my anger fuming at his spiteful words. “You’ve always been a prick, never fit in back home, so don’t spin me your jealousy bullshit.”

      Elias comes at me, a growl escaping his lips, but it’s Cain who juts an arm out across his chest. “Not now. After we find Aria, go rip each other’s heads off for all I care.” His voice carries thorns, and his attention funnels in on me. “Now, tell me everything, and don’t make me hurt you to drag out anything else you've kept from me.”

      Cain is a master at playing the calm guy, while the psychopath lying underneath is ten times more dangerous than Elias. Elias’s emotions are always on his sleeve, so at least you’ll know when he’s about to kill you.

      So, I reiterate every encounter with Maverick, every note, every visit, word for word. “He’d visited me in the past, but mostly to dig up information which I gave him none, and he gave me zilch. I didn’t think it was worth mentioning as it provided nothing but a nosy asshole who is clearly intimidated by his older brother.”

      “So, was he just talking about Sayah?” Elias asks.

      “Don’t have a clue,” I say. “But if he’s got his filthy hands on her now, he’s going to find out.”

      “And knowing Lucifer, that will come in the form of anything to get what he wants.”

      A shiver races up my arms at the thought, as I’d seen Lucifer torture people for little things like walking in his path accidentally, and the bastard enjoyed himself. Not that I can complain as I had my fair share of hunting down rogue demons, but when I put that into the context with Aria, a chill sinks into my bones.

      “Anything else?” Cain barks at me, and the distrust taints his words. I bristle at his tone, but my gut twists at the knowledge that I should have said something earlier. But shit’s done and I don’t live in the damn past when I can’t change it.

      “That’s everything.”

      Cain pivots toward Elias. “What about you? Are you keeping secrets from me?”

      Elias’s shoulders rear back, disdain flashing over his expression. “Are you fucking kidding me? I’m insulted you’d even ask me that.”

      “Everyone outside our home is meant to be the enemy, but apparently snakes live inside these walls too, so yes, I’m asking.”

      Elias curls his upper lip in a silent growl, his gaze deepening at Cain. “I’m not a traitor.”

      Okay, that comment hit me hard. “Hell, Elias, take it down a notch.”

      Before he can respond with aggression, Cain’s cell phone rings, and he grabs it from the table, staring at the caller ID and turns away from us.

      “Speak,” he answers.

      He doesn’t say a word but nods at first, and only a faint whisper comes from the phone from a male’s voice.

      “Are you sure? That doesn’t sound right.” Cain states.

      Silence, and I glance over to Elias who’s seething, his mood sour and when he looks at me, retribution crosses his face. Bring it on because after everything, I needed a good punching bag.

      “Give me the location,” Cain orders, then he hangs up as he stuffs the phone into his back pocket.

      “What’s going on?” Elias asks.

      “One of my leads has picked up a strange energy source in Glenside.”

      I shrug. “So?”

      “My team is searching for relics, and Zay said it was something they sensed. It might be nothing, but he wanted me to know. The guy is a fae with his strength drawing from elements, so he senses faint distortions in the air that radiate unusual energies.”

      “I doubt there's a relic in town, if that’s what he’s implying, or Aria would have sensed it by now,” Elias says.

      “That’s my first thought too,” Cain responds, moving to stand behind his desk and searching through the top drawer.

      “And you’re going to check it out regardless?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer at first.

      “Whatever it is, it’s happening in our territory. We can’t lose control of our hold on this city. Not to mention that if I stay here a second longer, I’ll do something I regret, like slit your throat.” The intensity behind Cain’s glare tells me he meant every damn word.

      “You two get back out there and find Joseline for fuck’s sake,” he orders.

      “On it,” Elias grunts under his breath and storms out of the room, his shoulder purposefully knocking against mine on his way out.

      “Now, get out of my face, Dorian.” Cain turns from me, and I storm out, fucking exhausted of talking to these emotional bastards.

      Not like the information I had got us any closer to finding Aria, yet the guilt curling deep in my chest never subsided. Because tempers are already at their breaking point, and well, I had indeed fucked up.
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      The car hums as we sped through town, and I sit in the back listening to the radio Holmes had switched on. For a change, I welcome the distraction. Anything to get my mind off Aria, how we’d let Joseline out of sight, and then hearing Dorian’s deceit topped things off. All this time, he’s been keeping secrets. Maverick’s visits and Lucifer’s interest hadn’t been as sudden as I originally thought. They’d been playing the game for a while, but through Dorian.

      Here I assumed it had everything to do with me, but I’d been wrong. It’s all about Aria. I shift uncomfortably, staring outside at the world as we blur past it. What pisses me off more is that I didn’t spend more time working out what was different about Aria. She was with me this whole time and I’d been so caught up in everything else that I ignored the obvious. So much so that even Maverick and my father had seen her potential from Hell.

      I clench my teeth, furious at myself more than anything else. I’d let her down, and that burns through me like acid.

      An annoying, panicked voice on the radio bugs me, and I tune into what they’re saying.

      “Reports coming from the Glenside Chief of Police confirms twenty-two people died from an overdose this week alone from what authorities are calling Hush, a new drug on the streets. No further information has been released on this narcotic, or where it’s come from. But from what eye-witness accounts have said, those who overdose experience extreme stimulation, loss of inhibitions, and a sense of euphoria that has them addicted from the first taste.”

      “Switch it off,” I call out to Holmes, not interested in humans choosing to destroy their lives. I will do anything to retrieve Aria before it’s too late, as I can’t bear the idea of losing her.

      Time goes quickly, and soon we’re rolling down a residential part of town, trees lining the sidewalks in front of Queen Anne townhouses, packed close in next to each other, each a two-story home and in a different color.

      I never understand why humans enjoy living so close to each other.

      Holmes parks in an empty spot beneath a tree, shading us from the sunlight, and I peer outside to the house with number fifty-five stuck on the front door. The building is a pale sunset color with windows draped by dark curtains. The front lawn is overgrown, mail overspilling in the mailbox, the place appearing run down compared to the other homes nearby.

      I push open the door while glancing over to Holmes in the driver’s seat. “I won’t be long.”

      My intention is to quickly see what’s here, though in truth my initial instincts tell me it’s a lost lead, and I’m wasting my time. But I won’t live with this on my thoughts in case it’s a clue—anything that might lead us to a relic.

      Up on the front porch, I stare at the front door that has a strange marking painted on it in red of an upside triangle with a cross inside of it. Odd, but then again, the whole house looks like it’s falling apart so no surprise the place is graffitied.

      I knock on the door and wait.

      No response, and I can only guess they’re not home. It’s in the middle of the day, so they could be at work. When another knock doesn’t bring anyone to open the door, I try the handle. To my surprise, it creaks open.

      Sunlight rushes inside from behind me, carving through the darkness, revealing a long, empty hallway and a set of wooden steps to the left. Like the outside, the place is worn, wallpaper peeling off the walls, one of the steps broken, and now I’m more convinced no one lives here. Well, except squatters who've found a free home.

      I step inside and peer into the first room to my right, dark with only slivers of light pouring in from the edges of the curtain. I move over and draw one open so I can better see more of the open room that leads into a filthy kitchen.

      The furniture is torn and stained. I sniff the stuffy air that is tainted with a putrid stink and blood. The deeper I walk into the house, the heavier the metallic smell grows, and I can already taste it on the back of my tongue.

      Curiosity rushes forward, shoving me to find out what’s going on here, why the fae sensed unusual energy from this home.

      I head down the long corridor, the first few doors I pass are locked, the last one slips open at my touch like the lock has long been broken.

      A heavy smell of blood hits me first, so thick and ripe in the air, it suffocates me. I’ve seen my fair share of death and bloodshed, but to have it concentrated in a small room compounds it into a horrific stench.

      My eyes scan the darkness as a faint trickle of light from behind me spills inside.

      It’s enough to show me the vampires.

      Three of them suspended from the ceiling, upside down, their souls as dark as the pits they’d come from.

      They dangle from beams that have been suspended across the ceiling, their clawed feet holding on like bats. With their arms wrapped around themselves, they hang there, looking like corpses, their faces deathly pale. In the corners of the room are slumped bodies, at least three of them, and by their ripped throats and putrid smells, they aren’t newly created vamps, but food.

      My stomach turns at the sight of the humans.

      Viktor rules over the vamps in Glenside, and we’d agreed it was fucking illegal to kill humans from town to not raise suspicions. That was a big rule all the pack leaders in Glenside agreed to. He’d created special locations for his brood on the outskirts of the city, ensuring none of the blood-starved are near the humans. So, what the hell have I just found?

      I retreat and shut the door, then slip back through the house, confirming more vamps and dead, while also using the moment to search for anything that might resemble a relic. I fall short on what I’d come here for. Instead, I’d found a nest of rogue vampires feasting on their neighborhood.

      My heart squeezes at the deaths. I need Viktor to fix his fucking coven.

      The thing about the undead is that they emit a vibe that hangs in the air like a bad smell. Put a clutch of them together and that energy intensifies, which tells me this might be what the fae had picked up on, not a relic.

      With my pulse thundering that I’ve come to a dead end, I storm outside as a sense of hopeless sinks through me. The notion of spending several more decades just trying to find the rest of the relics eats away at me. Even next week could be too late for Aria to be left in Hell, and fear climbs through me. Trepidation echoes with every thump of my heart.

      I leap into the back of the Town Car. “Home.”

      Staring back at the house, I can’t get the images of all those vamps and the dead out of my head. I check my phone for any messages from my team, but there’s nothing.

      I lift my gaze to Holmes in the driver’s seat. “Let’s take a detour by Viktor’s estate.”

      He nods and I sit back, needing to make this visit quick, and I hope to hell Elias and Dorian have been more successful than me.

      By the time we draw up to Viktor’s estate and drive through the open gates of his mansion, something appears odd. There are no guards out front.

      Holmes stops in front of the grand mansion, the marble columns in the front always made me feel like I’d stepped back in time. Vampires are terribly nostalgic about their past, and Viktor has Roman blood.

      I’m out of the car and banging on the front door before I know it. A servant opens the door, staring at me, startled.

      “I’m here to see your master,” I instruct the young man who looks utterly terrified in my presence.

      “Come in,” a female’s voice calls out from deeper in the house, and I lift my head to find Charlotte bouncing down the stairs in cut-off denim shorts and a loose-fitting blue tee with nothing underneath, based on the way her breasts jiggle. I’ve always thought she was a beautiful woman, but not exactly my style with her clinginess. When Viktor claimed her, it was like he brought out the happiness from the girl who’d grown up in a horribly abusive family. They’ve always been the perfect couple.

      I’m a bit confused why she’s here. Especially when Viktor is suspected to be the one leaving bruises on her body and making her cry. My next question is, why hadn’t Quinn told me she’d left the apartment and come here? He’d be hearing it from me when I got out of here.

      “Before you freak, Quinn’s here,” she explains. “I only came here to pick up some of my stuff, and he’d only let me go if he tagged along.”

      Good thing she’d said so because, in the mood I’m in, I was liable to tear him a new one.

      The servant steps aside and I enter the enormous marble hallway that leads to an elaborate set of stairs that sweep to the right. The windows are all heavily tinted, blotting out most of the sunlight, while enormous chandeliers light up the place. Statues of women in flowing gowns flank the bottom of the steps. It matches the rest of the extravagant, Greek-inspired decor.

      Charlotte throws herself into my arms, which I don’t expect, and before I can say a word, she’s got her face nestled against my neck, crying. Her whole body is trembling as she clings to me.

      I grasp her by her waist and wait for her to settle down. When she does, she pulls back and wipes her face. “Oh, crap. I’m so sorry, Cain. But I’ve been so frazzled lately. I can’t help it.” Her eyes are red and puffy, and I doubt they are just from her crying session right now.

      “Did Viktor hurt you? Where is he?” A darkness lines my voice.

      Her chin trembles as she clasps her hands to her chest in a look of despair. “You don’t know where he is either? That’s why I thought you came over. That you had bad news or something about him.”

      I shake my head, and now my thoughts fill with what I’d witnessed at the vampire house. The humans, the blood… Could it be related to Viktor at all?

      “When was the last time you saw him?” I ask, as Charlotte is tearing up again and shaking her head.

      “Seven days ago. I’m used to him traveling and being out of town, but he always tells me where he goes. Except this time, I kissed him, went to work, and then haven’t seen him again.”

      “Did he say anything unusual? Or has he spoken to you about a new vampire in town, or anything that might help?”

      She blinks at me, while licking her lips nervously, and her hand moves to her neck, almost absentmindedly.

      That’s when I notice the dark bruise just below her ear, and another sticking out from beneath her top and over her collarbone.

      “Who hurt you, Charlotte?” I reach over and pull her hand away so I can have a better look, and it hurts me to see the agony someone has caused her. I’ve known her long enough to care, as much as I don’t like to admit such a thing, and no one touches those close to me.

      She looks down, not meeting my gaze. “A couple of vampires.”

      “Which ones?” I ask louder this time, my chest tightening with the growing anger.

      She tilts her head back and meets me with glassy eyes. “Two of the local ones under his command. Fucking assholes dared touch me when I asked them if they knew where Viktor was. They said if I asked about it again, they’d kill me.”

      “Are they new vampires under his command?”

      She shook her head. “They’d been with him for years, but it seems like they’ve changed their allegiance.” She cranes her neck to the side as proof. “This, paired with Viktor’s disappearance… I’m worried something bigger is going on. If something’s happened to Viktor…” Squeezing her eyes shut, she shakes her head, refusing to think about it.

      I keep going over the vamp faces in the house, and not one looks familiar. I’ve spent enough time with Viktor and his followers to never forget a face. And those bastards are not from around here. So does that mean they’d infiltrated Viktor’s brood and got rid of him? And are the rogue members of Viktor’s coven who’d hurt Charlotte turning on him?

      Something sinister is going on here, and I’m going to figure out what.

      “Where do I find the two who attacked you?”

      “They used to live on the grounds here, but I haven’t seen them for a couple of days. It’s like everyone is dropping off the face of the earth and forgot to tell me.” She starts crying again and lowers her face into her hands.

      My stomach hardens at her pain, at something big going down in the blood-suckers' world, and it couldn't have come at the worst time.

      There is only one solution… I’d take Dorian and Elias to pay the vamps in the house a visit, but really my priority is Aria. Not dealing with someone else's shit.

      “Stay in the house, and keep Quinn close,” I tell Charlotte, holding her by the arms and drawing her against me. “I’ll look around and see what I can find out.” I make sure to leave out the part about the other vampires to avoid terrifying her more than she already is. I have no doubt those fuckwits had a hand in Viktor’s sudden disappearance. He’s a friend of mine, but also a resilient vampire, so I am not ready just yet to count him dead.

      

      
        
        ARIA

      

      

      Dad?

      This man in front of me is supposed to be my dad?

      I’m stunned beyond words. Beyond thought. All I can do is stare at the man before me and gape like a fish out of water.

      Even he blinks rapidly, confusion flitting across his face. “Aria?” He glances at Lucifer as if he doesn’t believe it, either. “My daughter, Aria?”

      “It’s a happy family reunion,” Lucifer replies, grinning. “Little Aria is all grown up now.”

      When the man named Liam turns back to me, he’s just as shocked as I am. He says nothing for a long moment, but then he licks his dry lips and says, “I haven’t seen you since you were born.”

      “Since before you gave me up, you mean?” The vicious words snap from me like a whip, laced with bitterness and anger. I don’t know why I even said it at all, really. This man could be anyone. This all could be a trick. I’ve never even seen a picture of my parents before, so I have no way of knowing this guy—this Liam Cross—is who he says he is.

      He winces at the harshness in my tone. “I-I didn’t know.”

      “What do you mean you didn’t know?” My head pounds as I think back to the abandoned hospital and what Cain and I had found there—my name on a list for abandoned children. “You didn’t want me. You left me at the hospital.”

      “I did none of those things. I died the day we brought you home from the hospital. Only a few days after you were born,” he explains.

      I blink as his words sink in.

      But if he’d died shortly after my birth, that meant…

      “It was your mother, that heartless bitch,” he snaps suddenly, hatred contorting his face. “I had a feeling she had a hand in my death, and now knowing she gave you up, too, I’m sure of it.”

      “She… killed you?” I asked.

      “Isn’t this exciting?” Lucifer cuts in and then looks to Maverick. “Every family has its dark secrets and problems.”

      Maverick huffs at that.

      I’d honestly forgotten they were even there, listening in.

      It seems Liam doesn’t care either because he keeps talking, his words rushed in his anger. “Your mother was a piece of shit. Cheated on me multiple times. Loved to call the cops on me whenever she was pissed enough. Threw all my clothes in the garbage and lit them on fire…”

      He’s rambling, but I don’t stop him. From everything he’s describing, my mother seems like a real character, which could explain why she was able to toss me aside so easily. Her own daughter.

      “I would’ve never given you up, Aria,” he says. “She’s fucked us both over. She’s the one who should be here in Hell. Not us.”

      “Where is she?” I ask.

      “I can answer that one,” Lucifer adds. “She’s not dead, yet. But she’s been sent to a residential home for the mentally disturbed.”

      She’s alive? My heart beats faster at finding this out. For so long, I made myself believe both my parents were dead as a way to deal.

      “How do you even know that?”

      He shrugs. “It’s my job to know all souls damned to Hell. Once she dies, she’s got a one-way ticket down here as well.”

      “But why?”

      “Because, like Liam said, she killed him. Not directly, but that little detail doesn’t matter when it comes to stuff like this.”

      I glanced at my father. “What does that mean? How did you die?”

      “I don’t know how exactly, but somehow, your mother was able to summon something. Something dark. And use it to kill me.”

      I didn’t reply, too confused and shocked.

      “I have no idea how she did it,” he goes on. “She was human, like me.”

      I glance at Lucifer for confirmation, and he nods. “Definitely human.”

      “But she was able to use dark magic to summon some… shadow creature. It attacked me in the middle of the night. A black figure with a shifting shape… and glowing red eyes… And it dragged me into Hell. That's why I ended up here.”

      My blood runs cold at that. Shadow creature? Red eyes? Could he mean Sayah?

      Lucifer is watching me intensely, dark eyes alight. He’s waiting for me to make the connection myself. That the thing inside me could be the very reason my father is dead.

      Sayah… Is it true?

      She shrinks back, burying herself again in the unreachable places in my mind.

      My heartbeat skips. I mean, I’ve seen what Sayah is capable of with my own eyes. She’s been getting more powerful and less possible to control. Did I think she could kill someone? Absolutely. But is she the reason I was orphaned since birth?

      There’s a monster inside me.

      “That creature is what lives inside you now, Aria,” Lucifer says.

      Oh. My. God.

      “Do you know what she is?” I blurt out. “Or why she’s inside me?”

      “I don’t know.” He frowns, and I know he’s telling me the truth. He’s obviously not happy this is something unfamiliar to even him.

      But if the actual king of Hell doesn’t know what Sayah is, then how will I ever know?

      “She’s not a demon?” I ask. “Could this be possession or something?” I’ve considered that option before; it’s the only kind of thing I can think of where a dark spirit takes home in a human.

      Maverick steps forward. “Only some lower-level demons can possess humans, and it’s never for a long amount of time. Soon the living body will start to break down, unable to house the concentrated darkness inside.”

      And Sayah’s been with me since the beginning. Years.

      “Wait… that creature lives inside… you? Now?” Liam gasps in terror.

      “It’s controlled,” Maverick replies quickly, and glances down at the ring on my finger.

      Oh shit. That’s what he thinks. Now I’m not so sure it’s a good thing I can feel Sayah again.

      As my anxiety rises, so does my temperature. Heat prickles up my neck, and I want to throw up. Or faint. My vision grows fuzzy, and my knees wobble.

      I’m going down.

      “Shit! The creature’s got its claws in her!” Liam says.

      “She’s overwhelmed.” There’s a presence close to me, pressing into my side, and I hear Maverick’s voice buzzing near my ear. “That’s enough for today. I’m taking her back.”

      My head swims and thumps at the same time, and I’m barely aware of anything but the pressure of Maverick’s arms around me and the movement of the world around me as he picks me up and carries me toward the fireplace.

      Exhaustion sweeping me up, my eyes drift close.

      “Maverick.” Lucifer’s warning tickles at my consciousness.

      “My ring can only do so much. She’s not meant to be down here,” he explains. “I’m bringing her back.”

      There’s a burst of light against my eyelids and a blast of heat as Maverick doesn’t wait for Lucifer’s response. Then, I’m lost to the darkness.
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      I wake to a room that’s empty and surprisingly cold. A quick look around and I confirm I’m in Maverick’s house again, laying in his bed, but alone.

      How long have I been out?

      I try to think back on the conversation leading to my fainting spell. Being in Lucifer’s throne room with him, Maverick, and crazy enough, my father. I found out some things, like my mother was still alive, and my father had died before she’d dumped me at the hospital to be someone else's problem. She’d also found a way to summon a dark entity—Sayah, I am guessing—and sick it on him. Then, for some unknown reason, Sayah latched onto me and has been with me ever since.

      What is Sayah exactly? I still have no idea. And apparently Lucifer doesn’t even know, but that’s not stopping him from wanting me to help him overtake Heaven. He thinks Sayah is the weapon he needs to do it.

      But do I get a say in this? If I stay here, it’s looking like a big, fat no. It’s just another reason why I need to find a way out of here.

      Climbing out of bed, a shiver races down my spine, then with it comes a strange sensation, one where I sense something rising through me, emerging.

      Speak of the devil.

      I watch as a black shadow slithers out of me and stretches across the floorboards like a serpent. I stare at Sayah, then look down to Maverick's ring. Yep. The same damn thing’s lost its oomph.

      She slides across the walls, the ceiling, even inside the fireplace, despite it roaring with flames. With quick, jerky movements, she knocks over a bust of what looks like Medusa and it shatters on the floor.

      Shit. She’s able to touch things here?

      Better question is, why don’t I feel that dragging, suffocating feeling I normally feel whenever she decides to go solid? Where’s the orange glow that usually sparks through our connection?

      Is it because… she belongs here?

      Jerking away from the wall, she turns back to me and rears up, towering over me. Like she’s no longer a shadow but a rogue entity.

      Gasping, I back up until my back hits the wall. Trapped.

      Two glowing red eyes blink into existence, and my throat tightens, remembering Liam’s words. A shadowy figure with red eyes… That’s what he saw before he died.

      Is this it? Is she about to kill me, too?

      She takes a more humanoid shape, mimicking my shadow, but with too long limbs and billowing hair. She doesn't move, though, just stands there, waiting.

      “Sayah…” I say hesitantly.

      Her chin dips in a shallow nod.

      Okay, she’s trying to communicate with me, like old times. That’s a good sign, right?

      Still too nervous to move away from the wall, my gaze flickers around the room. “As you can see, we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      Again, she nods once.

      “I don’t belong here,” I tell her.

      Another nod.

      “Do you?”

      This time, she doesn’t move.

      Okay then…

      “Did you kill my dad?”

      At first, nothing. But then her head drops in a yes.

      My pulse speeds up. “But, why?”

      In a flash, she throws herself toward the exit, flattening herself and shimming under the door, leaving behind just a thin black thread attached to me. I release a tense breath.

      There were times when I’d often sit around with Sayah in the room with me, where I’d feel less lonely, where she filled the void… and now, I can’t help but be scared. I hate that things have turned so sour between us, but to be fair, she’s turned out to be terrifying.

      She’s a killer.

      It seems like an eternity before Sayah finally returns. She zips back into the room and snaps back into me, curling herself back into that safe space in the back of my mind. She’s decided she’s done talking to me, apparently.

      Fine. Whatever.

      Feeling somewhat frustrated, I sigh and plop down onto my side in bed. I hate this hopelessness in my chest, not knowing what anyone has in store for me.

      Most of all, I am starting to believe more and more that whatever Sayah is, she’s way stronger than I’d ever imagined.

      Coldness sweeps over my skin despite the blazing hearth, and I lay there, not feeling safe one bit.

      

      
        
        MAVERICK

      

      

      “Brother, how long do you plan on keeping the girl a prisoner in your house? I’d love to play with her,” Nix almost purrs the words, which makes me furious. He’s glancing over my shoulder and in the direction of my mansion. I’d been on my way to pick up a few things from the market for Aria, but I lost interest when Nix caught up with me in the local markets. A place where the chaotic demons aren’t permitted, giving others living here a chance to buy some basic necessities. Not everyone in Hell is condemned… Some are here by retribution, by family requirements, by deals forcing them to carry out their duties. You’d be surprised how many humans end up here, trying to continue their existence all because of a little crossroads trade. I swear, those arrogant crossroad demons are some of the wealthiest for the simple reason that they bring in the most souls. The thing is, Father dearest pays demons per the soul they drag into Hell. It’s a bitch fight too, a cut-throat industry down here, and as far as I’m concerned they can have it, and kill each other in the process.

      When I glance over to Nix, he’s still going on, his mouth never shutting, and his presence irritates me. “You're still talking?” I say, which only has him stiffening.

      “You’re a real bastard, you know that? You bring a new toy into Hell and suddenly you’re the favorite. But then again, you’ve always been a greedy sonofabitch.”

      I laugh at him, mostly forced and to stop myself from driving my fist into his pretty face. Normally I don’t let him get to me, but today I’m itching all over for a fight. “Father never takes favorites, and if he does, they are the ones to die first.”

      I push past him, finished with our conversation, and stride through the busy market. Black, charred buildings surround the courtyard from when a dragon had escaped the underground cells years ago. Let’s just say he burned everything in sight. Father insisted on leaving the burned structures, as he liked to remind everyone that we were in Hell.

      He hates these markets, but there are too many in here that don’t belong deep in the pits, so it’s a compromise he’s learned to live with. I suspect he unleashed the dragon on these markets on purpose.

      Six rows fill the courtyard, booths made of slabs of stone with a flat surface, since many here sell what they catch out in the wilderness, and this is where the chopping happens. One man in a torn cape is hacking away at something on his stand. He has an amethyst crystal as long and thick as my arm sticking out from the front of his chest. Clearly, it’s what killed him and threw him down here. Now he’d be an interesting person to listen to over a few drinks.

      Voices, singing, and even screams flood the air, and I find the sound rather calming.

      Nix slips in beside me, striding along with me.

      “No, you can’t visit her again,” I say.

      “I wouldn’t share her either, brother.”

      “Why are you groveling?”

      He doesn’t respond at first, but saunters with me past a large cage with three horned pigs, snarling and fighting each other for escape. The soulless humans still like to feast on food, though it’s not needed. Some habits are hard to break, I guess.

      “There’s something different about her, isn’t there?” Nix finally breaks my concentration.

      I cut him a sharp glare. “What are you talking about?” I had sensed something unusual about her from the first time we met, and while Father and I can’t work out what it is that makes her different, it’s clear we’re not the only ones who’ve noticed.

      “Come now, you don’t think me a fool? I smelled the darkness on her the moment I entered the room. So, what is she? A recent fallen angel? Oh, we haven’t had one of those in a long time. But seeing how much interest Father seems to have in her, could she be one of his own offspring?”

      His words pause me for a moment, about the connection I feel for her, except if she had been Lucifer’s, then we'd all sense it, as our blood unifies us. “Not possible. She’s just a human with really bad luck,” I answer. “Now get the fuck out of my face. I have places to be.” Mostly, going back to my house. I turn down an alley for a short cut out of the center of markets, when Nix’s voice follows me.

      “You know nothing in Hell remains innocent for long. So, how long do you really think she’ll last, even with you hiding her? Our brothers are already whispering about her, and you know once Lorcan gets invested, he won’t stop until he’s got her.”

      Fury lashes me at the name. Lorcan. My brother, the demon of Envy, a dark bastard who’ll destroy everyone and everyone to get what he wants if he feels he’s been left out.

      I don’t look back, just keep going, my heart thundering in my chest that Aria’s time in Hell is short lived. I remind myself I shouldn’t care, yet a chill races down my arms when I think of Lorcan laying a hand on her.

      I emerge from the alley and head toward the gates into the community. A large angel skeleton is suspended from a pole near the entrance. One that Lucifer himself had dragged into Hell for crossing him. Now all that remains of her are bones, twisted wings, and torn fabric hanging off the frame.

      When I look at it, all I can picture is Aria up there, and panic carves right through me, along with an urgency. I curve my shoulders forward, and a sharpness cuts across my shoulder blades as I call out my wings.

      Skin splits, and I yank my shirt up and over my head. In seconds, silvery wings spread outward, casting a shadow over the land. Heads turn in my direction, but I don’t give a shit.

      My wings beat, wind picking up under them, and I’m lifting into the air, moving with speed. I need to get back to Aria.

      The air burns across my face, a lot hotter than normal, which only means there’s a swarm of new victims down below and the torturing is in full swing. Good. That means a distraction, as Father loves to watch.

      When I reach my room, I step inside through the wall, only then remembering I ought to have knocked. Not that it matters when I find Aria curled up on my bed on the black fur blanket I’d left for her earlier.

      Dark hair spills outward across the pillow, her hands curled in against her chest, her knees pulled up, and her pouty mouth is parted with her deep breaths.

      I still don’t know why my brother was the one bestowed to claim her soul. He is one lucky bastard, and I’d be lying if I said it doesn’t burn me that I can’t just easily keep her for myself.

      I tried, obviously… case in point, why she’s in here in my room. Father of course had a say in it, but it was my suggestion to keep her away from the scum out there. And I’m including my brothers in that generalization.

      The thing is, I never expected to feel anything for her, so she was a nice surprise. But with knowing what is coming for her, I’m torn. Shredded to a thousand pieces.

      I’m pacing before I know it. Leaving her here means she’s at Father's mercy, but I maintain favor with him, to take his side and hopefully the throne down the track, this is the right thing for me to do. With Cain out of the picture, the opportunity lies wide open.

      Well, that is, before this woman slinked into my life.

      But to do the unthinkable comes with consequences. Father's wrath, and driving Aria right into the arms of the demon I tried to extract her from. Either way, I’m fucked really, and in truth, I’ve never been good at doing the right thing.

      She hates me, and I ruined things by daring to lay a hand on her. The memory sticks to my insides like tar. When I watch her sleep, I see an angel amid the darkness, and she deserves better than that.

      I pause by the bed, grinding my teeth. Time is limited for both of us, and what she brings out in me is unlike anything I’ve experienced. Anger, revenge, and hunger battle within me. But most of all, an addiction like never before swallows me when I think of her.

      I’m beginning to understand why Cain is so protective of her, and thinking of him brings back memories I don’t want to recall.

      “You know what happens to anyone who steals from me?” my father yells, shoving his face into mine, the blade of his knife pressing into the soft flesh beneath my ribcage.

      I suck in a breath, holding onto it from the excruciating pain as he breaks skin, and I hiss. It’s not a matter of dying, as I can’t with a normal knife, but that’s not the point when it hurts like a fucking bitch. And when my father takes that as a challenge, there’s a point where I wonder if he ever intends to stop or if I’ll forever be in my own hellish nightmare.

      “I-I j-just held them in a safe place. I w-wasn’t stealing,” I stutter between shaky breaths, the biting blade pushing into me ever so slowly by the psycho in front of me.

      I grit my teeth, sweat dripping down the sides of my face. Anger rushes through me.

      The empty room he uses for torture seems to close in around me, the walls made of flames, the flooring transparent, giving him a birds-eye view of the hideous creatures being whipped down below.

      Heat pours over me while the crackle of flames surrounding us snap.

      He grins, loving every moment of seeing me suffer.

      His hand flinches, then he plunges the blade right under my ribs and into my heart. I shudder, groaning as I convulse. A devastating ache pulses across my chest, my heart constricting, and I can’t breathe. Pleas drip from my lips, and I fucking loathe myself for showing Lucifer any kind of weakness. It’s what he loves and has been waiting for.

      He rips the knife back out as fast he had jammed it into me, filling me with pain. I slump to my side in the chair he’d chained me to, shaking, blood gushing from the wood, down my leg and into the already darkening puddle.

      I suck in ragged breaths, the pain so excruciating it blinds me as I shake uncontrollably. Already I start to feel the prick of my skin as it knits itself back together, as it has for the past dozen times he’s already stabbed me. Fucking asshole.

      He stretches his back, his bones cracking, then wipes the blood from his blade on my sleeve. “If you keep pushing me without an answer, I will bring out the angel blade. Won’t that be fun.”

      I stare him dead straight in the eyes, and I stiffen, ignoring the shiver worming down my spine at his threat. Still, I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing my fear again. “They were four souls from your river of millions, new ones I intended to return. I saved them from escape.”

      His face contorts, and a harrowing expression grips him, replaced just as quick by an ugly hatred. I truly believe he loathes me enough to end my life over four damned souls I took after they lost their way. And I had every plan of returning the things after I had a bit of fun. After all, I found them, and without me, they’d be lost already. But my father notices even one of his precious souls taken from him. It’s where he gains his strength from, we all know it, and that’s why he’ll kill anyone if they threaten that source of power.

      “You think I’m a fool?” He tosses aside the blade, the metal clanging against the floor and vanishing into the flames. With the flick of his fingers, the blaze parts against a section of the wall that exposes a set of drawers, and from within he collects the angel blade. The corners of his thin lips quirk upward as he turns to me. “You leave me no option.”

      I clench my fists behind my back, fighting back the panic. He’ll do it. He has six other sons, so I’m not a big loss to him. I’ve known this my whole life.

      In that same moment, Cain emerges through the doorway that flickers with flames. He steps through them and brushes his perfectly pressed suit like it might get stained.

      He’s a replica of Father: tall, with a dangerous gaze, and both so prideful it makes me sick.

      “This isn’t necessary,” Cain tells Lucifer with confidence, his chin high, his eyes intense, well aware that to confront Father on anything could lead to him ending up in my very predicament. So why would he take this risk?

      Cain’s gaze flicks over to me for a split second, no sympathy or emotion, yet he hasn’t called for my execution either. So that’s something.

      “Don’t get involved,” Father growls.

      “I wouldn’t care if you make my brother suffer, but the truth is also something you stand for, it is not?”

      Lucifer pauses, lifting his narrowing gaze at Cain. “I’m listening.”

      “I have it on good authority from the guards that the souls were indeed escapees and Maverick did you a favor by catching them.”

      The harsh light from the burning walls twists Father’s features, clearly he’s not a fan of Cain’s reasoning, and would rather continue torturing me because that’s what a bastard of a father he is.

      His fingers curl tighter around the leather hilt that houses the angel blade, his knuckles turning white, and I can almost picture him jamming that thing into Cain for daring to stop him from having fun.

      Cain, on the other hand, holds his composure like he’s conducting a business transaction, something I've noticed he does often with our father. It works for him, and he’s worked out how to ignore his emotions. While me, when I look at Lucifer’s face, I want to rip his head off his shoulders. He doesn’t get along with any of us, but we try to gain favor with him, as that makes our existence tolerable.

      Lucifer’s nostrils flare and he growls, the sound dark and angry. Shadows shift as he lifts the weapon in his hand, glaring at me, seemingly to decide between pleasure and doing the right thing.

      The thing is, this is Lucifer and I expect nothing from him but destruction. The beast comes closer to me, my heart thundering, and I rear back in my chair.

      He wipes a hand across his mouth with the hand gripping the blade, a gesture I am sure is nothing more than intimidation.

      “Always remember this lesson, son.” His whisper is perfect and almost caring, and completely unexpected. Suddenly, the chains around my wrist drop, freeing me. And just like that, he turns and marches out of the room. “Cain, with me!” he commands, his voice filling the space. More shadows drift behind him and leave the room. The flames dwindle too, starting to dissolve to ash.

      Cain looks at me, and my stomach clenches as I expect his payment for saving my ass. But it never comes, just a look of vulnerability, one that screams his understanding that we’re just as much in Hell as all these souls, trapped and tortured slowly to madness by Lucifer.

      Without a word, he marches out of the room as the last flames are snuffed.

      In the darkness of the room, I stare at nothing, just trying to catch my breath and accept that, for some reason, Cain had saved my life tonight.

      I pry open my eyes to the girl who’s awakened a desire within me unlike anyone else, and has no doubt done the same with my brother. Cain saved me that day, and never once asked for anything in return, yet I took Aria from him. That sits especially heavy on my mind today.

      A shadow falls over the bed she lies in and I lift my gaze to a dark figure standing across the bed from me. Watching me with bright red eyes, the rest of her features are almost imperceptible.

      I let my gaze roam down her form, curious about this thing, tracing the silhouette of a female, all the way down to the thin, black thread that is linked to Aria’s side.

      Fear trickles through me at the sight of the creature. She’s supposed to be locked away by my ring, but it seems even Hell’s magic can’t keep her bound for long. We may have severely underestimated her strength.

      “Hello there,” I say, looking back up.

      She doesn’t respond.

      “I’ve wanted to meet you.”

      The edges of her form start feathering like she might disappear or change forms.

      “You don’t need to fear me, I won’t hurt Aria. But I’m curious… Do you talk?” This poses an interesting opportunity to understand what Aria is living with, what she fears so much that she clung onto the idea that I was an angel back on earth.

      No response, which I take as no ability to speak. So I reach across the bed for a connection. A small touch that will allow me to understand what I’m dealing with. But she’s gone in a heartbeat, and when I look up, I find her plastered to the ceiling like a gaping black hole.

      I lower my hand to the thread, my fingers going right through it, like she’s nothing more than an actual shadow. No sensation floods me; my powers can’t reach it, which leaves me more confused as to what Aria is. But while that fails, I draw in a deep breath, one that brings a flare of burned wood mingled with sulfur, and that smell is familiar. Whatever this thing attached to her is, it definitely originated in Hell, I am certain of this more than ever.

      I lower my gaze to Aria’s gorgeous face, and my chest clenches, heart racing at what she does to me. She makes me feel things I never should, makes me dream of her, when I doubt she holds the same emotions for me. She’s a wicked little thing to make me fall for her. It’s foolish of me to even contemplate needing someone like her. Yet my muscles tighten at the thought of never seeing her again.

      I’ve always been broken, more psycho than normal, I admit, but with how easily I let myself soften around Aria, am I any better than Cain by giving myself to this little woman? Maybe it had been a mistake to convince Father we should bring her into Hell. I never should have gotten this close to her. Never should have let myself be captivated by her beauty, her courage, her fighting spirit. I see too much of myself in her, the darkness, the desperation to keep my head afloat, and the constant battle to never let anyone see that side of myself.

      As if sensing my presence, she stirs and rolls onto her back, her eyes blinking to life. Stunning dark, brown eyes. In that instant, the shadow creature retracts, slipping back into her and disappearing.

      She licks her dry lips as she pushes herself to sit up. “How long have you been watching me?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “What do you want, Maverick?” There’s no hatred behind her voice this time, but she asks it more as a question of understanding. Something between us has changed, and when her gaze blazes in my direction with a strange look of both anguish and confusion, my body sags.

      If only she knew my intention was never to bring her into such danger, that each time we spent together a new sensation rose through me, one of hope, of possibility, of happiness.

      When I look back now at how everything brought us to this point, I hate myself that I dragged her into the predicament. Regret twists inside me and I deserve all the punishment coming my way.

      But I know the longer I look at her, the more I go over everything in my mind, it becomes clear what I must do.

      Of course, I shouldn’t.

      But I also can’t sit around and do nothing either.

      After all, regret is a bitch to live with for eternity.

      “I never wanted you hurt,” I say. “You weren’t meant to be here, and I made a huge mistake in thinking it was the best decision for you.”

      She blinks up at me, rosy lips parting like she might ask a question, but the words never come.

      “You are not safe here,” I tell her, clawing guilt ripping at my insides that it has taken me this long to realize the truth.

      “Was I ever?” She gives me a lopsided grin, and I take that as her attempt to not knock me down but make a joke. It’s progress between us and I embrace it.

      “No,” I admit truthfully.

      “Your father hates me. He would hate you even more for being nice to me. But you’re scared he’ll hurt me?”

      “Yes. Everything I’ve done so far has been to survive. I lived with lies and distrust, accepting them as normality for so long, I forgot there was anything else. My father cares for nothing or no one but himself.”

      She watches me, not responding right away or moving away.

      “Can I go home?” she finally asks.

      I sit on the bed next to her. She doesn’t pull away, and I take her hand in mine, the pull of the ring on her finger buzzing against my skin. It recognizes me.

      I reach forward with my other hand and slide her hair behind an ear. She doesn’t flinch away, but leans into my touch unexpectedly. “If that’s what you want.”

      My fingers weave into her dark hair, curling around the thick luxurious mane around my hand at the back of her head. I meet her gaze, seeing the battle behind her eyes, the darkness, the desire, and she takes her lower lip between her teeth.

      I’m still reeling from knowing what awaits her if she remains in Hell. That human saying comes to mind about adoring something so much you need to set it free. Not sure of the exact wording, but I feel that in my bones with Aria.

      She tilts her head to the side, studying me.

      “I might regret this,” I explain.

      “Me too, but I give you permission,” she says breathlessly, which leaves me confused at first. That is, until she pushes herself closer to me.

      Our lips graze, and with it comes a tremulous groan from deep within me, a long-awaited desire surging to the surface.

      This time, I know I’m doing the right thing without a shadow of a doubt. I think back to our moment in the hot springs, when I’d almost kissed her then, and then when we were at each other’s throats in Lucifer’s throne room. That fire in her eyes as she held the angel blade to my neck. My cock hardens just at the memory of it.

      Then with purpose, I kiss her back with a starved hunger.

      My breath hitches from the way she pushes her body against mine, how her mouth parts, drawing me in to taste her.

      From the beginning, I've wanted to hurt her, to make Cain suffer, to please Father and gain his approval. I’d been lost for so long… until now.

      I take hold of the ring on her finger, and with a single thought call the energy to me. Then in an instant, I slide the thing off her hand and the world around us dissolves, leaving behind nothing but a worried knot in my stomach.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

          

      

    

    






Elias

        

      

    

    
      The three of us stand in front of a dilapidated looking townhome in serious need of a fresh coat of paint and a weedwacker through the overgrown front yard. I could smell the stench of decay, blood, and putrefaction the moment we pulled up in the car. Multiple people were dead inside, and if Cain is right and this is a new vampire nest, I’m not surprised. Especially with the younger ones. They tend to be more sloppy and reckless with their kills.

      It’s why we had an agreement with Viktor’s coven. If left unchecked, vamps would overtake a city in weeks. Like weeds. They could be an infestation and are extremely hard to get rid of.

      From Cain’s description, it seems something fishy is going on here. Viktor’s clan has always been on the smaller side, and he’s never had a problem with members going rogue before. But if he’s missing—by his own doing or not—it could be why some decided to test their limits. Unless there was a mutiny situation and Viktor was taken out. Well… then we have a messier situation on our hands and some unruly vampires to dispatch.

      First step is to go inside this house and teach these vamps a lesson. Then clean up the dead and all that—the less fun part.

      But my attention is on the graffiti on the front door of a triangle with an upside-down cross inside it. “Never seen that before.”

      “It’s just graffiti,” Cain says and doesn’t even hesitate but strides right through the front door. Glancing at me, Dorian grimaces, but we follow him inside.

      The odor of death is so strong, my eyes water. And it’s not hard to guess where it’s coming from. Blood paints the walls and floors, like something out of a horror movie.

      “It was a feeding frenzy,” Dorian whispers, as Cain leads us down the hall. We peer into every room we pass but find no one. Well, no one living anyway. There are dead bodies everywhere, some even missing limbs or with their throats ripped out. Another sign of novice vamps, they’re not as eloquent once the blood lust takes over. They’ll do anything to satisfy that craving, which is also stronger the younger they are.

      I remember Cain saying he’d seen vamps here asleep when he’d come last. So… where are they?

      Cain must be thinking the same thing, because when he gets to the end of the long hall, he whips around, brows pinched in confusion.

      “Maybe they left?” Dorian answers the unasked question we’re all thinking.

      “In the daylight?” I ask. “Wouldn’t be the smartest idea.”

      “No, they have to be here. If there’s a basement…” Cain brushes past us and heads for the foyer again. We hurry after him, and once we pass the staircase, there’s a loud boom from the second floor. Our heads whip up to see three vamps perched on the landing’s railing like some fucked-up humanoid birds.

      To my surprise, I don’t recognize any of them. We’ve been close to Viktor’s coven for years. Any new vamp needs to be put in our database and recorded, but these three are completely unfamiliar.

      Which means, these aren’t from Viktor’s coven.

      Snarling, they leap for us with fangs bared. We split immediately. Switching into his demon faster than a blink, Dorian jumps on the wall and, using it to push off, hits one of the vamps mid-air. They land with a loud thud on the stairs and tumble the rest of the way down, punching and clawing at each other.

      Cain doesn’t bother changing forms. He simply grabs one vampire by the neck and slams him into the floorboards, splintering the wood. Blood explodes from his head, the skull mashed in.

      As for me, my opponent—the only female in the group—hits the ground in front of me, crouches low, and rushes at me in a blur of speed. Vampires have always been speedy creatures, and can put up one hell of a fight, but those skills come with age and these babies are sloppy at best.

      I track her movements easily. As she pounces for my neck, I seize her by the front of her shirt and hurl her across the room, using her own momentum plus my strength to really send her flying. She hits the front door with a terrible bone-crunching sound and collapses in a heap on the floor, her neck twisted at an odd angle.

      Unfortunately, a broken neck won’t be enough to kill her, but it’s sure to paralyze her for a while. Not to mention, it’ll hurt like a bitch when it heals.

      When I turn around to assess the others, I find Dorian covered in blood with his vamp’s throat ripped out, bled out. Cain has thrown his onto a bench near the entryway, his body slumped forward but making gurgling noises in his semi-conscious state. Like with mine, a smashed skull isn’t enough to kill a vamp either, and it looks like Cain is banking on using this one to answer a few questions.

      “Oops, I didn’t know we were supposed to keep them alive,” Dorian says, wiping the blood off his face with the back of his sleeve. He glances down at the bloody mess he made and shrugs. “My bad.”

      “We only need one,” Cain says as he studies the one in front of him. His skull is melding together, the head reshaping as the inner wounds heal first. “And it looks like this one’s going to be able to talk soon.”

      Dorian and I move closer. It doesn’t take much longer for the vampire to lift his head and blink his eyes open. Seeing us, he flashes fangs and hisses.

      “Oh, stop with that nonsense,” Dorian snaps as his demon recedes. “Theatrics.”

      He tries to hop to his feet, but I slap a hand onto his shoulder and shove him back down. “Stay,” I growl.

      His confused gaze flicks to me and then to Dorian and Cain. “What are you?” he asks. Even his voice is boyish, and if I were to guess, I’d say he’s no older than sixteen. A real baby baby vamp.

      He’s obviously never met with demons before, and he doesn’t know how we were able to take him and his friends down.

      “We rule this city,” Cain says coolly. “Both Glenside and Storm, and what we want to know is who you are. And your master.”

      He huffs a laugh, and his lack of fear strikes a nerve with me. I curl my fingers more into his shoulder and grip harder. He gasps. “Hey!”

      “I suggest you answer our questions, or there’s a nice little pit in Hell with your name on it.”

      Hesitating, the vamp looks us all over again, more color draining from his face. “H-Hell?” he stammers. “You are the… demons?”

      “Ah, so you have heard of us.” Dorian smiles.

      “Viktor warned us we’d be meeting you soon.”

      “Viktor?” Cain repeats, exchanging looks with us. We can see what he’s thinking, Viktor’s been making new vampires without us knowing? Not only does that break our agreement, it means war. “Is he your master?”

      This time, the vampire bursts into near hysterics, laughing so hard he snorts. “That Dracula wanna be? Absolutely not.”

      Well, there goes that idea.

      Cain’s patience is wearing thin. He nods my way, giving me the okay to do what it takes to get him talking. Excited, I let the power of the shift push through me, but limit it to my arm still gripping his shoulder. My fingers elongate into claws, the nails pushing into his flesh and puncturing it. Blood darkens his shirt.

      His laughter stops abruptly and he tries to leap away, but I hold him firm.

      “If not Viktor, then who made you,” Cain asks in a low rumble, capturing his attention again. “Who is your master?”

      He peers up at him with mock interest. “You don’t know?”

      Little shit. He’s really pushing the boundaries with us. Especially Cain. I can see his pupils enlarging, almost engulfing his eyes entirely.

      With my temper rising, I jerk my claws, tearing at the skin and muscle in his shoulder and making him cry out. “I’d fucking talk if I were you. Unless you have no use for this arm anymore.”

      “Fuck you!” He spits in my face. The slimy loogie slides down my cheek, and my entire body boils with rage. My inner hellhound leaps forward.

      With a roar, I embed my talons into his throat and wrench with my other hand with all my strength. Blood splatters everywhere as the vampire’s head rips clear off his shoulders. It drops with a loud thud on the floor, rolling across the wood to Cain’s feet.

      Chest heaving and shoulders rigid, I look up at him and Dorian, the fury deflating out of me like a balloon. I let the headless body flop to the ground.

      Dorian grins broadly. “I’m glad it wasn’t just me this time.”

      Cain kicks the head to the side with a sigh. “It wasn’t a loss. He wasn’t much help anyway.”

      A low groan comes from across the room, capturing all our attention. The female vampire. She must be coming too.

      “No biggie,” Dorian says. “Two down, one to go.”
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take too much convincing to get the girl vampire to sing. Especially after seeing her two friends ripped apart. The guy who mastered them is named Stephan. So, definitely not Viktor, like we originally thought. But that brings up another slew of problems. If Viktor didn’t betray us, then that meant a new coven was trying to move into his territory. Meaning our territory, and obviously not playing by the rules.

      We run this city. Hell, we run some of the areas around it, too, and our presence here on earth is known throughout the supernatural community, so this vamp sure had some balls trying to overtake us.

      It’s a mistake he’ll soon be regretting.

      When we are done questioning the vampire girl, we let her go, hoping she’ll send the message to her master that we have him in our sights. If he’s smart, he’ll get the fuck out of our town, but since he’s been threatening Charlotte and making an army of young vamps, I doubt it’s going to be that easy. This Stephan fellow is gearing up for a fight.

      Then there’s the fact that Viktor is missing. He could very well be dead, and if that’s the case, well… things have just gotten a bit more complicated.

      Tired and annoyed, we head home. The vamp problem is just one more thing we have to add to our to-do list, with getting Aria out of Hell as the top priority, of course. And with the witch, Joseline, missing, that only leaves the harp’s relics as our way to her. But that takes time—time we certainly don’t have.

      We open the front door to the mansion and stride inside, only to be stopped short by the sight before us. Aria and Maverick, the two last people we expected to see, stand there at the bottom of the staircase, staring at each other, their faces close. Their heads whip our way the moment we enter, and Aria steps back instantly, causing Maverick’s hands to slide off her arms.

      She runs for us, collapsing in Cain’s arms and holding him fiercely, like she’s afraid of what might happen if she lets him go. Dorian comes around and strokes her hair, whispering something comforting to her in her ear, something I don’t hear because my sights are set on Maverick, who’s still standing in the middle of our foyer, watching her with longing in his eyes.

      Fury surges through me again, wild and untamable, and I’m flying across the room before I can even register what I’m doing. I seize Maverick by the shirt front and wail my fist into his face so hard, he flies back onto the steps, smashing the back of his head and gripping desperately for the railing. The scent of blood hits my nose, and he tries to haul himself up to stand, but I leap on top of him and pin him down. I nail him again in his pretty-boy face, crunching his nose easily. More blood pours from his nostrils.

      “Elias, no!” Aria’s shouts behind me take me off guard. “Stop! Get off him, please!”

      She doesn’t want me to kill this asshole for stealing her away from us? I don’t understand.

      Maverick takes those two seconds that I’m distracted to throw his entire body into me and tackle me onto the floor. We roll together, fists flying, knees kicking. He ends up landing a good jab to my chin, but I manage to get my feet under him and use my legs to propel him off me and across the room. He slams into the entry table and knocks over a vase. The glass shatters everywhere.

      “Wait!” Aria continues to yell. Cain holds her firm as she tries to get closer to him, but I’m on my feet in the next second.

      “I know you like to play with your food, but kill him already,” Dorian encourages me, despite Aria’s protests. “The asshole doesn’t deserve to live a second longer.”

      Maverick’s head lifts, a new gash in his cheek spilling more blood. I’m ready to repeat what I did to the vampire kid and rip his head clean off his body. To hell with the consequences.

      I trudge over to him, my beast shoving to the surface, wanting a part in his demise. A fierce growl tears from my throat, but before I can get too close, Maverick glances once more at Aria before blinking out of existence. The smell of sulfur lingers behind.

      Throwing my head back, I roar, letting all my anger and frustration out at once. The pictures rattle on the walls, and my entire body shakes from the force of it.

      Dorian runs over to the spot Maverick just was a second ago and kicks the broken pieces of wood and glass. “Fucking shit. He’s always got to run away with his tail between his legs. What a worm.”

      I try to settle myself and calm the rapid animal inside me, but it’s harder this time. Maverick was just here—in our house—and he got away again. It’s like he’s mocking us now. Being able to pop in and out whenever he feels like it, steal Aria, and do whatever he feels like. This is our home, our territory, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him come here again and leave alive.

      There’s no fucking way.

      Cain spins Aria and grabs her by the shoulders, looking her over. “Are you hurt? Did he touch you? His ring—did he take it off?” He snatches her left hand. Surprisingly enough, the ring is gone. His brows knit in confusion. “He… did.”

      Dorian turns. “Wait, what?” Walking over, he peers down at Aria’s hand, too. “He took off the ring and brought you back? I don’t understand.”

      “I-I don’t either,” Aria replies.

      “There’s something more to it,” I snap. “There has to be.”

      “I agree. This is Maverick we’re talking about here,” Dorian says.

      My fists clench at my sides. I’m itching to ram them into his face again. Over and over. I hate that he’s able to stay one step ahead of us all this time. It’s infuriating.

      Dorian rubs his jaw in thought. “We need to figure out what he’s up to before he pops back here again and fucks us. What aren’t we seeing?”

      “I don’t think he will,” Aria says suddenly, making us all look at her. “At least, it didn’t seem that way to me.”

      As usual, Cain’s remarkably calm, despite everything that’s happened. Maybe he’s just relieved to have Aria back. But for me, that’s not enough. I want blood. I want to make sure this can never happen again.

      “Why do you think that?” he asks her, hovering close.

      “I mean, he had no reason to bring me back here. Lucifer had plans for me. He wanted me to stay—”

      “What?” Cain’s pupils dilate at the mention of his father, enlarging until nothing is left of his irises but complete blackness. “Plans? What plans?”

      “He wants to use me somehow—and Sayah, of course—to take over Heaven. He didn’t explain the details, but I got the feeling he wants to weaponize me in some way,” she explains.

      “He’s still on that pipe dream?” Dorian shakes his head.

      I growl. “Of course he is. And he wants to use Aria to do it.”

      “Maverick… defended me, in a way. At least that’s what it felt like,” she goes on. “And then, without warning, he brought me back.”

      “You can’t trust him to do something good and without self-motivation. That’s the way he’s always been,” Dorian says.

      “Lucifer won’t give up that easily,” Cain interjects. “His ability to leave Hell may be limited, but if he doesn’t send my brother to retrieve Aria, he’ll send others. We need to be prepared.”

      “We should’ve done the ritual,” Dorian replies through clenched teeth. “The full moon’s passed.”

      But this time, Cain nods, agreeing.

      “Don’t I get a say in this?” Aria asks, annoyance coating her tone. “It is my soul that we’re talking about here.”

      I can’t believe this is still an argument. Even after everything.

      “That depends. Would you rather be dragged back to Hell again with us having possibly no way to get to you? Used as Lucifer’s plaything?” Dorian says bluntly, his entire body rigid. It’s not like him to be the intense one, but I guess after his fuck-up with Maverick, he’s really feeling the guilt and danger now.

      She swallows back her words.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Or, we can go with the original plan and use the witch’s connection to Maverick to summon him. Then get more concrete answers,” I suggest.

      “We still need to find her,” Cain says.

      Aria’s eyes widen. “Joseline? Find her? Wait, where is she?”

      “We don’t know,” I reply. “She’s run off.”

      Dorian turns to her. “Unless you have any idea of where she might be hiding?”

      She shakes her head. “If she’s not at her apartment or work, then I really have no idea. The dark magic has changed her. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Dorian grumbles.

      “We have to find her,” Aria says, looking between the three of us. “What if she’s in trouble?”

      “Then she shouldn’t have run,” I say blandly, which wins me a deadpan look from her.

      “We’ll find her,” Cain adds in. His eyes return to their normal blue, and his shoulders sag. “But first, I want you to tell me everything that happened while you were in Hell. Especially with Lucifer. I need to know.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      He presses a hand to the small of her back and leads her toward the parlor. “We all have a lot to catch each other up on.”

      Dorian goes to follow but pauses when he sees I haven’t moved. “You coming?” he asks, as Cain and Aria disappear into the front room.

      My skin is itching, like a million ants are crawling underneath it, and I know that after our run-in with the vamps and now with Maverick, my hellhound needs to be released. It’ll tear through me if I don’t give it the freedom it craves.

      I pull off my shirt over my head. “I need to run.”

      He glances at the door and then at me again. “Are you sure this is the best time?”

      My jaw tightens. My muscles are already tightening and bulging just at the prospect of the change. “Yes.”

      He sighs heavily. “Very well. Don’t disappear though. This isn’t the time.”

      I want to bite back at him for the comment, but I know he’s right. It is my known pattern after all, and with Aria’s life and ours still very much in danger, I can’t lose myself to the beast again.

      A quick run through the woods. Maybe a short hunt to get the need for blood out of my system, and then I’ll be back.

      I nod once in agreement and head for the door. The animal takes over before I even hit the gravel, and within seconds, I’ve changed and am running full speed on all fours towards the lake.
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Aria

        

      

    

    
      “Sayah killed your father?” Dorian’s voice is low while his gaze is focused on me, like somehow he can see inside of me to where I harbor the monster.

      I sit uncomfortably on the couch in the parlor while only two of the three guys remain close around me. Elias is nowhere in sight, but Dorian is perched on the armrest of the couch, one leg propped up on the cushioned seat. Cain is by the fireplace, still as a statue, yet there’s fear, anger, and other emotions in his eyes.

      I nod, brushing a few rogue strands of hair out of my face. I’m squirming in my seat, my insides still jumpy after everything that’s happened. I’ve never been the person to drink tea, but I might need a cup. Or a Benadryl—something to calm these bouncing nerves.

      “So not only did my mother summon Sayah to kill my father, but then she put her inside me before deciding I wasn’t worth it and abandoned me at the hospital.” The words pour out of me, and I still don’t know how to feel about it all. It’s been on my mind a lot lately.

      Maybe I ought to be crying, to feel torn, but in truth I feel empty when it comes to my past. I’ve shed so many tears about them, so now that I know the truth, I don’t know how to react. Maybe I’ve made myself numb, or maybe I'm still in shock, I don’t know.

      Before the guys respond, I give them a complete run down to the whole conversation with my father and Lucifer.

      “Well then…” Dorian says, running a hand through his hair. “And I thought my parents were jacked up.”

      I huff out a breath. “It explains why I’m broken on the inside.” I half laugh, which only comes out awkward.

      Cain strolls over and takes a seat next to me, his arm around my back. “There is nothing broken about you, Aria. Not a single thing. We can’t pick our parents, we can’t pick our past, but we can become better from it, and that’s just what you’ve done.”

      His words are sweet, but I don’t know how true they are. I certainly don’t feel like I’m better.

      Elias strolls in then, his shirt off, his pants hanging off his hips, hair a mess. Blood is smeared across his mouth. He’s been hunting outside.

      Silently, he moves across the room to his usual spot by the bookshelf and crosses his arms.

      Cain strokes my arm and I lean against him. “I always knew my parents had abandoned me for some reason, but it never occurred to me it might be because my mother was psycho and had cursed me.”

      Dorian is next to me suddenly, taking my hand in his. Elias kneels before my feet, his hands on my legs.

      “You will always have us. And I’ll gut Lucifer if it’s the last thing I do,” Elias tells me.

      Having all three of them surrounding me, showing me the kind of affection I never expected, has my eyes pricking. It’s so much all at once, but the emotions roaring through me are about how close I’ve become with these demons. Where I doubt I can be without them, and they seem to share the feeling.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” Cain tells me, his arm holding me tight. “And we can go find your mother if you’d like. See if what your father said is true.”

      Maybe it’s the way they look at me, Cain’s words, or the thought that my father might have lied to me, but my chest tightens. I’m trembling, and I bite down on my lip to stop myself from bawling. I squeeze my eyes shut, but tears leak out from the corners.

      I can’t stop them if I try, but I know why it’s hit me so hard. I’ve been holding on, being so strong for so long because I don’t want to fall apart. Yet I’ve been seeing myself drifting deeper and deeper into trouble, my future so dark I can’t stand it, and I keep telling myself I will catch myself. But maybe I’ve been a fool. Maybe this is too much for me to keep pretending all will be alright.

      My heart thunders and a silence engulfs us.

      I curl in against Cain, and he holds me as I cry, my chest feeling like it’s torn open, unleashing everything I’ve kept inside me. The truth of my past is a blade, slicing me to hundreds of pieces. I don’t try to stop myself this time because I need to face my fears.

      Unsure how long I’ve been crying, we stay like that until I finally calm down. I pull back from Cain and wipe my tears. “I’m sorry. I didn't mean to lose control like that,” I whisper.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for.” Dorian reaches over and catches a tear as it rolls over my jawline.

      “I’d be more concerned if you didn’t feel anything after what you’ve been through,” Elias adds.

      “What if there is more wrong with me than just Sayah? What if my mother is really crazy, and what if—”

      “No,” Cain interrupts me. “Don’t even entertain the thought. You’re nothing like your mother. I’ve seen how much love you have for your friend, how you rescued Cassiel, how much you worry about us. That is who you are.”

      I blink at him, and we all sit there in silence, them watching me. And me… well, I feel loved. It’s the only way to describe that sensation where there’s no more awkwardness in my body, just a sense of contentment settles in my bones.

      There’s something unimaginably beautiful about having this kind of security.

      I finally nod. “I know you’re right. I guess I’m paranoid.”

      “We’re here for you, no matter what,” Dorian says.

      “Anytime,” Elias tacks on.

      “You are all too good to me.” I wipe at my eyes, and I offer them a soft smile, then recline against Cain once more, enjoying the time out.

      Dorian and Elias exchange looks, silent words passing between them.

      “What?” I ask them.

      “Just that we have to check up on Charlotte and her vamp problem,” Dorian says.

      “How is she holding up?” I ask him.

      “She’s okay. Things with Viktor have gotten more complicated though.”

      “We don’t want you to worry about that,” Elias says quickly. “We have it under control.”

      Good. Because I don’t know how much more I can handle right now. My shoulders slump. “As long as she’s safe.”

      Elias nods. “She is. And besides, I think Cain wants to talk to you about something about the ritual, too. Alone.”

      Cain glares at him, but he shrugs it off.

      When I look up at Cain, he sighs heavily. Defeated. “He’s right. I do.”

      Dorian rises to his feet and blows me a kiss before he and Elias head out of the parlor.

      Now alone, I shift a little farther from Cain but remain in his arms.

      “I’ve missed you,” he confesses, his voice a whisper soft. “I’ve been driving myself mad with you gone.”

      His words hold more weight because I knew that if it weren’t for his brush with death, he would’ve never admitted such a thing.

      “I’ve missed you, too. More than you know.”

      He sits up a bit straighter, his hands sliding away from me and onto his lap. “I hold a lot of guilt for everything that’s happened to you. My brother… My father…”

      “You shouldn’t,” I say to stop him. “I don’t blame you for anything.”

      He glances away, conflict warring on his face. He holds so much responsibility on his shoulders, it breaks my heart.

      “I’ve tried to protect you, Aria. From everything that can hurt you. Even the truth. And that’s been another grave mistake I’ve made.” He sucks in a deep breath. “You and Elias are right. You should know about the binding ritual because it will affect you and ultimately your soul. It needs to be your choice and your choice alone.”

      The ritual… The thing the demons are convinced will be the best thing to keep me out of Lucifer’s clutches.

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      He waits a long moment as he struggles with how to begin. “The binding ritual is just what it sounds like. It’ll bind you to the three of us for the rest of eternity. Like how humans like to pretend their traditional wedding ceremonies do, but this is in the literal sense. Our souls will mesh in a way, and that’ll allow us to sense where you are at all times. We’ll be able to tell when you’re in danger, even if you’re miles away.”

      “Will it… change me in any way? If our souls are meshing?” I ask. I already feel so out of touch with myself with Sayah. I definitely don’t need more of that.

      “Maybe meshing was the incorrect word,” he replies. “More like intertwine. And no. You will just be able to sense us as we can sense you.”

      Scary. But could come in handy… But for eternity? Really? That’s a long time. Am I willing to make that kind of commitment to these demons?

      “Is there any way out of it down the road if I change my mind?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” he replies. “Elias is still linked to Serena because of it, and it tortures him every day. The only way to break it would be with their deaths.”

      His words sink into me, stirring jealous unlike I’ve ever felt before. Elias had performed the ritual with that bitch? The one who ripped his heart out? No wonder he’s still traumatized by it. He thought she was his soulmate and she’d used him. With the jealousy comes another emotion too… one of surprise to hear that he had felt so deeply for someone else, that now I worry I can never compare. How can I be better than the first person he gave his heart to? Especially if he is still somehow connected with her. Does he still think of her and miss her? I don’t know how to feel knowing he will always have this other woman linked to him.

      “Dorian and I helped him with the ceremony, but didn’t complete all the…” He pauses, looking for the right word. “Requirements needed for it to work on us in the same way.”

      What in the world does that mean?

      I eye him suspiciously. “What requirements?”

      Again, he pauses. “First, we needed a full moon to perform the ritual, but…”

      “We missed it,” I conclude, knowing I was in Hell when the moon was at its fullest.

      He nods. “Waiting another month isn’t really an option. Too much can happen in that time.”

      “So, what? That’s it?”

      “Not exactly. There is one more way, but it involves blood… And a lot of it.”

      My nose scrunches just at the thought. I’m not sure I like the sound of that. “Are we talking human sacrifices?”

      “No. It’ll be our blood.”

      Still gross. The fact that he can say it so calmly freaks me out a bit, but that’s a demon for you.

      “The blood will strengthen the bond between us. It makes the ritual more effective than if we used the full moon,” he goes on. “And then the sex.”

      I choke. “The what now?”

      “The sex,” he repeats. “It’s the requirement Dorian and I skipped with Serena, but Elias indulged in. The final step to seal the bond.”

      I blink. “I have to have sex… with all three of you?” My belly tightens just at the thought of all three demons having me at once. Talk about a girl’s dream scenario come to life.

      Wait. What was the downside to this again? I can’t seem to remember anymore.

      “Aria,” Cain turns fully to me and stares into my eyes with concern. “This is no easy feat. This ritual involves some of the most ancient and darkest magic ever constructed. It’s so powerful, it’s rarely used, even by demons, but it’s the best way for us to be able to keep you safe from Lucifer. Or any other threat to you for that matter.”

      He means Sayah. I can see her name hovering in his gaze. But eternity is a long time, and really, I just met these men a few months ago. Sure, we’ve been to Hell and back together, and that short time feels like ages, but am I willing to link myself to them permanently? Forever?

      I’m not so sure.

      Weddings come with divorces. The only way out of this is death.

      And what does that mean for the freedom I was promised after helping the demons find the relics? Was that then null and void? Had to be, right?

      “You said that if I helped you—”

      “Find the relics, I’d set you free,” Cain finishes for me. “Yes. I knew this question was coming.”

      “Well?”

      “It would no longer apply technically, since our souls will be linked. However…” He trails off, his expression turning grave.

      Dipping my head, I try to catch his eyes again. “However, what?”

      “If you want it to be, I promise we will sever ties with you in all other ways. We may still be able to sense each other through the bond link, but we will never contact you or interfere with your life in any way again. I…” He clears his throat and corrects himself. “We will do everything possible to make sure you never see us again.”

      My chest burns at the thought. Have no contact with the demons? None whatsoever?

      Yeah, my life may become less crazy and I wouldn’t be staring death in the face every second of every day, but to have them erased from me? Completely? I don’t know about that.

      “I will hold up my end of our deal either way,” he continues. “You just need to tell me what you want to do, and I’ll make it so.”

      Problem is, I don’t know what I want.

      This is a massive decision.

      “Can I have some time to think it over?” I ask in a whisper. “I know the clock is ticking, but this is… a lot.”

      He frowns but nods. “Of course.”

      He moves on the couch, and at first I think he’s going to get up and leave me, but instead, he shifts closer and puts his arm around me once again. The gesture is a bit stiffer now, and I know he’s still struggling with showing his emotions, so I meet him the rest of the way and lean my head against his shoulder.

      “I wasn’t lying with what I said before, Aria,” he murmurs into my hair. “With you gone, I’ve thought of nothing else but seeing you again. I missed you more than humanly possible.”

      That draws a small laugh from me. “Well, you aren’t human, now are you?”

      I can feel the smile forming with his lips pressed against my head. “No. I’m not.”

      Lifting my chin, I meet his gaze. After everything I’ve been through lately, I’m worn out, worn down, yet in Cain’s presence, a new side of me awakens. I lean in closer and grasp his shirt, fisting it in my hands, suddenly wanting to forget the agony within me. And Cain offers me the solution.

      “I’ve waited to feel your arms around me. To feel safe and adored. It’s crazy, I know, but I missed you terribly. And I want you to fuck me, to make me feel so adored, nothing else can touch me. I’m tired of always thinking about how I’m in more danger.”

      He offers me the most delicious grin, and I love seeing that my words bring him such joy.

      His hands fall to my waist, the pressure of his fingers fierce like it takes everything he has to not rip my clothes right here and claim me on the spot. I might not mind at all, but when he instead takes my hand in his, I suspect he has something else in mind.

      “Come with me,” is all he says as he gets to his feet, pulling me along. We head up the stairs and right toward his room.

      Once inside, he locks the door behind us, and I turn to him, staring at me with utter possessiveness.

      “In here, we’re forgetting everything out there. It’s just us two.” He strolls toward me, slowly unbuttoning the buttons at his sleeves before he drags the white shirt up and out from his pants. There is something hypnotic in watching a powerful man like him stroll toward me with purpose. The kind that strips me of all my defenses, one where he won’t take no for an answer.

      Exactly what I want, still I find myself retreating until the back of my legs hit the bed. My body is so tense with excitement while my heart hammers in my chest.

      “Are you wearing anything underneath the pants?” he asks me, slyly.

      “Only one way to find out,” I encourage him, knowing too well I’ve got a thin thong on.

      He reaches my side and his hand explores the softness of my thigh, slowly drifting higher to the clasp. It’s undone in a flash, the zipper flying down, too.

      My breath hitches all the way down to my lungs as I stand before him utterly immobile and gasping for air. It’s nearly impossible to breathe when a god stands in front of me with lust in his eyes.

      Shoving past the denim material, his fingers trace the edges of the thin fabric, dipping lower and lower between my thighs.

      I shudder, and his smile widens.

      “There’s so much I missed about you, Aria, from the way your body reacts to my touch, to the look in your eyes like you’re balancing on the edge of an orgasm and trying so hard to hold on. And how much my body craves every inch of you.” His lips are on mine, his kiss powerful and explosive.

      My response wedges into my throat as I hold onto him and return the passion, inhaling his rugged, sexy scent, loving the way his tongue pierces the seam of my mouth. All the while, his finger skims the length of my pussy over the drenched fabric of my thong.

      I moan against him. What he’s doing is going to completely undo me, and I want so much more.

      His other hand reaches up and palms my breast through my top, my nipple hardening under his touch, while I’m breathing harder and faster. He knows exactly where he’s doing, his finger rubbing me right over my clit, pressing. My legs shake beneath me, unsure how long I can take this.

      “Please, Cain,” I beg.

      He breaks from our kiss. “You’re going to destroy me. I knew it from the moment I met you.” He leans forward, scooping an arm under my knees and the other behind my back, and lifts me off my feet.

      I have my arms around the back of his neck, while my whole body washes over with tingles. I nuzzle my face in the curve of his neck, licking him, loving the slightly salty taste.

      He growls under his breath, a sexy sound that belongs to a man in heat, one who won’t let anything stand in his way.

      “I’m going to take my time with you. Savor you.” Lowering me on the bed, he moves to stand near my feet, then reaches down. Fingers grip my pants and wrench them off. Next, and with slower, more tortuous hands, he guides the elastic of my thong down my legs and off.

      I shiver at the way he takes in my nakedness with each piece of clothing he peels away from me.

      He tosses my shirt and bra somewhere on the floor, then takes my feet and places them on the edge of the bed, my knees bent, before setting his strong palms on them.

      “Touch yourself for me,” he asks so tenderly, there is no way in the world I can ever refuse such a request.

      I blink at him first, while he slowly pries open my legs and steps back, taking all of me.

      The look on his face covers me in the most delicious goosebumps. There’s nothing but pure elation in his eyes.

      “Don’t make me ask twice.” He starts unbuttoning his shirt, staring down at me the whole time, while I’m caught between studying the way he slowly reveals a strong chest cut in muscles and angles, and following his command. My hand slithers down my stomach regardless, seeming to have a mind of her own, or maybe it's just that I would do anything to please Cain.

      I’m reminded of one of our first intimate moments. The one in the limo during our first outing to Purgatory. So much has changed since then, but I’m still completely lost to him, just as I was then. And so I push my fingers lower to where I’m incredibly wet, the touch silky smooth. I moan at my simple touch at how swollen and sensitive I am.

      He licks his lips, watching my every stroke, at the way I part my inner lips with my fingers, offering him everything that I am.

      Yanking his shirt off strong, round shoulders, he proceeds to unbuckle his belt as he toes off his shoes. In seconds, he pushes down his pants, and of course he's going commando. I expect nothing less from him.

      When he grabs his cock, it’s huge, and he hisses as he tugs it a few times. The thick vein running down the front bulges, and the veins in his neck pulse from how tense and ready he is.

      “Oh, yes,” I murmur.

      I’m so distracted that I don't notice he’s glancing at my breasts, then he drops to his knees before me. Large palms push my thighs wider.

      “I want to see all of you, every bit that I missed, every inch of you I intend to lick and remind you is mine. To show you that I feel guilty as shit that I let you get taken. To fill my head with nothing but you, to drown in your scent.”

      His words are magic and he might as well have sprinkled enchantment over me because I’m already buzzing with a kind of euphoria I wasn’t prepared for.

      I want to reply, to say something clever, but all that comes out is a moan, coaxing a laugh from him. Then his mouth is on my pussy, so warm and divine, that I arch my back from the way he clasps his lips over mine. I can easily mistake him for eating a peach, the way his lips and tongue ravage me, leaving nothing untouched. Just like his promise, he is relentless, this powerful demon offering me everything I’ve craved.

      My body seems to burst under his attention, my skin shivering with the building excitement. His finger grazes across the length of my entrance, then he pushes it inside me, and he growls like it does for him as much as it does for me.

      Then he pushes in another finger, and let’s just say, Cain is anything but small when it comes to anything, including his fingers.

      “You’re all mine tonight, Aria.” His teeth graze the inside of my thighs, nibbling as he pushes in and out of me, fast, and causing my whole body to tremble with the strength behind him fingering me. He leans in and sucks on my drenched pussy, and the way he does that changes something to me, brings forward my climax like a freaking tornado. It rips through me.

      I throw my head back to the mattress, my body shuddering like I might burst into flames.

      My legs quiver and I’m screaming before I grab a pillow and press it to my face. In it, I unleash my deepest desires.

      Next thing I know, the pillow is ripped from my face.

      “No hiding. Scream for everyone to hear, for the whole world for all I care. Do you know how fucking sexy you sound when you orgasm?”

      He groans as he draws his fingers out of me, and replaces them with his tongue.

      “Oh, fuck, Cain!” His face is buried between my legs, his hands gripping my ass, lifting it off the bed so he can more easily reach every inch of me. With the heavy breathing and growling sounds he makes, I doubt anything in the world could ever pull him away from me now. He takes all of me, licking what I have to offer, and I’m delusional with desire.

      I lie spent, my chest rising and falling fast, watching this incredible man going to town on me. To have someone appreciate my body this much twists me on the inside, makes me feel things for him I never expected. It makes me want to do whatever the hell it takes to keep him by my side for eternity.

      I don’t even try to make sense of how backward my thoughts are when I have a damn sin demon licking my pussy. My body hums as I float back down from the most insane climax, and when Cain pulls back, his mouth and chin are glistening. He smiles wickedly, licking his lips as though he can’t get enough.

      “I love seeing you like that,” I admit.

      “With your juices all over my face?”

      I nod. “It’s so fucking sexy.”

      He climbs to his feet. “The only sexy one in this room is you.” He presses a knee on the mattress between my legs and lowers his body down over mine, covering me.

      Before I can respond, his mouth is on mine, and I taste myself, the strong scent of sex heavy between us, and he reaches under my back, then lifts me a bit higher on the bed. He positions himself between my legs, and he looks at me deeply.

      “What would you have done to bring me back from Hell?” I ask, knowing it’s stupid, but I want to hear the devotion. Right now I’m craving attention… all of his attention.

      “I would’ve ripped this entire world in half. I would’ve turned the underworld upside down if it meant getting you back. Nothing will ever get between us again. I swear my life on it.”

      I smile wickedly, then chuckle, but I won’t deny having a man I adore go all cave man over me brings out my primal side. It’s raw and addictive.

      “Fuck me,” I tell him. “Make me forget everything.”

      His kiss this time is bruising and takes me almost by surprise, showing me how much he has been holding back in controlling himself. How much he’s wanted to just bend me over and take me. That thought alone turns me on madly.

      He shifts slightly when the tip of his cock pushes against my entrance. Then he kisses me, and drives into me. There is no holding back, nothing but the hungry act of claiming me. His mouth swallows my moans, and he’s electrifying, licking inside my mouth while his cock thrusts harder and harder. Each slap coaxing a sharp gasp out of my lungs.

      My body quivers beneath him as we both fall into a rhythm, me wrapped around him, him burying himself into me, dragging his erection against my walls. I feel every sensation, every touch, and I’m losing my mind.

      The reality of what I’m really feeling for Cain is a lot more complicated, a lot more scary, as I don’t know where anything between us can end. But what I do know is that, for now, our lives are entwined and there is no escaping imminent danger, so I make the decision that I won’t worry about the future between us. Not for now anyway. Focus is how we can survive the present.

      My beautiful demon hisses as he drives into me, filling me so completely. It’s frightening how much it hurts to think I could have lost him. I don’t want to ever feel that sensation of my world growing dimmer. I’ve lost enough in my life already.

      And here I am with him taking me, and I can’t help but feel that with him looking into my eyes, kissing me while making me explode, he might be making love to me. This is so much more than sex for him, and I will admit that it feels the same way for me too.

      He’s pumping in and out of me, and I adore every damn inch of this man. It’s only when he kisses me harder that he triggers my own arousal, bringing me to a second orgasm with such ease. I stiffen beneath him, the loud moan a friction against my throat. Sensing I’ve lost my ability to hold on, his actions become more focused, more determined into faster thrusts, hitting in ways that bring my climax to a newer level.

      Bright lights spark behind my eyes as I bellow the most insane pleasure. I thrash beneath him while he grunts, holding onto me, pummeling into me until he pauses and unleashes a thunderous groan from deep inside. One that is just sexy as fuck.

      His fingers dig into my shoulders as he pulses inside me, his eyes fluttering backward in his own moment of supreme excitement.

      Suddenly his muscles shift and soften, then he lowers his gaze to me. He grabs the back of my head, placing his forehead to mine, both of us battling for breath, our bodies burning up. He tugs me as close to him as possible, his fingers digging into my flesh. 

      “You are everything to me, Aria. Don’t ever doubt my devotion to you. I will destroy and kill anything in my way to reach you.”

      At his words, my eyes grow a tiny bit misty. I’ve lived my whole life wanting this kind of devotion, and now I feel like crying that he’s giving it to me.

      “I’ll take everything you give me,” I respond, meaning it with every fiber of my being, knowing that the time I’ve spent with Cain, Dorian, and Elias has been an endless battle. But it’s during hardship you see a person's true character, Murray used to say. There aren’t a lot of good things he’d offered me in terms of wisdom, but that nugget makes so much sense.

      Cain’s gaze scans my face, then he smiles so perfectly, I melt beneath him.

      “And I’ll give you all of me,” he answers.
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      The past two days since arriving back from Hell have been uneventful. I shouldn’t complain when the three guys insist that I am to take it easy and be waited on for everything, and that includes them coming and spending time with me. They are scared Maverick or Lucifer will return, and in all honesty, that sits in the back of my mind too.

      I don’t yet know how to regain a sense of normality when I keep looking at my finger where Maverick’s ring used to sit. When I sometimes feel Sayah lingering just beneath the surface of my skin, and there’s nothing I can do to stop her if she chooses to emerge. Then of course, the big fat white elephant in the room… My kiss with Maverick.

      My mind has been drifting to him recently too, to the point I remind myself I did what I had to in order to return home. But what if I’m fooling myself? What if the reason he is constantly on my mind and the feel of his kiss are both signs of something I don’t want to admit to myself?

      What if I’ve got a terrible addiction to all things dark, especially demons?

      I huff and flop back into my bed, coaxing Cassiel to press his head into my side, grunting under his breath.

      I look over at him sitting beside my bed ever so patiently. His head swings to the door and back at me before huffing.

      “How can I say no when you look at me with those huge doe eyes.”

      Up on my feet, I ruffle the fur on his head then rub his tufted ears, still unable to believe how big he grew on our recent trip to Scotland. More of him to love.

      Cassiel makes a mewing sound, staring at the shut door then at me.

      “Okay, let’s go out.”

      The moment I open the door, he bolts downstairs and waits for me by the front door. There are several guards there, and with their presence, I stroll into the front yard. For a change, I don’t mind being watched if it means no more kidnappings.

      I almost laugh at how I used to try everything to escape when I first arrived at the mansion, and now I’m ingrained and don’t want to be taken away.

      Cassiel sprints across the yard, pouncing across the snow every now and then, before he ducks behind a huge tree and seems to be peeing.

      I wrap my arms around myself and realize I should have grabbed a coat as a cold breeze swishes past. Yet the snow glistens beneath the sunlight, sitting perfectly untouched. Well, except for where Cassiel has stamped his footprints. The stone path from the doorway to the road has been swept clean of snow, and I step down, taking in a deep breath of fresh air.

      That’s when a small shadow swoops overhead, and I crane my head back as a black bird flies nearby, but from the sky a piece of paper cascades toward me.

      I snatch it out of the air, not truly surprised by many things these days. Messages falling out of the sky? Oh yeah. Completely normal. I almost laugh hysterically at myself as I unfold the white paper. Of course there’s a good chance it’s nothing more than rubbish that the bird was carrying to build its nest...

      Except, when the first word I see is my name, written in blue ink, my blood turns as cold as the snow surrounding me.

      Aria,

      We need to talk. I’m leaving town, but I can’t go without seeing you first. I’m returning to my apartment and will be there at 3pm today if you can make it.

      I’m sorry for everything.

      Joseline

      I keep reading the note over and over, but it doesn’t change the message. Joseline is leaving, and more than that, if I want to see her again, I have to meet her at her apartment  at three. 

      My mind’s made up. I need to see her and find out what’s going on. Like, why did she run away from the mansion? Had she gotten herself in more trouble somehow?

      I swing back around to head inside when Dorian emerges from the doorway, watching me intently, the bridge of his nose creasing as if sensing my unease.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What’s the time?” I ask, closing the distance between us, and closely behind I feel Cassiel reaching my side.

      Dorian collects his phone from his pocket and taps it. “Just a few minutes to three.”

      “Shit. You need to take me to Joseline’s place now.” I shove the note in his hand and dart inside to grab a coat from the hallway. Cassiel is on my heels the whole time, most likely thinking we’re playing a game.

      “You sure that’s a smart move?” he asks, and I know his question comes from a place of concern, but so does my insistence to check on the only true friend I’ve had.

      “What if she’s really leaving town, running away from everything? I want to see her one last time and make sure she’s alright.”

      “And what if this is a trap?”

      “Could be, but why would Lucifer bother luring us there when he can so easily appear at our front door?”

      He doesn’t argue back. “We’re taking Cain and Elias with us.”

      “Fine by me. Having the whole gang with us is better.”

      Cassiel mews at me and headbutts my legs like somehow he senses we are all going somewhere. As Dorian darts back into the mansion, I crouch down by my lynx and fluff up the sides of his face. “You want to come for a ride, too? Think you’ve been spoiled by coming out with us.”

      He seems to purr against my touch and pushes closer, rubbing himself against my face.

      I melt against his soft fur. “Okay, you can come too.”

      I don’t recall how long we’ve been waiting for Dorian to return, but I’m close to rushing back inside to see what the holdup is when the crunch of tires on snow grabs my attention. Cassiel is already sprinting toward the Town Car before I get a chance to take a step forward.

      The back door opens for me, but it’s Cassiel who leaps inside, and even from where I’m standing, I can hear Elias bellowing for him to get out.

      Laughing to myself, I jog over to them and climb in and shut the door.

      Cain sits in the front, Dorian alongside me and near the window, and Cassiel pressed up between Elias’s legs.

      “Why is the cat in the car?” he asks.

      “Same reason all of you are. He’s worried Now please, Holmes, can we go, I’m already late.”

      Dorian shuffles his arm around my back, drawing me closer to him, while Elias and Cassiel fall into a staring match.

      “So explain to us exactly how you got the note,” Cain asks, twisting his head to look back at us.

      I give them a lowdown on everything that happened, which really wasn’t much.

      “You think it’s a raven, like the one that used to belong to Sir Surchion?” Elias asks. “If that bastard has somehow come back from the ashes, I’m going to go ballistic.”

      “It wasn’t a big bird, but more of a sparrow.”

      Cain’s brow furrows and he pulls back into his seat. “Your friend might have just summoned the delivery bird,” he finally says.

      “That’s what I’m thinking, as I don’t exactly have a phone, and well, I am guessing she didn’t want any of you to know.”

      Dorian chuckles. “That’s where she’s mistaken. You’re not going anywhere without us.”

      I press into his side, having zero objections to that.

      Cassiel flops his chin down onto Elias’s knee and I reach over to pat my adorable lynx. “He really does like you, Elias.”

      But the brooding demon doesn’t respond, and only sits stiff as a board.

      It isn’t long before we reach the city and are parked right out front of Joseline’s apartment. I think of the previous times I was here, at discovering she did dark magic and how it never clicked to me she had lied about it. I’m kicking myself for not realizing the truth before the situation got so out of hand.

      As we all climb out of the Town Car, Cassiel spills out and attaches himself to my leg, needing to come with me too, apparently. “Can one of you carry him inside so people don’t freak out at seeing him on the loose?” Already I notice a man strolling down the sidewalk, staring at us so intently he walks right into a trash can.

      Elias growls and loops an arm over and around Cassiel’s torso, then heaves him up to his side. Neither of them look comfortable, but I’m not about to complain as we all march over to the entryway of the lofty apartment building. I hit the button next to Joseline’s name on the panel near the door, which opens almost instantly.

      Once inside, Elias drops Cassiel to his feet, and we’re all cramming into the elevator.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?” Cain asks.

      “Well, you can’t all just come into the apartment like my bodyguards. It will freak her out.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Elias responds.

      “But what if she wants to tell me something in secret? She won’t do it with you three breathing down her neck.”

      “There’s no way we are all just waiting outside the apartment,” Dorian adds.

      “She has a balcony. Two of you can stand out there and you can look in on us, but we will still have privacy, and another stays outside,” I explain, unsure if that will put Joseline at ease to speak openly, but it’s a compromise she will have to work with. I’m not exactly in the safe zone myself.

      On the fifth floor, I knock on the door, my stomach churning. When it opens, Joseline peers out from behind the ajar door, her eyes wide and on the three demons.

      “What are they doing here?” she asks. Her hair is messy, her eyes red like she’s been crying, and all I can see on her face is fear.

      “They are safe,” I explain. “Can we come in?”

      That’s when her gaze falls to Cassiel by my side, then she opens the door.

      I step into the apartment that is still filled with the expensive furniture from my last visit, but there’s a heavy feeling of sorrow in the air today.

      Cain and Dorian follow, while Elias stands outside the door, pulling it so it’s just sitting slightly open.

      Dorian makes his way to the balcony, while Cain heads down the hallway and inspects every room.

      “There’s no one here,” Joseline calls out.

      I take her hand, which feels so cold to the touch, and draw her to the sofa where we both sit. “What’s going on? I got your note.”

      She is still looking out toward Cain as he re-emerges and joins Dorian out on the balcony, then he pulls the glass door shut. They are both out there, whispering and in our line of sight.

      “I made things so much worse,” my friend says, drawing my attention to her. She shakes her head. “I-I was desperate and lost my job, and I didn't want to live on the streets. So I made a stupid decision after I met some local witches who convinced me how easy it would be.” Her eyes water, but she blinks the tears away and looks at me. “Your demons are right. It’s too dangerous to be around you. I already feel terrible for bringing so much shit to your door. It would be selfish for me to stay.”

      “You know I don’t care about all that. And besides, we can keep you safe. You should stay with us—”

      “I can’t.” She glances out to the balcony and back to me. “I refuse to do any more harm. To you or myself, so I need to leave and make this right. Start fresh somewhere else. Let me have this.”

      I drag her into my arms and hold her. I remember what Lucifer said about her contract and what’s supposed to become of her. Is there any way she can truly outrun that? 

      According to Lucifer, not unless I join his ranks during the overtake of Heaven, and that’s not something I can do. But I can’t tell her all that. Just like I can’t judge her for wanting to flee. She wants some control back in her life. Even if it’s just for a little while.

      “Hindsight is a bitch,” I say to her, rubbing her back. “But I might have done the same in your situation. Remember all the things we stole and did growing up just to get ourselves food?”

      She pulls back, smiling while wiping her eyes and nodding. “I worry that something is rotten inside me. Now I’ve let evil in, maybe it’s too late for me.”

      Wow, if only she really knew about me and the darkness I’m hiding.

      Cassiel comes and stands besides us, then lays his chin on my friend’s leg.

      “Cassiel definitely likes you,” I say, and she rubs his head. “Animals can pick up on dark energy and he wouldn’t be showing you affection if you were evil.”

      She just keeps stroking his ears, her chin trembling, and her fear kills me on the inside. We’ve been through so much together, so to see her so broken makes me want to scoop her up and promise her everything will be alright.

      “You know the demons and I will try to help you out of your deal with Maverick.” Saying his name brings back my own complications, but I can’t let that into my thoughts when this isn’t about me. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      A small smile lifts her lips. “I know, but I… I need this.”

      I take her hand in mine, slightly squeezing it. “I understand,” I say. “I don’t like it, but I understand what you mean.”

      “I fucked up so badly.” She casts a glance out to the demons who are both watching us with blank expressions, then back at me. “I don’t know what else to do, and I can barely sleep from worry and guilt. I hate that my shit spilled over onto you.” Her words shake, yet she squares her shoulders, looking more determined than I’ve seen since arriving at her place.

      My chest tightens to see her so lost, but if she feels time away will help, I can’t take that chance away from her. “Well… We certainly know how to make a home anywhere,” I say bleakly. She nods.

      “You gotta do what feels right for you,” I go on, “but you’ve got to keep in touch and keep me posted. Send another bird or whatever.”

      She smiles at that.

      “And please promise me you won’t do any more dark magic?”

      She hesitates, which only worries me more.

      A sort of sadness flares across her face. “I promise I will try my best.”

      My hand squeezes her slightly again and I lean closer, taking her into my arms. She hugs me back that time, and I can’t help but somehow feel like I’m saying farewell to my friend for good. I’m scared for her, for all of us, but we all have to choose our own paths in life too.

      “Sorry to be a pain, but I should probably leave,” she tells me as she pulls back from our embrace. “My bus comes in fifteen minutes and I can’t be late.”

      “Of course.” I swallow the boulder in my throat, unsure how to feel myself.

      I wave over to Cain and Dorian to join us, and then open the door for Elias just as Joseline drags a huge backpack down the hallway into the living room, Cassiel by her side, pulling at one of the straps, helping her.

      Elias goes to her aid without me asking. “Where’s this going?”

      “Downstairs please,” she says.

      “We’re heading off then?” Dorian asks.

      “Yes, Joseline has a bus to catch.” My mouth feels dry, the words like barbed wire on my throat. This is going too quickly, and while she’s had time to process this and make her decision, I haven’t.

      Cain looks at me and I see the dozen questions flare behind his eyes, but to his credit, he doesn’t ask them now, clearly feeling the sorrow flooding the room.

      Outside the apartment, the air has turned bitter cold and a light curtain of snow is falling. Joseline has the bag on her back, and she’s all geared up. She gives me a wonky smile, the kind she’d always give me when she was uncertain. My eyes prick at seeing her like that and I’m not ready to say farewell to her.

      She hugs me. “Take care, sweetie, and don’t take any shit from anyone.”

      I laugh as she draws back, but I still hold onto her arms. “Call me once you’re ready to return, okay?”

      “Aye, aye captain.” She gives me a soldier’s salute with her hand to the side of her brow, her heels knocking together.

      Chuckling, I release my hold on her and she turns away, hurrying down the sidewalk, dodging people with the huge bag on her back.

      My chest starts to feel like it’s splitting in half.

      Someone’s hand slides into mine, and I don’t see who it is at first. I’m choking on my own breaths, barely able to keep it together as so much comes crashing down around me. Somehow I manage to make it back to the car in one piece, but the moment we’re all pressed in the back like sardines and Cassiel stretches across all our laps, I lose it.

      “Are you okay, little rabbit?” Elias asks.

      But I can’t find my words. Instead, tears pour from my eyes and I hug Cassiel, burning my face against him and crying uncontrollably.
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Dorian

        

      

    

    
      I can’t stand seeing her upset. Can’t stand it. It tears me up inside. 

      How did I go from being one of the most renowned bounty hunters in Hell and the king of one-night stands here on earth, to caring so strongly about one woman that I’m weak when she cries? I’m not sure how I got to this point, but here I am, sitting in the back of the Town Car, Aria partly in my lap, shaking with grief, and all I can think about is how I can take the pain away. 

      Glancing at Elias and Cain, it’s clear they’re thinking the same thing, but none of us know what to do or say. We’re stiffly silent as Aria cries, only able to offer our presence to comfort her. Elias has her hand in his, while Cain’s pretending to keep to himself, but really, I can see his thumb brushing against her thigh between us. It’s his way of telling her he’s there. 

      Me? I’m wondering what else I can do. This isn’t enough. Aria’s been through so much and the hits just keep on coming. We’re used to shit like this, but her… I’m not sure how much more she can take before she breaks. I mean, the woman was just kidnapped and dragged to Hell, for fuck’s sakes. 

      Once the tires meet the gravel of our driveway, an idea strikes me. The last time I saw Aria happy—truly happy—was when we were in Scotland, doing touristy things like we were the most normal couple in the world. 

      I smile, remembering how excited she was to visit the shops, buy souvenirs, and take pictures. 

      What she needs now is another evening like that. Something simple, almost stupid, but stress-free and distracting. 

      The Town Car pulls up to the front doors, and Cain and Elias climb out. But when Aria tries to scoot across the back seat to leave, I grab her by the waist and tug her back in. She glances at me, confused.

      “You and I have one more stop to make,” I say, and shoo Cassiel out next. Cain pauses outside and glances my way, but I give him a knowing look—one that says I can make things right; I just want some time alone with her.

      As always, he seems to read my mind and nods. “Come, Elias. We have some things to go over in my office.”

      Elias, of course, is as clueless as ever. “For the ritual? Or for the vamps?”

      Cain’s expression blanks. “Both.”

      “You sure you don’t need me?” Aria asks him.

      “Not for this,” Cain replies quickly. “Go with Dorian.” He shuts the door. Elias does on his side as well, cutting us off from the rest of the world. Aria immediately turns to me.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      I punch an address into my phone and pass it to Holmes so he knows where to go. Aria tries to peek at the screen before I can put it in my pocket. “Nah uh uh,” I tsk as we start our trip. “It’s a surprise.”

      She frowns at me with adorable pouty lips. “That makes me nervous,” she says.

      “Nervous? How so?”

      “I’ve had too many surprises with you three demons already. Don’t you think?” Despite her efforts to appear unamused, a smile peeks through. 

      “Touché.” I grin.

      We drive on in silence. Aria leans a little closer to her window, looking out. I expected her to be more excited about my surprise, but once we get there, that’ll change. I hope so, anyway.

      With Aria distracted, I pull out my phone and start scrolling through the camera roll. The first picture I see is Aria’s beautiful face smiling back at me while posing in a red phone booth. I swipe the screen to find a selfie she insisted we take together with her kissing my cheek and Edinburgh castle in the background. The shock on my face is apparent. She’d surprised me then, but, as seen in the next picture, I had surprised her by swooping in and kissing her back.

      My chest warms. At the time, I was humoring her desire to do touristy things during our Scotland trip by snapping pictures and shop-hopping, but now I’m looking back and missing the time we’d spent together. Aria’s a marvel. She’s bewitched me. And I don’t think I’ll ever delete these.

      “What are you looking at?” Aria’s voice makes my head snap up. She’s staring at me thoughtfully, head tilted. 

      “You.”

      She blinks at me in confusion. 

      I click my screen off and pocket the phone again. Glancing out the window, I see we’re nearing the center of Glenside where Christmas decorations light up the Town Square. In the small park, there’s a little pop-up shop all strung up with lights and dusted with snow, a community fire pit surrounded by happy kids roasting marshmallows, and an ice-skating rink. 

      The Christmas holiday is coming fast for these earth dwellers. As demons, we never celebrated the holiday for obvious reasons, but it doesn’t mean we can’t take advantage of the perks it brings. Like an impromptu date idea.

      “Town Square?” Aria asks as she peeks out her window, too. “Why are we here?”

      Holmes stops the car near the park’s entrance. I scramble to get out first and beat Aria to her door, which I open for her like a true gentleman should. She eyes me skeptically as she climbs out.

      What can I say? I’m a romantic at heart.

      I hold my bent elbow for her to take, but she hesitates. “What are you up to?” she asks, scanning me over with those gorgeous dark eyes of hers.

      I fake shock and offense. “Can’t a demon take his lady out for some innocent fun?”

      “‘Demon’ and ‘innocent fun’ aren’t two things that usually go in the same sentence.”

      “They do with me,” I reply, then snatch her hand and place it in the crook of my elbow. “And besides, maybe I want to show you off to everyone here.”

      I expect a blush or a shy dismissal, but instead, her gaze stretches out toward the crowded center and her face blanks of all emotion. 

      Curious… It isn’t a reaction I expect from her. Is she really that upset about Joseline? I guess so. But, as I watch her, my stomach flips with worry. Something doesn’t quite seem right.

      “Aria, my dear, are you alright?” I ask her.

      She doesn’t answer. Maybe she doesn’t hear me.

      “Aria?”

      “Hm?” She turns slightly to look up at me.

      I’m starting to wonder if this date idea was a smart one after all. “Are you feeling okay?”

      She blinks slowly, as if coming out of a trance. Then her eyes scan my face, seeing me for the first time. “Oh, yeah. Totally.”

      I stare at her, not believing a word she’s said.

      Not meeting my eyes again, she rubs her forehead. “I’m sorry. It’s… been a long day.” 

      I sigh. I can’t fault her too much. She has been through a great deal. “It’s been a long few days for you, really.”

      “Try weeks.” She huffs a laugh, one that sounds forced.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      Had her impromptu trip to Hell affected her more than we’d thought? Had something else happened down there that she hadn’t told us about?

      I am starting to think so.

      Now isn’t the time to bring it up though, so I nod toward the commotion and urge her forward. “Come on. We’re here now. Might as well have some fun.”

      “I thought demons didn’t care for the cold,” she says.

      It’s true. All Hell-dwelling creatures prefer the heat for obvious reasons. “For you, I’ll make an exception.”

      I offer her a smile, but she doesn’t seem impressed. 

      Running out of ideas, I lead her through the little pop-up shops. She keeps quiet the entire way. It’s so unlike her, this distance, and soon an unease builds between us. We’ve never been this way with each other—so cold and formal. That’s Cain’s thing. Not mine. Aria’s always been a free spirit with me, so the silence irks me. 

      This definitely isn’t what I envisioned for our romantic excursion.

      With her hand still planted on my arm, I help weave her through the crowds. Her gaze is trained blankly ahead, and with every passing moment, my worry grows. Something’s definitely wrong here. 

      Ahead of us, I spot the ice rink, busy with adults and children twirling around the circular ring. I steer Aria in that direction. 

      Believe it or not, being the Romeo I am, I’ve watched my share of romantic comedies. Ice skating during winter and sharing hot chocolate are right up there with boat rides and walks during sunsets… Girls love shit like this. 

      Once we get in the long line to rent our skates, Aria turns to me, her pouty mouth turned down in a frown. “Wait. Ice skating?”

      “Is that a problem?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer at first, chewing on her bottom lip instead. It’s a very Aria thing to do, and I smile at the familiarity of it.

      “I… I’ve never ice skated before,” she says nervously. 

      “Really?” But actually, I’m not that surprised. If my knowledge of romances serves me right, the girl doesn’t know much about skating and then the guy swoops in and catches her whenever she falls. That’s where I come in.

      “Had no money growing up, remember?”

      “Ah,” I begin. “Then, today will be a first for you.”

      When it’s our turn to get our skates, she still looks nervous. We get out sizes, and we sit on one of the benches to lace them up. With hands shaking, she moves slowly.

      “Let me help you.” I kneel in front of her and finish the ties for her. When I stand again, I take her by the hand. “Don’t worry. I won’t let you fall,” I assure her.

      She nods. “Okay.”

      Together, we wobble our way toward the ice. Other skaters fly past us, expertly gliding along. Even children spin and leap, looking like mini-Olympians.

      Aria eyes them, too. “Have you done this before?”

      I shrug. “Not exactly.”

      Her eyes widen. “What!”

      “How hard can it be?” I point to a group of ten-year-olds, all holding hands and giggling as they blur past us. “If they can do it, I’m sure I can.”

      I step onto the ice, and immediately my feet fly out from under me. I windmill my arms, but it’s too late—I’m falling. I slam onto my ass. Pain ricochets up my spine and curses fly from my mouth. 

      There’s no way I’m going to be able to walk straight after this. Shit. 

      When I look up, Aria is laughing. Hysterically. She’s bent over, clutching her knees and wheezing. I scowl.

      The ice is quickly freezing my butt, so I try to climb back to my feet, but regaining my balance on these skates is near impossible. I’m slipping, my feet going in two opposite directions, and it isn’t long before I’ve fallen again, this time landing on all fours like a dog. Aria continues to laugh, and my annoyance only grows. How can I—a renowned assassin and incubus demon—not be able to do something as simple as stay upright on skates? Frankly, it’s embarrassing.

      A hand grabs me, and when I peer up, Aria’s stopped her fit of laughter and is now trying to help lift me to my feet. I don’t know how, but she’s managing to at least stay standing on the ice, while I can’t even get my feet to follow simple instructions. It’s like I’m suddenly a newly born fawn, unable to make my limbs work the right way.

      Somehow, she guides me to the wall and I’m able to use it to stand. Breathing hard, I don’t make any sudden movements. One little shift and I’m guaranteed to be flat on my ass again.

      “Don’t you dare tell Elias about this,” I grumble, but just speaking makes my knees wobble and I grip onto the wall for support. “I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      I am supposed to be the agile one out of our group. Hell, I can scale a wall or leap across a boiling pit with ease in my demon form. I make fun of Elias daily for being a brute and so ungraceful, yet here I am unable to keep on my feet for more than two minutes. Let alone to skate around the rink. 

      If he finds out about this, it’s over. 

      Aria snorts a laugh. “I’m not promising anything.”

      The same group of kids I saw earlier make their way back around the rink, this time chuckling and pointing at me as they pass. I hiss at them, making them move a little faster.

      Little shits.

      Ice skating is definitely not as simple as it looks.

      “Not so easy, is it?” Aria asks, drawing my attention back to her. She reaches for my hand, but I’m too afraid to pry either of them off the wall. At least she’s seeming more like herself now, even if it’s at my expense.

      “I guess not,” I mumble. “But I should’ve known better. Demons and ice just don’t mix.”

      “Or maybe real life isn’t like some cheesy Hallmark movie?”

      I stare at her flabbergasted. How in the world did she know—

      “Yeah, a blind man could see what you were going for here. Christmas shops? Hot chocolate? Ice skating? What’s next? A horse-drawn carriage ride for two? I mean, it’s a cute idea, but not my schtick.” 

      I should’ve known better. Aria isn’t like all the other women I tried to wine and dine before bringing them to my bed. It was mostly out of boredom, since I never really needed to convince anyone to have sex with me, but still. She’d seen right through my bullshit from the beginning. 

      “I just wanted to make you feel better,” I say. “You were so upset about your witch friend and I—”

      “I get it,” she replies, cutting me off. “I definitely haven’t laughed that hard in a long time.”

      I wince as more pain shoots up my spine and my butt cheeks ache from the fall. “Glad to help.”

      She tugs one of my hands off the wall. “Come on. Let’s just go home. Watch a horror movie together and eat some burnt popcorn or something. It’s safer.”

      I smile. “My sore ass thanks you.”

      With one hand still firmly on the wall for support, she tugs me toward the exit, which is only two steps behind us. 

      When we’re on regular, non-slippery ground again, I turn to her. “I’m sorry this didn’t work out as I planned. That’s what I get for trying all this sappy romance nonsense. Maybe I should just stick to sex—”

      I’m cut off abruptly by her mouth on mine, kissing me sweetly and swiftly. Stepping back, there’s a slight smile lifting her lips. 

      “Thank you, by the way,” she whispers, her eyes sparkling in the colorful glow of the Christmas lights above us. How she doesn’t know how absolutely beautiful she truly is is beyond me. Staring down at her now, with newly fallen snow clinging to her hair, and her cheeks rosy from the cold, I can’t help but think how much this moment now feels like one of those Hallmark movies. Almost magical in the way everything has come together in an imperfectly perfect way. 

      I find myself leaning in again for another kiss. She meets me halfway, and when our lips touch, the kiss is softer and more tamed than any we’ve shared before. A new and unfamiliar sensation swirls inside me, filling me to the brim and warming me to the core.

      When we finally pull away, Aria’s face lights up, but there’s a bit of mischief there that I recognize as well. “Just so we’re clear, I’m all for you sticking strictly to sex, too.”

      Throwing my head back, my laughter booms. This woman is seriously something else. 

      I snake my arm around her waist and draw her in close. “Aria, my gorgeous girl, you got yourself a deal.”
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      The crisp morning air chills my bones, the snow under my paws icy. Each time I hit the ground with rapid steps, the snow melts instantly from my fiery touch. I’d grown up knowing nothing but fire and brimstone. And I got used to the intensity of the heat, but since being shoved onto Earth, I’d learned to appreciate the varying weather. And winter has grown on me more than I anticipated.

      I rush past the dark, dense pines, swerving in and out, leaping over logs. It has been too damn long since I last ran in these woods. And I missed the wind in my fur, racing as if I chased the devil himself.

      Bursting out of the forest, I charge over the perfectly untouched snow across the flat landscape. The mansion lays in the distance, surrounded by trees, the driveway leading toward the main gates. Morning sunlight glints against them. The moment reminds of being back in Hell, during a time when Lucifer called for the Grand Chase. A time when newly added souls were released into the woods, and everyone went out hunting them. The more you brought back for Lucifer, the greater the payment from him. It came in the form of souls… everything down there was in that currency. It’s what he fed on, what he bargained with. 

      I used to love those runs, and the prizes I gained I’d always give to Serena. Being a crossroads demon, she was all about trading and selling with humans for theirs. After all, she insisted that they helped her complexion. I used to always think she looked beautiful, except me being such a love-struck fool, I had no idea she was using the souls I gave her to gain favor with Lucifer. All for her greatest betrayal—when she ripped out my heart and reminded me that I was indeed an idiot for ever letting myself fall for her.

      I pound my paws in the ground, fury flaring over my body. I hate remembering the past, hate that I can’t let it go, hate that every day I’m reminded we are all on earth because Serena betrayed us and it’s how Lucifer found out about us.

      Shaking the thoughts away proves difficult today.

      I charge faster ahead when a dark shadow catches my attention from near the side of the house. It moves in and out between the overgrown shrubs.

      My heart beats faster as I watch the figure, trying to work out what I’m looking at. I keep running, my gaze trained on the shrubs.

      Then it leaps out, a large creature dark as the night, fur mangled. It stands on all fours, head low and sniffing the ground.

      A chill floods my veins at the sight of a fucking hellhound. In my territory? I growl under my breath, fury bleeding into me. 

      I knew the drill all too well… A soul needs to be retrieved on earth and the legion sends the beasts to retrieve them. I’d done my fair share of retrievals when I first joined the forces.

      He’s here for Aria. To take away what’s mine. I know it immediately. And that just isn’t going to happen. Aria is my obsession, and there is nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Without her I can’t breathe, I can’t exist, and right now I glare at the thing that came to do her harm.

      I spear across the land so fast, the hellhound only hears my approach when it’s too late for him. Poor sucker. I slam into him as he turns toward me, the surprise in his wide eyes makes me energized and excited.

      He’s doing me a favor. Here I’ve missed the hunt and fights, and this mutt appears to solve my answers. Well, part of them anyway.

      He hits the ground, me on top of him, and I lash out, biting right into his throat.

      Blood spurts out instantly, so much more than I expected. Well crap, I must have hit a major artery. And I wanted to play with my mouse.

      I climb off him and shake myself while the hound bleeds into the ground. He chokes and gurgles on his own blood.

      I stare into his eyes, but I don’t recognize this one. There are so many new recruits, it’s impossible to keep track of everyone.

      It is over quicker than I anticipated, and I sigh at my disappointment. The split second the hellhound stops fighting, he vanishes into thin air, wrenched back into Hell. He’ll survive, but the legion master will also punish him for failing. And then more will come… They always do.

      Right then, I want to murder Maverick. He may have showed some empathy toward Aria—Hell, he’d brought her back to earth for some reason—but that doesn’t stop the need to pummel him into the dirt.

      A scream rings through the air, and I jerk my head up, my ears pivot toward the direction of the sound. I’m charging around the back of the house before my next breath.

      Aria!

      I run at top speed. Careening around the corner of the mansion, I come in direct view of Aria recoiling from another hellhound fucker. They are at least fifty feet from me.

      Rage surges through my veins, the anger pummeling into me that the beast thinks it can lay a paw on something that belongs to me.

      Just as I lunge toward them, a black shadow bursts out from within Aria. Sayah. The creature. She juts toward the animal, spreading outward like a barricade wall between Aria and the hellhound.

      My gaze hones in on the creature who leaps at Sayah, teeth bared, tearing into her form, except it seems to bounce right back off her. I have no clue what the fuck she is, but right now, I love every last dark inch of her shadow freakiness if it keeps my girl protected.

      I’m thundering toward them, my heart pounding, lungs sucking in rapid breaths.

      Aria’s gasp catches my attention. She’s pressed up against the house, safe guarded by her shadow, but the hellhound is relentless in its pursuit. Terror bleeds into her expression, which only drives me faster. The beast doesn’t even notice me as Sayah grows in size, creating an even larger barricade between Aria and the enemy. 

      Like the wind, I slam into its side. We both tumble away into a heap of fur, fangs, and debris from the forest floor.

      I see nothing but red, fury blinding me to anything but destroying it. We storm into a battle and crash into a tree as the bastard snaps at my front leg, ripping free flesh.

      That’s it. I’m done playing nice. My thoughts darken, and I lose all control, tearing into its neck and ripping into its throat. Blood splatters everywhere, and its body twitches as the life drains out of it.

      I spit out the bloody mess of muscle and tissue just as its limp body disintegrates in front of me. Gone in an instant, and all that remains is a dark spot in the snow.

      I twist around. Only Aria stands there, breathing hard. There’s no sign of Sayah. As I make my way over, I call back my wolf, my body changing, bones stretching, fur vanishing. I push up on two feet and hurry to her in my human form, naked and splattered with blood. But what else is new?

      “Elias,” she gasps, and rushes to me. She throws herself against me, her body trembling in fear. Her arms lock around my middle and she presses her face into my chest. “What was that thing?”

      “A hellhound,” I say. “But you’re safe now.”

      “Hellhound? You mean, like you?”

      Thankfully not completely like me, or this confrontation would’ve been a lot bloodier. 

      “We got lucky this time,” I say instead.

      “Where did it come from? Hell? Sayah—she tried to protect me.”

      “I saw.” But what I still don’t understand is why? “Is she gone now?”

      “I think so…”

      She may have been helpful this time, but I still didn’t trust the shadow. To be honest, it still freaked me the fuck out.

      “Why are they here? Are they after you?”

      I shake my head. Hellhounds are sent to drag souls back to Hell. Cain, Dorian, and I are banished. So that only leaves one person.

      My stomach clenches. “Not me.”

      Her eyes widen with surprise. “M-Me?”

      I don’t reply. I can’t. My head is already whirling with the growing danger she is in. We were fools to think Lucifer would ever give her up. It was only a matter of time because he sent his mutts to retrieve her. 

      I strain my ears, training them to catch any unwelcome sounds. It’s not safe for Aria outside anymore.

      “I’m not going back into Hell." Her voice shakes, and my heart sinks at hearing her fear. 

      Oh, the sweet agony I have planned for Maverick for putting her through this torment. I’m going to fucking destroy him. Then Lucifer.

      “Let’s get you inside.” 

      But she doesn’t budge.

      Her eyes glisten with tears when she looks up at me, and I run my thumb to catch them from sliding down her cheeks. 

      “How do you stop hellhounds?” she asks.

      “They can only be stopped by Lucifer or by their commander. Hellhounds follow orders. They barely have any thoughts of their own.” It is a harsh truth, one I realized when I’d become the head of my own legion. My kind is trained to be killers since childhood. That’s all they know. “There’ll be more… I’m sure of it.”

      Aria swallows hard and blinks away her tears. She’s been through so much and already dragged into Hell and, as much as I yearned to burst into Hell, that isn’t a possibility.

      “I promise you that we will find a way to fix this,” I say. “And if not, then I’ll spend every last breath destroying every beast that comes for you. I promise you with my life.”

      She holds onto me tight. The wind whistles, blowing through our hair and bringing down more snow, and with it, I feel an ominous sensation I can’t shake away. 

      "How are you feeling?" I ask.

      "What do you mean? I was just attacked by a hellhound—"

      "No. Well, yes, but that's not what I meant. Dorian said you seemed a bit off yesterday on your date?"

      She snorts a laugh. "Date? Is that what it was?" 

      "Don't tell him that. He may be offended."

      Aria finally steps back, her gaze drifting to the mansion and her shoulders sink. “Things just seem to be getting worse and worse. Maybe I’m cursed or something.”

      “Don’t ever say that,” I reply sharply. “You are quite the opposite. I’ve been surrounded by cursed creatures my whole life, and you, my little rabbit, are so perfect, so beautiful, so powerful, that you intimidate others. Lucifer sees it, too. He gravitates toward power…"

      Wants to control it. Possess it. Dominate it. But I keep that to myself.

      She looks up at me. "And Cain?"

      I nod. “If you ask me, I think that’s one of the reasons Lucifer never just killed him. He knows Cain is a threat and would rather use him to his advantage.” I shrug. “He hasn’t always been the demon you see today. Down in the underworld, we are all surrounded by corruption, by greed, by power, and it's easy to lose yourself in it."

      “But he’s different now.”

      “He’s been fucked over enough times by his family to realize they would never be on his side. That his father would rather burn down Hell before relenting any power. The thing is, Lucifer is already wreaking havoc on many, but everyone’s too scared to stand up to him.”

      “Except Cain, you, and Dorian.”

      I laugh. When she says it like that, we sound like some kind of Hellish superheroes. Martyrs or something. That hadn’t been our intention at all. At least, not at first. In the beginning, our motives had been mostly selfish. We wanted power and prestige for ourselves. We wanted to rule Hell. But the more our eyes became open to Lucifer’s madness and cruelty, the more we knew something had to be done to remove him from his throne. “We wanted things to change. But Lucifer isn’t someone to take any kind of threat lightly."

      “He’s fucking terrifying. And completely and utterly insane,” she admits, and gives me a lopsided grin. “We’ve gotten ourselves into a huge mess.”

      “Yes, but out of chaos emerges unimaginable greatness.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Where the heck did you hear that from?”

      “Those are my words, little rabbit. On the outside, I may be ruthless and intimidating, but on the inside, I’m a genius."

      She laughs, pushes herself on her toes, and then steals a quick kiss. “A genius, huh?”

      “And I may have found that on an inspirational poster somewhere,” I admit with a sly grin.

      “Now that you mention it, I remember seeing something like that in Purgatory’s employee lounge.”

      Fuck. She’d found out my secret.

      We laugh and start making our way back to the front of the house. As we walk through the doors, another loud howl cuts through the early morning silence. Looks like I’m going out hunting today.
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      “Are you sure we should be out here? You know, with hellhounds on my tail and all that,” I ask Cain as he opens the Town Car door for me. He’s gracious as ever, and for a change he’s not wearing a suit, but he still looks delicious. He’s got on deep-blue jeans that hug his strong legs, and all the good parts of him—if you know what I mean. Then, to make matters even worse, his button-up midnight blue shirt does nothing to conceal the muscles underneath. He is beyond gorgeous. Just being by his side sends my heart into a thundering race.

      “You are safe,” he answers with a little smirk. I guess he caught me ogling. 

      I climb out into a brisk night… Okay, it’s so much more than that. It's freezing, and dressed in just hipster jeans and a yellow cotton shirt that sits off my shoulders makes me shiver. But Dorian insisted it was warm inside the bar we’re headed to, and I wanted to look good.

      “You’ve got us three with you,” Elias responds, standing tall and dressed in all black, blending into the darkness of the parking area. The breeze swishes through his hair, messing it up, giving him that wild-man look, and for a moment, I want to freeze all time and just snap shot this perfect image of him. “What could go wrong?” he asks, breaking the perfect illusion.

      I almost choke on my breath. “Don’t even tempt the universe like that. She has a wicked sense of humor.”

      Dorian comes up to me, his arm looping around my back, and I press up against him. The moment we touch, my body comes to life, my pulse hitching. I’m super alert of exactly where his hands are, how he feels against me. He always has this effect on me, and I love it. Pressed to him, I close my eyes momentarily and breathe in deeply, a sense of calmness washing over me. My whole life I’ve been strong, not relying on anyone but myself. It was how I survived in a harsh world. It never occurred to me I wouldn’t always have to be that way… that I’d have others in my life who cared for me so much they’d risk their own lives.

      “We can’t keep hiding,” Dorian murmurs. “This is our night out to do what humans do.”

      The way Dorian says that sounds like we’ve landed on Mars and are about to join the locals there for a feast. And the funny thing is that I feel more like I belong with the demons than the humans.

      When I glance up at Dorian, his eyes glint in the moonlight, and my breath catches at the way he watches me like nothing else exists. If I’m not mistaken, I would almost think they're the ones missing normality more than me.

      I take a quick glance behind us to where Elias remains at our rear, scanning the shadows around the parking area for hellhounds. A shiver races up my spine at the thought of the damned hounds after me to drag me back where I don’t belong. Seriously, I couldn’t make up this stuff if I tried.

      As we start walking away from the parking area, I lift my attention to the double story  restaurant that might have once upon a time been a saloon in a cowboy town. It has the wooden front verandah, matching wooden balcony on the next level, and even the swinging doors at the entrance.

      Bright lights spill out from the windows as does the sound of laughter and a country song. Up on the balcony railing, the words Daisy’s Place glow in bright yellow fluorescent, and when Cain opens the front door, an explosion of voices and music hits us. With it comes smells of beer, peanuts, and roasted meat. There are people everywhere, from the full tables on the right-hand side, the bar across the back, and the pool tables to my left where much of the laughter is coming from.

      A young man in a striped apron steps up to Cain and, before we know it, we are all being shown to a round table right in the back near the window. The table is covered in a red and white checkered tablecloth, has four plate settings, and it comes complete with a flickering candle inside a red, glass bowl.

      “This is so cute,” I say, and quickly take the seat right in the corner with the best view of the entire room.

      Before we are even settled down, the waiter brings us complimentary garlic bread and water for the table, then takes our drink order from Dorian for us all.

      “I am starved,” Elias adds, pouring over the menu that spans over five pages, while chewing on a piece of garlic bread.

      Cain and Dorian are studying the place, and I ask them, “Are you two going to try any of the food?” It’s not often they eat, unlike Elias.

      Both shake their heads, Cain answering, “I’ll enjoy the wine though.”

      Elias nudges me. “Happy for me to order for both of us?”

      “For sure,” I say, not sure what’s on the menu. But in truth, I’ll eat anything because tonight is about us all being together rather than the food.

      Elias wastes no time in flagging down the waiter. “We’ll take everything on this page.”

      I glance over, convinced he must be pointing to a short page of meals, except he’s pointing to a list of at least fifteen dishes.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, and the waiter gives a similar quizzical look at Elias.

      “Yes, there’s four of us at the table.” He gives me a look of, trust me, I got this, then ushers the waiter away with the order.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you were hungry,” I murmur.

      “He’s a beast,” Dorian adds. “I’m pretty sure he might be related to Cain’s brother, Valdim, the demon of Gluttony.”

      Elias barks out laughing, drawing attention from the next table. “Valdim is an asshole, but if you ever want to enjoy the best feast, he is the guy to join. Oh and bad jokes. He’s full of them.”

      “When did you share a meal with him?” Dorian asks.

      All I can think is I’ve only met two of Cain’s brother’s so far, and it’s plenty enough with the chaos they’ve left in their wake.

      “Remember the blood festival when Nix insisted on wearing only his birthday suit and was covered in his victims’ blood?” Elias responds, howling. “And how he slipped in front of everyone and landed right on his ass?”

      That time both of them howl in laughter, but I notice Cain isn’t joining in. He sits on my other side, and I place a hand on his leg.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      His hand slides over the top of mine, his smile wide. “Most memories I carry of my brothers are tainted by their betrayal, so I don’t see the past as easily as them.” His gaze lifts to Elias and Dorian exchanging tales of the blood festival, whatever that is. It’s funny to hear the amusement in their voices. They truly did enjoy living in Hell.

      “I didn’t see much while I was in Hell, except one creepy room, but the place was your home, so you must have some good memories too.”

      His eyes appear darker in the harsh lights overhead, but it’s his beautiful smile that I find most appealing. I see the struggle in his expression between loving and hating Hell.

      “There are many things I remember fondly, family and friends who are no longer as they once were. At the end of the day, home isn’t about a location, but about those you share your life with. Of all people, I’d think you could understand that.”

      He’s right. I can. 

      “That’s pretty deep,” I say, leaning closer, and on cue he leans over and steals a kiss. One I’m not necessarily expecting, but I embrace nonetheless. The taste of him sinks into me, and he kisses like he owns me.

      “I’m in a sentimental kind of mood,” he whispers, while I’m breathing quickly from that one kiss, still holding on and not ready to let him go. 

      “How about after dinner, I challenge you to a game of pool? Do you know how to play?” I ask him, wanting him to enjoy the night and not let the heaviness of what’s happened lately get him down.

      “Deal,” Cain answers, to which Elias pipes in. “What are we dealing with?”

      “That I can kick Cain’s butt at a game of pool,” I answer.

      Dorian’s expression beams. "If you really want a challenge, then we’ll do a real deal. Beat each one of us, and we’ll do a strip tease for you if you win. You lose, and you strip for us."

      One of Cain’s eyebrows arches at Dorian’s suggestion, but he’s not saying no either.

      “I’m in,” Elias states, both of them now looking at Cain.

      He drops his attention to me. “A deal’s a deal. Do you accept the terms?”

      His cheekiness has me smiling at how he tries to be serious but is failing miserably.

      “Sure, agreed. What you three don’t know is that I used to spend nearly every weekend at the local social club, doing nothing but playing pool. So this should be fun.”

      “Should we get out a demon contract for this?” Dorian laughs.

      “Nah, the way I see it, there is no loss,” Elias replies then turns to me. “We strip, then you will join us very soon afterward.”

      I break into a fake laugh. “That’s not part of the deal. Just you three strip and I watch. The end.” I poke my tongue out at him, and I can tell it’s killing him to sit across the table from me and not pull me right then into his arms.

      But all of that is paused when the waiter arrives with a huge tray filled with dishes. He starts plating them on our table, five meals so far, from fettuccine in white sauce and mushrooms, lasagna, schnitzel, to meatballs and a roast chicken.

      It smells divine, but even I doubt we can polish this off, let alone the next tray coming our way.

      “I am going to become a balloon after this meal,” I say.

      “A sexy, stripping balloon,” Dorian adds.

      I eye him. “That's not really sexy.”

      He shrugs. “If it’s you, it’s always sexy.”

      Elias is already digging into the lasagna, while Cain drinks from his glass of wine.

      “Eat up," Cain tells me, “there’s more coming.” He eyes the next platter, and my eyes bulge out of their sockets. It’s so much food that now even nearby tables are staring at us.

      “Geez, we look like we've never eaten in our lives. You two better fill up your plates with something, so it doesn't draw attention to the eating machine here,” I instruct Cain and Dorian.

      Somehow, to my surprise—though it really shouldn't surprise me—Elias makes a massive dent in the dishes, with my small contribution.

      And with so much going on, in all honesty, none of us notice the figure approaching our table, until he literally pulls a chair to sit at our table.

      It takes me a split second to fully take in who it is and with it comes my heart thundering in my chest.

      “M-Maverick,” I stutter, my insides turning cold and I rear back in my seat.

      Dorian and Elias jolt to their feet, the seats scraping across the wooden floorboards, and suddenly half the restaurant is staring in our direction.

      Maverick grins and something sparkles in his eyes. “There are close to a hundred humans watching us,” he says, with a grin in his voice, the implication that they are all in danger clear.

      “Sit back down,” Cain orders, and while Dorian and Elias hesitate at first, they follow the command.

      “What are you doing here?” Cain hisses through clenched teeth.

      But Maverick hasn’t taken his eyes off me, and under his gaze, I feel a fire erupting within me, along with the feel of his kiss.

      When he finally breaks our connection, he leans back in his seat comfortably and twists to face Cain. “I am not the enemy here, brother. If I was, I wouldn't have released Aria from Hell.”

      “You put her there,” Elias barks, a bit too loud, gripping the edge of the table, looking ready to lunge at Maverick. He, in turn, doesn’t even flinch. He’s got balls of steel, but then again, living in Hell has got to make you close to fearless.

      “As Cain knows, nothing is ever straightforward when it comes to our family.”

      Cain's gaze doesn’t change, not for a second. “What do you want?” he snarls.

      “I hold no ulterior motive besides checking on Aria. It's never an easy process for someone with a soul to transition between realms.”

      Dorian leans in and clenches his jaw left and right. In each of the men, their battle to restrain themselves is palpable. I feel it in the thickening air, in the deathly stares. Even those around us notice as they watch with startled expressions.

      Yet Maverick sits relaxed, dressed in a black shirt, open at his throat, the buttons catching the light as if they are made from obsidian stones, his white hair swept off his face, his eyes sharp, and everything about him is jaw-dropping gorgeous. I even notice the table of girls across the room stealing glances at him.

      “Stop bullshitting,” Dorian throws at him. “We know the truth. You’ve come to check on why the hellhounds you sent after her haven't done the job yet.”

      For a moment, I can swear Maverick’s face blanches, Dorian's words seeming to take him by surprise. Can it be?

      “He’s good at acting, I’ll give him that,” Elias states to the rest of us, his chin pointing to Maverick.

      “I had no idea the hounds had been unleashed,” he states.

      “How could you not?” Cain says. “They are soul collectors. Always have been.”

      Maverick straightens in his seat, his gaze on me, the pain behind his eyes imploring me to believe him, except I don't know if I can. No matter how much my body reacts around him, that doesn’t make him safe or trustworthy.

      “Because, brother, I assumed we would at least have more time. I thought Father didn’t know yet. I’ve—,” Maverick starts but then shakes his head, changing his words. “Aria, believe me, I would never endanger you like that.”

      I lower my gaze while nausea churns in my gut at hearing his pleas with the other three looking on.

      “You have no right to talk to her like that. It’s time for you to fuck off,” Elias states.

      A growl comes from Maverick, coaxing my head to jolt up and see the fury on his face, the darkness sweeping over his eyes, stealing all the white. I watch the battle across his expression.

      Elias cracks his neck, muscles tense.

      “Not here,” I say. “For hell’s sake, there are innocents in here.”

      The stalemate between them has me shifting uncomfortably in my seat, and I keep lifting my gaze to the other people enjoying a meal, some with their kids. And little do they know they are sharing the room with four demons straight out of Hell. Yep, this could end up going sideways so fast it’s terrifying.

      I tremble and lean closer to Dorian. “You need to diffuse this. There are too many humans here.”

      He doesn’t respond right away, but holds his gaze locked on Maverick.

      Next thing I know, Elias is hurling himself across the table, plates and food flying in every direction.

      A scream rips from my throat from the pure shock as a bowl of fried rice is tossed right into my lap.

      Then the commotion erupts like wildfire, spreading across the room.

      People are screaming, chairs scraping as everyone frantically tries to get up. But my attention is caught on Elias who slams into Maverick, both of them falling to the floor in an explosion of growls.

      Before I can do anything, Dorian’s on his feet and hurling himself into the battle too. I can’t tell if he’s trying to stop them or join in against Maverick because it's all happening too fast.

      I’m up too, pulling back, wiping away the rice from my clothes. Cain grabs my arm and tugs me away from the chaos.

      “We need to go,” he instructs, and we weave amid the throng of chaotic patrons not going anywhere but not moving either. Most are trying to watch the fight. Cain is on a mission, wrenching me to the door, while my heart pounds in my chest.

      People are shoving against me, someone stepping on my feet, but I keep glancing over my shoulder. I shift to get a view as security guards now shove their way to reach the brawl.

      A thunderous growl blares, seeming to shake the whole bar on its foundations.

      Someone screams, the sound of pure terror.

      Then Maverick is flying headfirst toward the window, breaking the glass, shattering it into hundreds of pieces that fling everywhere.

      People are ducking from the projectile pieces, others are screaming.

      Just as Cain draws me to his side, I spot Elias hurling himself through the window and right after Maverick.

      “God, he’s going to murder him,” I cry out, and now I'm shoving myself past people too.

      We are spat out of the building from the masses shoving to get out. Dorian is on our heels. I stumble forward onto the front lawn leading to the parking area, and there I spot Elias and Maverick in a ball of anger, punching and growling. Their animalistic instincts are all out of control, and despite Maverick earlier appearing as controlled as the devil, now he is vicious as hell in a battle.

      Behind me, Cain is pressing his shoulder on the front door of the bar, locking everyone else inside, while Dorian drags an iron bench to block more people from emerging. And I get it, they need to end this battle without anyone seeing Maverick’s wings, or Elias now in hellhound form. Thankfully, the pair have rolled behind a huge line of shrubbery concealing them from those looking through the windows.

      I rock on my heels, unsure what I can do to stop the fight. There’s so much anger between them. I should feel nothing for Maverick, and I don’t, I keep telling myself. Yet, I don’t want Elias to murder him.

      A bark of laughter comes from Maverick as he hurls Elias right into a sedan. He drops to the ground, leaving behind a huge dent into the rear door. Ouch. I really hope those people have insurance.

      “For fuck’s sake, is this still going?” Dorian mutters, as if he expected this to be wrapped up in a neat little bow.

      Me, I’m tense as an elastic band about to snap. The night breeze whips my hair around my shoulders and ruffles my shirt. It’s freezing, yet I'm burning up on the inside with anger and fear, and all kinds of emotions I don’t quite understand. Mostly because I shouldn't be enjoying the fact the two of them are sort of fighting over me.

      “Let’s finish this,” Cain states, patting Dorian on the shoulder, and the two of them rush forward, Dorian releasing a battle cry.

      To say I'm not enjoying the show would make me the biggest liar in the world and also a hypocrite.

      My pulse is racing, and I’m losing control of what is wrong and right the longer I spend time with demons.

      A terrifying growl comes from behind a nearby car to my left, far from the battle.

      I flinch at the sound, slowly turning my head in that direction, while my gut hardens because I know what it is before I see it.

      Fiery eyes from the pits of hell pierce the darkness. The shadow moves, emerging, revealing itself as a large hellhound as black as the night. Hair mangled and stiff, ears plastered flat against its head in an aggressive manner, the beast prowls toward me.

      My heart jackhammers right into my throat and I can’t breathe as I recoil right into a shrub.

      Panicked, my attempt to call the guys comes out as a gargled sound, sounding like a strangled animal. I hate how weak-ass I feel, how pathetic I am when I should be able to find a way to fight for myself.

      My nerves pulse and I can’t stop staring at the way the hellhound’s upper lip curls over razor-sharp teeth, at the drool seeping from the edges of its mouth.

      I frantically grab at the bush behind me, tearing away a branch for a weapon, but come back with a fistful of leaves.

      “Cain!” I manage to finally scream, but in that sudden breath I draw on, the beast lunges at me.

      My world stops. It turns black with fear, while the edges of my sight feather.

      I’m going to pass out.

      An unstoppable split second that seems to move into slow motion.

      The explosive sound of shouting comes from my right where the guys are, but I can’t move, can’t think straight.

      A sudden blur races past me and crashes right into the hellhound. It comes so fast, so close, that the air swishes right past me with a force that sends me stumbling on my feet.

      The cacophony of whimpers and growls pierce the night from the hellhound. It takes me mere moments to work out that Maverick is the one to jump onto the beast. He's on top of the animal that is laying on its side, tongue out, body thrusting to escape. Maverick’s knee is against its throat, and he looks up at me.

      Blood drips from the cuts on his face, his hair a mess, clothes ripped, yet he doesn’t seem to be suffering.

      “What—What—” I sputter, unable to form a coherent sentence at the moment.

      Maverick winks at me, the kind that melts me on the spot. “See you soon, Aria.”

      Then he vanishes into thin air right before my eyes, and he’s taken the hellhound with him.

      Terror lodges in my chest, blinking at the now empty area.

      In that exact moment, the door to the restaurant breaks open, the definite sound of wood splintering filling the air.

      People are charging out of there, coming in our direction, and they are damn pissed, based on their shouting.

      Dorian is at my side. “We gotta go.” He wraps his arms around my middle and lifts me off my feet like I weigh nothing. Cain is ahead of us, while Elias sprints toward the car in his hound form.

      Once we arrive at the Town Car, Dorian pushes me into the back seat, the rest of them piling in. 

      “Hit it, Holmes!” Dorian barks and then we're skidding out of there, tossing dust in our wake.

      My heart won’t stop hammering against my ribcage. I’m still in shock. My body trembles with it. All I can think is that Maverick—Maverick—saved me from a hellhound.
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      That night, sleep refuses to come. I’m tossing in my bed, Cassiel at my feet snoring away. Cain offered me his bed, as did the others, but I’d insisted I needed some time alone. Now, I’m not so sure.

      Maverick refuses to leave my mind. I don’t understand his behavior or my own reaction to him. Don’t get me wrong, I get it, but the question is why?

      In two seconds, I’m on my feet and strolling across the room to the window and staring out into the night. The woods lay still, undisturbed, and there’s a darkness that comes with them. Will more hellhounds come for me, or has Maverick finally found a way to stop them? And why would he care to help me anyway?

      He knows how I feel for his brother, for Elias and Dorian. I know it, yet somehow my thoughts drift to him.

      I keep pacing, needing to get my head straight. There’s the ritual coming up. I don't know how to feel about committing my soul to my demons for good. Once I do that, I’ll be forever locked in with them. Is that a bad thing, seeing how much they mean to me? But eternity? That is a damn long time.

      I chew on my lower lip, worried, because how can anyone make such a decision?

      I exhale another long breath and pad across the wooden floorboards on bare feet. Cassiel hasn't stirred from the end of my bed, and I slip out of my room, unsure I want to spend the night alone after all.

      It isn’t long before I find myself standing outside Elias’s room, his heavy breathing a comforting sound. I’ve missed the way he’d wake up in my room during his sleep walking, something he’s stopped doing recently, which seems to have coincided with him no longer going out hunting for days at a time. But I miss him, so I slip into his room. He doesn’t have much furniture, but his bed is bigger than a king size, that’s for sure. The bright moon shines through the windows, giving everything a silvery glow.

      He’s lying on his back, legs and arms stretched out like a starfish, the bed sheet covering him from his waist down. He’s so incredibly powerful and large. I make quick time across the room and reach the side of the bed where there seems to be more space. I’m dressed in my pajama pants and a tank top, while I know he’s naked, which I don’t mind.

      Quickly, I climb into bed and under the sheet, then shuffle over to him. I roll onto my side and press my back into the curve of his side, my head resting on his bicep. He’s body is a furnace to touch, and I press into him, absorbing his heat, while tucking my cold toes under his leg. There’s so much warmth, and I close my eyes and smile to myself at how good this feels.

      It takes a few moments for him to stir and roll onto his side, before tucking himself around me. His arm slides across around my stomach and he draws me closer to him, plastering us together.

      “Hey little rabbit,” he whispers in my ear, his breath warm. “Everything alright?”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “Anything I can do to help?”

      I hear the flirting in his tone, the sexiness in the way he whispers the words, even the twitch of his cock against my ass. Apparently it doesn’t take long for him to get horny, even after waking up two seconds ago.

      I shuffle in his arms and roll myself around so we’re facing each other. He’s bronze irises seem to glint in the darkness, and he has those gorgeous sleepy bedroom eyes. Everything about him is dreamy. Just being wrapped in his arms and him being naked stirs my own arousal.

      “There’s so much on my mind, it’s hard to quiet the voices.”

      “You’ve been through a lot. More than anyone should have to endure.”

      “Just trying to sort it all out in my mind, you know? But it’s a great knotted mess.”

      He reaches over and tenderly pushes hair off my face. “I used to run in the woods when shit got too much. There are some things we can’t change, so the best thing is a distraction.”

      “Did you want to return home that badly?” I ask.

      “The opposite. I didn’t want to deal with my past, but I also couldn’t run away from it and knew it would eventually catch up with me. It was that notion that killed me. Knowing there was nothing I could do but wait. And that is agonizing.”

      I stare at him, at the way his gaze drifts away, like even now it pains him.

      “Cain told me about you performing the ritual with Serena.”

      His lips thin and he doesn’t respond right away. When he does, his voice is dark. “I gave not only my heart but everything I had to Serena and she betrayed me in the worst possible way.” He falls silent after that, and now I feel bad for even asking, yet that surge of jealousy pulses. It shouldn’t, but I can’t help but feel possessive over Elias.

      Plus, I’d come here needing company, and now I made him think about his past. I don’t push the point. I can only imagine how it must have felt to have someone he cared for hurt him. Though, with the way my own parents treated me, maybe we're similar, having those who were meant to love us reject us.

      “It’s why I inisisted Cain tell you the truth of how much weight the ritual old. What it’ll mean for you,” he tells me, his hand on my back, stroking me. “I still feel Serena through the bond, even with her in Hell and me here. It’s like a constant itch I can’t get rid of. It haunts me.”

      “Elias, I promise to never hurt you.”

      His light touch slides over my shoulder and to my lips. He’s scanning me, and looking deep into my eyes. “You are so pure, Aria, sometimes I worry that being with us will corrupt you.”

      I arch a brow. “Hello, you are talking to the girl with a freaking monster inside her that even Lucifer doesn't recognize. Not sure I can get more corrupt than that.”

      He laughs at me, and it makes me lean in and feather a kiss across his warm lips.

      “Let me give you something tonight,” he offers. “I’m going to eat your sweet pussy, and you’ll orgasm so hard you’ll be thinking about nothing else but me for the next few days.”

      “Is that a promise or threat?” I tease, while his words ignite my arousal, and I can’t stop myself from smiling.

      He rolls over me, nudging me onto my back, and pins me under him. His erection nestles between my legs where he pushes himself closer.

      I wriggle, failing miserably at squirming away.

      “Are you distracted yet?” he asks.

      “Not really.” I lie, coaxing a burst of laughter from him.

      He slides down my body in no time, his fingers already curling into the elastic of my pants and yanking them down my legs. He kneels back, lifting my feet into the air as he tugs them off me.

      Then he pries open my legs, his eyes on me, and he buries his face into my pussy without hesitation. His tongue runs the length of my slick heat, and I tremble with excitement.

      I throw my head back, moaning, loving everything about him going down on me. He spreads my legs wide with his hands as he flicks his tongue across me, tasting all of me.

      My breathing rushes, and I’m tugging at my nipples as the buildup within me comes so fast. Breathless, I wriggle beneath him.

      The sounds he makes are devious, and he does that thing with his tongue where he dips it into me over and over. My hips are grating back and forth against his face, my cries growing louder.

      He kisses my pussy before taking me into his mouth and going wild, licking and pulling gently. I thrash beneath him when the climax swallows me.

      It hits me hard, and it's the sexiest feeling ever. I’m shuddering, my thighs closing around his head.

      Elias never releases me, his mouth licking my wet core, holding onto it like it's a challenge to drive me to insanity with my orgasm. I shake with how incredible my body feels, with how I’m still floating when he finally releases me from his hold. He kneels back, licking his lips before wiping his chin with the back of his hand.

      “Fuck me, you are delicious. Sweet and salty and the best kind of candy.”

      I stare up at him, breathless, my body buzzing and I’m still tingling all over. “You are a god.”

      He laughs at me, then grabs my hips and turns me onto my side. “I can definitely be that for you, little rabbit.” He flops down onto the bed behind me, then pushes one of his legs between mine, parting them.

      Only then do I feel the press of his cock sliding against my pussy.

      I moan, needing him inside me, and shift my pelvis to welcome him.

      He plunges into me, spreading me, and I scream my pleasure this time, the sensation overwhelming me.

      With him buried in me up to the hilt, he loops his arms around my middle and presses me to his chest, locking me in place.

      “Now, we rest, little rabbit.”

      “Um, you are still inside of me. Are we not fucking?”

      He chuckles. “We will be a bit later, but for now I want to be inside you, to own you, to feel you clamping around me each time you move. And when I can’t take it another second, I’ll fuck you hard.”

      I’m pulsing at his words, at the way he is enjoying my body.

      “Rest,” he tells me.

      My heart is close to bursting with how hard it beats, how my desire spikes. He’s huge and I can sense him in there, consuming me. He’s got me in his arms, yet just having him deep inside me does things I never expected. To have him control me this way is the most captivating torture.

      “You’re going to kill me,” I gasp, my body shifting as he reaches up under my shirt, cupping my breast.

      “If that means bringing you to orgasm again and again, then yes,” he whispers in my ear. “I want to feel your pussy sucking down on my cock.”

      “You’re not doing a good job of getting me to rest,” I respond, moving ever so slightly, this time completely on purpose to get a stir out of him. He’s not the only one who can gain control of the situation.

      He pinches my nipples and I moan, wriggling more, needing the friction only he can offer.

      “Please, Elias, your teasing is so unfair.”

      He must finally decide he can no longer take it either as his hand falls onto my hip and he pulls out of me.

      I protest and pout at him, but his devilish grin tells me this is too much for him. He gets to his knees and roughly grabs my hips, forcing me onto my hands and knees. He kneels between my legs, nudging them wider.

      “Is this what you want?” He pushes his cock into me once more, this time with the force of a storm, and he’s fucking me madly now.

      “Oh hell, this is it… yes!”

      He reaches deep within me, hitting hard. My whole body quivers each time he slaps into me. My body flushes with heat, and I’m panting.

      That familiar force inside me intensifies just as fast as it had the first time he brought me to orgasm. It surges through me from my toes all the way to my ears. Every inch of me is pulsing with an unbearable need.

      “I can feel you tightening. Come for me,” he orders.

      My head spins with how turned on I am, and with his next thrust into me, my body loses all control.

      I throw my head back and scream as my whole core trembles and aches with the most insane climax. Elias growls and pauses while deep inside me, he’s throbbing, filling me with his seed. Every part of me convulses, my pussy gripping his cock.

      I am convinced that if I tried to stand up now, my knees would buckle from the sensations claiming me.

      With a loud groan, he finally pulls out of me and collapses onto the bed, the mattress bouncing beneath me.

      “Come here, little rabbit.” He collects me by my waist and tugs me against him, now facing one another. We’re both breathing quickly, and all that remains between us is the beautiful glow of our orgasms.

      He kisses my lips, and I press in against his chest, my palms against his burning hot skin. 

      “That was the perfect distraction,” I murmur.

      Elias doesn’t respond at first, we both just lie in bed, my eyes growing heavy. Our bodies are tangled together beautifully, and only when I feel myself dozing off do I hear words falling from his lips.

      “I’m losing myself to you, and it scares the hell out of me.”
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Cain

        

      

    

    
      In Purgatory, Elias and I sit in our normal place beside the stage. It’s a circular booth and set far enough back that we can observe the crowds and employees without being noticed. It’s also where we hold most of our meetings. At least, the ones that don’t need extreme privacy. There’s a back room for those. And for the ones where the guests need a little rough handling? Well, those are taken care of in the basement. For the mess.

      This time, we have an appointment with Dalmer and Bechem again, local cartel members who run all drug dealings in Glenside. The human side of it. And, being more old fashioned in my ways, I prefer to handle our monetary transactions in person instead of direct electronic transfers. Why? For one, there is no paper trail for someone to follow, and two, there’s a level of intimidation I want to make sure they leave with. So they know they can’t fuck with us, even with them not knowing what we are.

      In this business, it’s important to have a presence and stay at the top of the food chain. That’s the reason I have Elias with me tonight. I’ve handled Dalmer and Bechem just fine on my own before, but tonight, there’s some information I suspect they’ll not want to share with us without a little persuasion. And they’ve never encountered Elias and his quick temper before.

      Speaking of the hellhound beside me, he fidgets in his seat, his fingers drumming against his arms as he continues to glance at the club’s front door for the two men.

      “Patience, Elias,” I coax him, and readjust the cuffs of my suit’s jacket.

      He snorts. “They’re late.”

      I glance at my watch. He’s right. It’s twelve past nine. Annoyance pinches the back of my neck. All our associates know I’m not someone you want to keep waiting. My time is precious and it’s disrespectful.

      “If they don’t show—”

      “They will,” I snap, my own aggravation growing. “They know better.”

      He rolls his shoulders, looking uncomfortable. And my guess is that he is. Elias never likes being cooped up inside any space for too long. That’s the wild animal in him.

      But tonight, I need him at Purgatory not just for this meeting, but for Aria’s safety.

      “I wouldn’t have asked you here if it wasn’t important, but now with hellhounds after Aria, you are the best one of us to protect her. You know your kind.”

      His yellow eyes slide my way. “You’re right.”

      Of course I am.

      Elias nods toward the bar where Aria’s picking up a tray of drinks for one of her tables. In a pair of shredded black shorts, fishnet stockings, and a blood red corset, she looks delicious, and it’s near impossible not to think about replaying our little Red Room encounter together. Wrapping those slender legs around my neck as she grinds against my face, screaming my name as I devour her.

      Unfortunately, I can’t indulge tonight. Business has to come first.

      But, there is always later…

      “Has she seemed off to you at all?” Elias’s question breaks my train of thought. “Like Dorian said from the other day? It’s like one moment, she’s standoffish, then later in the day, she’s affectionate.”

      “No, I haven’t. Not besides her being a bit more quiet and reserved, but we all know she’s been through a great deal recently.”

      “She wasn’t quiet with me before.” He gives me a wolfish grin, and I set my jaw. Suddenly, Elias’s gaze flicks to the front of the club and he jumps to his feet. “Finally. Shit.”

      Following his line of sight, I find the two men we’ve been waiting to see walking inside. One of the bouncers points our way and Dalmer and Bechem stroll over to us. While I remain sitting, Elias moves to stand beside me, pulling his shoulders back and taking his place as intimidator.

      Dalmer is the first to speak when he reaches the table. “Sorry, we’re—”

      “Late.” A growl rumbles in Elias’s throat, his lip curling over a sharpened canine.

      I throw him a hard glare. He needs to remember these are humans, not ordinaries. They don’t know about our world, and I don’t feel like unleashing that chaos.

      Dalmer and Bechem both find Elias hovering close and his muscles bulging. They immediately step back.

      Good.

      Neither of them have moved to take a seat yet. They stand rigidly in place.

      “We’re sorry for keeping you waiting,” Dalmer begins, and runs a finger under the collar of his shirt. He has tattoos of thorned roses creeping up his neck and his shaved head. “We had a bit of trouble with this new gang who’s trying to move into our territory.”

      A new gang? Why hadn’t I heard about this?

      “Call themselves fucking Nightwalkers. They’re getting into our business with this new drug. Hush,” Bechem adds.

      Hush… Where have I heard that before?

      That’s right. On the radio in the Town Car. 

      I think back. If I’m remembering correctly, it’d said Hush was a new drug circulating the city and killing humans. Possibly even supernaturals too.

      He pulls out his cell phone from his jacket pocket, presses the screen a few times before turning it for us to see. A picture of an upside-down triangle with a cross through its middle. The same one I’d seen on the Queen Ann town home’s front door… where the vampires were hiding. “They’ve been painting these all over town. It’s their gang tag. Have you seen it before?”

      I glance at Elias. He has recognized the symbol as well.

      A new vampire master in Glenside, and a new gang pedaling a hardcore drug at the same time? Not exactly a coincidence.

      “Our car was ambushed on our way here,” Dalmer says with a grimace. “Blew out the windows of our limo, but we managed to make it out of there. My money’s on it being them. Nightwalkers.”

      “And this drug they’re pedaling? What do you know of it?” I ask.

      “Only that it’s strong as shit. Hella addictive, but the high is said to send you straight to Heaven… If you survive it,” he replies. “Otherwise, it’s sending you to Heaven or Hell for real.”

      Elias scoffs.

      “Has to be some overseas stuff. Maybe from India or some other eastern country.” Bechman rubs the stubble darkening his jawline. “We’ve never seen anything like it. And I’ve been in this business since I could walk.”

      Dalmer chimes in again. “We wanted to see if you could help us snuff them out. They’re moving into our city and they’re doing it fast. I don’t know how they were able to get so many members on their side so quickly.”

      I have a pretty good idea. If the Nightwalkers are tied to the master vamp, Stephan, like I’m assuming, there’s no limit to how many children he can create. Especially if he’s old and powerful enough. He’s building up an army for a hostile takeover. In our town.

      There’s no way we’re going to let that happen.

      “We’re already looking into it,” I say. The relief on the men’s faces is instantaneous. “Glenside is ours. And that’s how it’s going to stay.”

      They exchange a quick glance with each other and then nod their thanks. They’re just about to finally take their seats across from me when Elias throws out an arm, his entire body as rigid as stone. His head tilts up, his eyes trained on the front of the club.

      I’d know that stance anywhere. Something’s wrong.

      My gaze flies to the crowd on the dance floor. “What—” But my sentence is cut off the moment I find five large men shoving their way through the masses, sights set on us. One of them flashes fangs at me.

      Vampires. And from the looks of it, they’re gearing for a fight.

      “Nightwalkers,” Elias snarls, confirming my thoughts. Dalmer and Bechem whip around. Spotting them, they pull out their handguns from their hiding spots, but instead of turning them on the Nightwalkers, they spin toward me and Elias.

      A shot blares over the music, and I feel the burning pain of the bullet as it embeds into my shoulder. I look down, seeing red bubble up and stain my suit jacket. Rage rises with it, and heat floods every inch of me. 

      We’ve been betrayed.

      Peering up at the two humans again, I know my demon is peeking through. There is horror reflected on each of their faces.

      When I speak, my voice is deeper and more gravely. “You chose the wrong side.”

      Elias is suddenly behind Bechem and, before he can even turn, Elias grabs the sides of his head and wrenches hard, snapping his neck. He collapses.

      Dalmer jerks his weapon toward Elias, and I rush at him, seize him by the throat, and toss him clear across the room. His body slams against one of the black marble columns and he crumbles onto the floor. If he’s not dead, he’ll be paralyzed for his entire life. There’s no way he’ll be able to raise a gun again.

      People rush out of the way, clearing the area. Some hurry for the exits. With all the commotion, the vampires leap at us. Elias rushes them like an angry bull and takes two down at once. His skin ripples with the need to shift, but he holds his beast back, fighting in his human form instead.

      When Dorian, Elias, and I first opened Purgatory, we had agreed to not show our demons unless absolutely necessary, since some of our guests were ordinaries—humans born to or among supernaturals who know of the magical—and had never encountered a Hell-dwelling creature before. Exposing ourselves often could result in fear and ultimately hurt our bottom line.

      But even though Elias is wearing skin instead of fur, it doesn’t make him any less of a killer. He’s just as skilled with his fists as he is with his teeth and claws, and it isn’t long before blood soaks the floor and splatters up the walls.

      More club-goers dash for the exits. The remaining vamps split as they charge me, two going right while one sprints forward. Fangs bared, he jumps onto a table and then up the wall, moving in a bur of speed. As I track his movements, something sharp pierces into my neck and pain slices into me.

      Fuck. One of the bloodsuckers had managed to bury their fangs into my neck.

      Roaring, I reach behind me, grab the bastard by the shirt, haul him over my head, and slam him on the ground. He takes a chunk of my neck with him, and white-hot pain blinds me temporarily. I waver on my feet, and before I can right myself again, I’m struck in the side of the head by the other vamp. More blood fills my mouth.

      Okay. I’ve humored these Nightwalkers for too long. It’s time to end this.

      Slowly, I straighten and roll my neck. My gaze flicks from the vampire on the floor and the one in front of me. The one at my feet has my blood all over his mouth, and the sight has my demon fighting for release. Muscles tensing, my wings stretch under my skin. The blood leaking from my wounds darkens, and I’m struggling to hold the monster back.

      Using all my strength, I call my inner fire to my fist and punch it straight into the vamp on the floor’s chest. Bones shatter and the heat melts away flesh and muscle. My fingers wrap around his heart and I yank it out. He shudders one last time before slumping. Dead.

      My head snaps up to see the other vampire backing up slowly. Even without my wings, I’m sure I’m an intimidating sight, with my eyes as black as ink and lines weaving over my skin. I watch as his confidence drains until only fear remains. I feed off it. Bathe in it. And I lick my lips.

      “Oh, how delicious souls taste when absolute terror clings to them,” I say, my voice nothing more than a rumble.

      He spins, hoping to run, but slams directly into Elias’s chest. There’s a new gash across his cheek and specks of blood paint his face and clothes.

      Elias’s eyes spark. “I agree.”

      Panicking, the young vamp stumbles back but halts the moment he sees me hovering close. He’s stuck in between us.

      As I step toward him, a high-pitched scream rings out.

      Gaze whipping toward the bar, my first thought is Aria and my heart falters. But that’s when I see the one missing vampire out of the five chasing Charlotte across the club.

      Shit. Looks like we weren’t the only targets in this attack.

      I look back at Elias and give him a nod. A simple gesture, but one that has everything he needs to know in it.

      As I hurry after Charlotte, the audible crack of bone comes from behind me as Elias ends the pathetic Nightwalker’s life.
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Aria

        

      

    

    
      A gunshot blares, and the music stops abruptly. I freeze in place, gaze immediately searching for Cain and Elias in the chaos. I find them at the opposite side of the room, Cain with a hole blown out of his shoulder and the blood already welling to the surface.

      I drop my tray, panic crawling up my throat. I’m about to rush over to him, but a rough hand seizes me by the arm and yanks me back up and over the bar. I land on my ass, and when I look up, I spot Antonio squatting by me with a finger to his lips. Sting is there, too, huddled near a stack of crates.

      Antonio waves to Sting. “Take Aria out the back,” he says in a quick whisper. “Get her out of here.”

      I shake my head frantically. “No, I’m not going anywhere. Cain’s—”

      “Cain’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.” He reaches for me again, and I jerk away, my annoyance growing.

      “It’s your funeral.” Antonio crawls over to Sting and they disappear around the bend.

      Vicious snarls and hisses rise over the noise, and I get to my feet. Club-goers scatter, heading for the exits. Elias is ripping apart two vampires, while Cain is flipping another over his shoulders. More blood leaks from a missing chunk on his neck.

      My veins ice over, and suddenly, I’m shaking all over. I can’t stop thinking about how deathly he looked after our big fight with Sir Surchion, and how close I’d come to losing him then. I don’t know how I’d ever cope. Pain spikes through me just at the thought. 

      I feel Sayah rising, her darkness swirling inside me and spreading. My chest squeezes, my breaths coming rapid and uneven, and my head throbs.

      It’s like whenever I’d hold her back for too long, keeping her dark spirit in instead of releasing her—she becomes too much, like she's consuming me. But unlike those times before, energy bounces within me, and all I want to do is take every single one of the vampires and tear them apart. Limb from limb. Blood spurting everywhere. That dark craving surges through me, deepening with each passing second.

      It’s a sickening thought, one I know is wrong, but I don’t care. My voice of reason is growing tinier by the second; it’s being swallowed by evilness, too. It’s the same conflicting feeling I had while holding the angel blade at Maverick’s throat, and again while out with Dorian. The need to kill… The desire to cause someone’s death with my own hands… It’s there again, this time stronger than ever before. Sayah is taking over.

      Even more unnerving? I’m not afraid.

      I don’t want to fight her. I don’t know if I can.

      But I’m… excited at the same time.

      What is Sayah doing to me?

      I don’t have too much time to dwell on it, because suddenly Charlotte is sprinting past me and there’s a vampire on her heels. Since he’s lightning fast, he’s on her in seconds, wrapping his arm around her throat from behind and curling his lips over his fangs. She screams.

      My gaze darkens, my fury whipping through me like a hurricane. I spy the tray I had dropped on the floor, covered in broken glass from the drinks, and I snatch it.

      Not my friend, asshole!

      With both hands, I slam it across the back of the vamp’s head with all my strength.

      

      
        
        ELIAS

      

      

      I can’t believe what I just witnessed. Aria struck a vampire with a serving tray.

      Even more surprising is how far he’s been thrown from the force of it, skidding across the dancefloor feet away. The tray in Aria’s hand has snapped in two.

      Fucking hell.

      I know the woman has some balls, but vampires are high up on the supernatural power scale because of their speed and strength. Yet, she’d managed to send one clear across the club with one whack.

      How is that even possible?

      Even Cain is stunned, halting mid-stride as the fallen vamp slides to his feet. Charlotte’s rubbing her neck, breathing hard and trying to make sense of what just happened. We all can’t seem to come up with a logical explanation.

      My small and delicate little rabbit takes down a vampire? Now I’ve seen everything.

      That’s when I see it. Black wisps of smoke curling around her limbs and orangey-gold light sparking across her skin. It’s the same thing that happens whenever Sayah emerges and steals her essence to become more real. More solid.

      But there’s no Sayah that I can see. Just Aria.

      “Ar-Aria?” Charlotte’s voice shakes with fear.

      Aria’s chin lifts her way slowly, and whatever she sees makes her leap back in fear. Aria’s muscles are stiff, her movements jerky and unnatural.

      Something’s definitely not right.

      “Aria,” Cain calls, a bit more forcefully. It’s enough to grab her attention. Her head whips our way, but her gaze is blank, looking through us.

      “Aria,” he says again more gently. He starts to move closer to her with cautious steps. “Are you okay?”

      She doesn’t blink. Only stares with those big dark eyes of hers.

      A shiver of warning snakes up my spine, and my hackles rise. My hound can sense the new danger standing before us, and it’s conflicted whether to fight or submit, since it’s coming from his claimed mate… our claimed mate.

      Then, the smoke is sucked back into her and the strange light disappears. Aria blinks, the spell seemingly broken. She takes in a sharp breath before her eyes roll back and her knees give out.

      Cain’s by her side before she can hit the ground, catching her limp body in his arms and clutching her against his chest. Her head lolls to the side, and my chest clenches with dread. I hurry over.

      As Cain examines her pale face and feels her neck for a pulse, I bounce on my feet. My fear makes it impossible to stay still.

      “She’s unconscious but alive,” Cain explains, his voice deep and brimming with concern.

      In the hundreds of years I’ve known him, I’ve rarely seen Cain worried. But it’s clear whatever is happening with Aria has shaken him to the core.

      “You saw what she did, right?” I ask, eyeing him.

      He nods. “It must be the shadow creature inside her. It’s getting stronger.”

      “Shit. It’s trying a fucking hostile takeover.”

      Charlotte steps closer, her brow crinkled with worry. “Shadow creature? What’s—”

      “Quinn!” Cain beckons to one of Purgatory's guards. A bear-shifter I had recruited when we’d first started the club.

      Quinn’s hauling the vampire Aria had clocked toward the exit, but he pauses for Cain’s instructions.

      “When you’re done there, I need you to bring Charlotte downstairs.”

      Charlotte’s eyes widen. “Downstairs! But—”

      “It’s for your safety, Charlotte,” he replies, cutting her off again. Not about to question him, she clamps her mouth shut. Usually, the basement here is used for interrogations, prisoner holding, torture, etc., but there are also some private rooms for employees or one of us to stay in if work shifts go on too long. My guess is that he means for her to stay in one of those.

      Charlotte looks reluctant about the whole thing, but once she glances at Aria’s unmoving form in Cain’s arms, she only drops her head and walks over to Quinn.

      I peer down at Aria and frown. Lucifer. Hellhounds. Vampires. And now Sayah. Everything’s getting more complicated by the second. Not to mention dangerous. How are we going to protect Aria from all this?

      “Still think we should let her have a choice in the binding ritual?” Cain asks me with a raised brow.

      I grind my teeth. I know what he’s referring to. We’ve already wasted a lot of time waiting on her to give us the okay on something that could protect her from Lucifer. Now we have to add a parasitic shadow spirit to the shit list.

      “And what if she says no?” He searches Aria’s face and runs a finger down her cheek tenderly. “Are you going to be able to let her die?”

      I don’t speak. Just the notion of losing her tears me up inside. I refuse to even think about it.

      From the way he’s looking at her and touching her face, it’s clear he’s not ready to give her up either.

      “Because you know that’s what’ll happen if she refuses,” he goes on, pain in his voice.

      “I know, dammit. I know,” I snap, anger rising. He’s right and I know it. But fuck.

      What are we going to do?
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Aria

        

      

    

    
      After a long day of doing nothing, especially after the explosion of brutal fighting at Purgatory last night, I am starting to come to a realization.

      I am a magnet for danger.

      I used to think it was the demons, but now I know it’s me.

      It’s been one chaotic encounter after another, and I seem to be the one constant feature. Chaos loves me. And after the vampire encounters, Sayah’s ever-growing influence over me, and my lack of control with everything, it's becoming a bit too much.

      Worry whirls in my mind, while emotions twist in my gut from everything.

      When I woke up, I was in my bed at the mansion with all three demons hovering over me. I’d blacked out after what’d happened in Purgatory, the last thing I remember is me seeing Charlotte being chased by a vampire and picking up the tray. That’s it.

      Elias claimed I struck the vamp with it and had somehow sent him flying across the club. At first I thought he’d been exaggerating, but when I noticed the concern furrowed in Cain’s brow, I knew he wasn’t.

      That’s when I remembered Sayah’s darkness washing over me and the immense power I’d felt. Also, the need for destruction and death. It was overwhelming. Addictive.

      It seems like ever since my trip to Hell, she’s become stronger. She is in my head. In my soul, and I don’t know how I’m going to beat her. What if she ends up taking over me completely?

      I feel out of control.

      A crack of thunder roars outside, so loud that the house seems to tremble under its force.

      “I love storms,” Dorian tells me. We're both in his room, staring outside the enormous windows at the black sky, the heavy rain, and the brilliant flashes of lightning.

      “They’re perfect for reading,” I respond, leaning back against his chest as he holds me close. There’s a comfort to being wanted, especially when beneath the calm, I sense the war in my veins. But maybe I’ve been looking at this wrong and I need to take a new approach. I need to find out everything I can about hellhounds, maybe even Sayah, before things get even more out of control. “Does the library in this mansion happen to have anything on demons and hellhounds?”

      Dorian turns me to face him by my waist. “What do you want to know?”

      “I hate just sitting around and waiting for the next attack. Maybe there are answers I can find in a book? Something to get rid of at least one of my problems.”

      The corner of his mouth quirks upward. “You have a hellhound living in this house who can answer everything you need. And after that encounter with Maverick the other night, I am convinced he will put a stop to them returning. None have returned since.”

      “I know, but what if they come back, or Lucifer re-releases them? And trust me, I’ve picked Elias’s brain. But from everything he tells me, they are unstoppable once sent. The only way to stop them is to brutally slay them. But that only sends them back to Hell anyway.” I sigh, frustration billowing under my breastbone. “I hate being vulnerable and I need to guard myself somehow. I can’t do it with strength like you, but maybe I can use my wits if I have more knowledge.”

      He looks at me for a long moment when a resolute look crosses his face. “Alright, then I know exactly the place to take you.”

      “You do?” I perk up, almost bouncing on my toes. “Not here?”

      “There’s no guarantee you will find anything new that Elias hasn’t told you, but if it will put you at ease, I can take you to the Reverie Bibliotheca. It’s an ancient library open only for supernaturals, mostly dealing with customs of different races and histories. But there is a section in the private part about demons.” He smirks. “You may even find some things about me!” He wriggles his eyes. “Though you’ve got to take it with a grain of salt, as much of it was written by non-demons, meaning it’s exaggerated.”

      “Now, you’ve got me curious. Can we go now?”

      He glances outside where the storm is hammering into the landscape. “In this storm?”

      I’m nodding before he asks. “It will help me calm down.”

      “Then it’s done.” His hand slides into mine, our fingers intertwined, and we leave his room.

      By the time we tell the others where we’re going and we are into the car, I breathe easy. The heavy rains have melted a lot of the snow, and the roads are mostly empty of other cars, but they are also slippery. This encourages Dorian to drive in the middle of the road and avoid the huge puddles on the sides.

      In the city, I stare at people running into buildings and stores to avoid the weather, most in business suits, seeing as it’s the middle of the work day. We pass by Storm’s underpass entrance and follow the road around to the rear, where there are several office buildings all pressed up against each other like giants on either side of the road. Tinted windows, dark walls, and no signs of what’s inside.

      Dorian swerves into a driveway toward a closed garage gate. He opens his window, allowing in a swirl of cold wind and rain. In haste, he hits the buzzer and speaks to someone on the intercom in a different language.

      Moments later, the metal gate rolls upward, and we’re gliding indoors, away from the storm.

      “Security for a library. Intense,” I say, taking in the underground parking area, half filled with cars.

      “They have to keep the humans out.” He swerves into a parking spot right next to two passages. One has the words Storm above it, the other, Bibliotheca. “You can enter the Storm through here too?”

      “Yep, it’s just a bit of a long-winded walk, and you’ve still got to pass through more security.”

      “Good to know there’s another passage.”

      In minutes, we are heading toward the library, and around the bend we come to a set of black doors made of metal.

      Dorian raises his hand and places his palm flat against the surface just above the golden handle, which is in the shape of a wolf’s head. Instantly, a red light glows around his hand and fingers. Then in a heartbeat, it flicks to green and a loud click sounds.

      “We’re in,” he says, pushing down on the handle and looking over at me.

      “Only certain people are permitted inside?”

      He laughs. “Think of it as a library card. You need to register to get in, so if you want, we can get you all signed up?”

      “Yes. I would love that.”

      We stroll through the door and come to a large set of marble steps, the railings made of gold. Gone are the cement walls, replaced with a hallway that might belong in a castle.

      Up the stairs, we emerge into a great foyer where on one side is a counter with several people typing on computers, while others are lined up in front of them, I’m guessing to borrow books? Or maybe ask for references?

      Dorian takes me in the opposite direction, through an ornate doorway and into an enormous room that takes my breath away.

      I gasp with awe.

      The long, narrow room stretches outward so far, I can’t possibly see where it ends. Every inch of the walls are covered in bookshelves, fitted with ladders on wheels. Running down the middle are wooden writing desks, each with only two chairs and a golden lamp with the lights switched on. There’s a grand staircase to the far left that takes you to the next two levels that appear just as immense. I crane my neck up to the ceiling, that is mostly made of glass, light pouring inside, while rain hits the window. Except there's no sound coming from outside.

      “Wow, I am sure I just walked into the library from Beauty and the Beast. And you said there was not a lot here. This is humongous.”

      He laughs softly against the silence. “You should see the libraries back in Hell. They carry texts on every topic in the world. We’ve had demons get lost in the maze of books and are never seen again.”

      “That sounds very overwhelming.”

      “Come this way.” He guides me right past the staircase and to the far rear wall, to yet another doorway that leads us to a set of descending stairs. The walls are a luminescent blue and if I look close enough I swear there are fish swimming inside the walls.

      Dorian takes me into another room, one laid out the same as the first library room, with the exception of no staircase or window in the ceiling. Burning torches hang off the walls from metal brackets, giving the room a demonic feel. Of course they would keep those books down here. Though it is strange to see a row of computers to my right in a place that seems to have stepped back in time.

      Only one other person is in this section, an older man sitting at one of the desks with a dozen books piled up next to him.

      “This place looks amazing,” I whisper. “Only thing missing is a cup of hot chocolate.”

      “There are many rules I will break for you, but losing my library privileges isn’t one of them. Sorry, gorgeous. I’ll get you one on the way home.”

      “It’s good to know you have limitations,” I tease him.

      He smirks and leads me to the computers. “Alright, let’s research and see what we can find for you.”

      Hours must pass, but it’s hard to tell in a room with no windows or clocks. Time stands still here.

      My desk is stacked with books. Everything I read on hellhounds mirrors what Elias told me. There is literally no way to stop them once they are unleashed, aside from physically fighting them. So, that sucks, and leaves me disheartened.

      Dorian is reclining in a chair across the desk from me, his chin tucked into his chest, and fast asleep. I drag the last book across the table in front of me and sigh. “You better have something new for me.” It’s leather bound with only a golden pentagram stamped on the front. No words, but it was in the same vicinity of the other hellhound books, so I figured it might contain something.

      The hardback book creaks as I pull it open, the print on the pages so tiny, it makes me cross-eyed trying to read it. I flick to the index and scan it for hellhounds or shadow demons, aka Sayah, when another word catches my attention.

      Lucifer.

      Intrigue has me quickly flipping to the first few pages. Maybe I’ve been searching for the wrong thing. Maybe I should have focused on the big guy himself. 

      I scan the paragraphs, passing the usual stuff on him falling from grace, and being imprisoned in Hell, then stop on an interesting passage. One that explains Lucifer had turned the situation to his favor by claiming the underworld as his kingdom. That he grew so powerful that even those in Heaven started to fear him.

      He has limitations though, and my attention piques. Leaving Hell is a possibility for him, but only for a limited time with a lot of saved up power. It renders him weak the longer he stays outside, which is why he rarely leaves the kingdom.

      I think back to his visit to the mansion, to how swiftly he popped in and out. He had used up his power just to make his presence known.

      Refocusing on the text, I keep reading until I pause on the passage about his sons.

      I blink at the words, at the list of all seven names and their deadly identity. Of course Cain is first as the oldest and named as Pride. Then there’s Torryn as Wrath, Nix, who I’d met already in Hell, as Lust, Lorcan as Envy, Valdim as Gluttony, who Elias and Dorian had mentioned at the restaurant, Raziel as Soth, and finally, Maverick as Greed. 

      It says in the book that each son was created when Lucifer wanted help ruling his dominion. He found a way to rip apart his soul into seven pieces, one for each of his most sinful attributes. Then the deadly sins, and the first demons were born.

      Woah. That means Cain is actually the very first demon ever made. That means he must be centuries—no thousands—of years old! I can’t even wrap my head around that.

      I keep reading, but don’t find much else interesting or that can help us. While the demons’ origins are interesting, I knew it all already. Cain had explained it to me, but what I still don’t understand is what had held Lucifer back from killing him when their uprising failed? Clearly it wasn’t any kind of fatherly love. 

      Lucifer had chosen to banish him, when really, he’s crazy enough to slay anyone else on a drop of a dime. There has to be a reason why. Something we aren’t seeing. But what?

      My eyes skim over the words again. Wanting help to rule his dominion, he found a way to split his soul into seven pieces…

      Split his soul.

      Wait a minute.

      “Oh shit.”

      Dorian snaps awake, flinching as he looks around, lost.

      “What’s! What! What is it? What’s wrong?” he barks loud enough that the older man across the room hushes us.

      “Read this,” I tell him and push the giant book across the table to him. He turns it to face him, and I lean over to point at the important paragraphs before flopping back into my seat.

      He reads it and his brows pinch at the center in confusion.

      “We knew this already,” he says. “The story of the deadly sins isn’t really a secret.”

      “Not that… Think about it, Dorian. Lucifer split his own soul into pieces to create his sons. And when one of them rises up against him, he doesn’t kill him. That’s the ultimate betrayal, and yet he only banishes him to earth to get him out of the way, when he’ll slit anyone else’s throat without a second thought.”

      He waits for me to continue.

      “He didn’t kill Cain because he can’t kill him.”

      His gaze searches my face, his own confusion still apparent. 

      “Don’t you see? If he kills Cain, he kills a part of his own soul. He’d be making himself vulnerable.”

      I watch the realization cross over his face, and his mouth drops open. “Holy shit.”

      “Exactly.” That means we have an advantage here. He can’t touch Cain. Well, kill him anyway. Not without harming himself.

      “We need to talk to Cain.” Dorian is on his feet, already collecting the books to return to the shelves.

      I hurry and grab Dorian’s phone that he’s left on the table. Flicking the screen on, I pause when I see the picture of the two of us in Scotland as his new phone wallpaper. 

      A smile creeps across my lips. Oh my sweet, sweet demon. 

      As Dorian comes back, I take quick snaps of the important page for Cain and Elias and close the book shut. He takes it and returns to a nearby shelf, then spins me practically off my feet.

      “I should’ve known better.” He kisses me, and I can’t help myself but kiss him like my life depends on it, our bodies pressed so close, he heats me up in seconds. “You might have just found something we can use against Lucifer.”

      “When you say it like that, I feel like I need some kind of reward.”

      His eyebrows arch, and that hypnotic look crosses his eyes. He kisses me again, but it’s short lived as the older man in the library clears his throat louder. We both twist our heads to look at him, and he’s wriggling his finger at us.

      I can’t help but giggle under my breath, feeling like I’ve just been busted kissing a guy under the highschool bleachers. 

      Dorian sets me back on my feet, takes my hand, and we are flying out of there. In no time, we are in his Ferrari and driving back home through the horrid weather.

      “I have the best plan for us when we get back,” he tells me, cutting me a sexy look when he looks across from me.

      “And what’s that?”

      “After we tell Cain and Elias what we found, we retire to my room. I get the fire roaring and you sit on fur rugs in front of the flames while I bring you a hot chocolate. Of course, you must be completely naked. After that, I will have my way with you.”

      I laugh at his confidence. “You sure that’s how it's going to go?”

      “I have no doubts. I will make it happen.”

      “Well, I admire your determination. You create it and I will be there.”

      When he turns to look at me quickly, I wink at him, and he howls laughing. “Girl, you know I can't back down from a challenge.”

      I grin and press my back into my seat, staring outside the side window, at the vicious winds beating into the car, at the puddles of rain, the sludgy snow in the woods we pass. Despite the horrible weather, I am glad we went out. I hope that the information we discovered on Lucifer will benefit us in evading him… somehow.

      Dorian's hand is on my thigh, slowly creeping up, his fingers sliding between my thighs. Even through my jeans, I feel the heat of his touch, and it sends a shiver of excitement through me.

      The gates to the mansion remain open for our return, and we thread down the path onto the property. Trees shake wildl, and Dorian’s getting close to popping open the button on my jeans.

      “Hey.” I slap his hand. “You said in your room.”

      “Yeah, well, I lied. I want to touch you here and now.”“ He grabs the top part of my jeans and pulls the zipper open, making my body wobble from his aggression.

      His hand is relentless and he's already sliding his fingers down the front of my pants and under my underwear. Of course, I don’t go out of my way to stop him because secretly I want everything he promises.

      The car jerks to the side, and I grip the door’s handle. “Dorian!”

      He laughs as he right the car again and we continue down the driveway. His fingers continue their exploration, despite the dangerous weather and him driving. “You’re perfect, Aria, the most beautiful thing I've ever looked at.”

      He finds the silky heat between my legs, his middle finger plunging deeper, coaxing a moan out of me.

      I’m weak, I admit it. How can I say no to him when every fiber in my body craves him?

      “You’re so wet, so smooth. It’s fucking torture to be away from you, and it’s been too long since I had you.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      He stops the car. “Yes. I want all of you. To rip the clothes off your gorgeous body, to hear your cries for more, to feel your nipples harden in my mouth as I plunge my cock into you.” He’s breathless, keeping his eyes on the driveway, bringing us closer to the mansion with one hand on the steering wheel and one in my pants. When he comes to a stop, putting the car in park in the driveway, he pushes a finger deeper into me, and I press my back into my seat, my body humming.

      “Sounds like you've been giving this a lot of thought,” I murmur.

      “You have no clue.” I meet his gaze as my breathing speeds with need, arousal driving me to melt under his touch.

      Leaning closer, I grab him by his shirt and kiss him while spreading my legs to give him easier access. Our lips mash, our teeth hitting with the urgency that now drives our pulse.

      “You’re right,” I whisper against his mouth. “These clothes are getting in the way. Pants need to go.”

      I reach down between us and stroke his heavy cock through his jeans, and he hisses at the way I rub him. We shuffle about as I attempt to push my pants down my hips, unable to believe how brazen I feel to let Dorian take me here where anyone from the mansion could see us.

      Lifting my gaze, I look in that direction of the lake that wraps around the property when something catches my attention.

      Dorian's lips are on my neck, his finger deep inside me, and I'm moaning, but unable to tear my eyes from the water. Something seems to be shifting across the surface near the bank.

      Next thing I see is a huge black figure emerging from the water.

      “Jesus Christ, what is that?”

      “Don’t bring up his name right now, sweetie, and it’s my second finger in your sweet pussy that you’re feeling.”

      “No.” I wriggle, but he refuses to let go of me. “That out there! Please don’t tell me it's a hellhound?”

      Dorian stiffens and looks out, quickly pulling his hand out from inside my pants. He stares out to the water. He lickes his fingers as if he's uncertain if he’ll fuck me first, or deal with whatever the heck that is.

      He’s blinking, leaning over me for a better look. “Doesn’t look like a hellhound.”

      “Well, maybe it’s another Loch Ness shifter,” I say. 

      Dorian pulls back. We’re both plastered to the window, staring out past the rain and to the thing hauling itself out of the water. Whatever it is, it’s struggling to walk, and it isn’t long before it collapses on all fours on the bank of the lake.

      “It looks more like the monster from the black lagoon” he says, both of us breathing quicker now.

      “Maybe you should go check it out,” I suggest.

      “In this weather?”

      “Will you melt?”

      He cuts me a look.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be a deadly and powerful demon?”

      “I am, but I’m also not stupid,” he answers and flops back into his seat. “I say we drive back to the mansion and send Elias out there after it.”

      “Wow. Did you just refer to Elias as your own personal bodyguard?”

      He shrugs, throwing the gear into drive. “He is a hellhound and loves the hunt.”

      We are now rolling slowly down the driveway, closer to where the black creature is stumbling to get onto two feet. Rain pelts everything, water puddles everywhere.

      It’s only when we are several feet away from the lake monster that it lifts its head and looks at me.

      We lock eyes.

      I catch my breath and press my face to the window, staring at those familiar eyes, a familiar face, familiar lips.

      “Shit, it’s Viktor!” I call out, more out of shock than Dorian not being able to hear me.

      He slams the brakes, and not that we were going fast, but it still sends me jolting forward since I'm not wearing my seat belt.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Dorian tears out of the car, and I'm scrambling to follow him, while doing up the zipper of my jeans.

      The rain hits me fast, soaking me in seconds, sliding underneath my shirt and down my back with its icy touch. I hiss under my breath while rushing over to him, my shoes hitting puddles, water seeping into them.

      “Viktor!” I call out.

      Dorian reaches him first, and the master vampire collapses into his arms.

      “What the hell was he doing in your lake?”

      “Fuck if I know, but we’re about to find out.”
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        * * *

      

      “He’s awake,” I state, as Viktor's eyes flicker open. He’s sitting on a chair in the middle of the hallway with towels around him from the water he’s dripping all over the place.

      Cain kneels by his side. “My friend, what happened to you? Everyone’s been searching for you.”

      “How’d you end up in our lake?” Dorian asks directly, while Elias studies the vampire head to toe. Viktor is paler than usual, which says a lot for an undead. His dark hair is plastered to his head, his lips blue, and he’s wearing a torn up, black cape with dark clothes underneath.

      He coughs and suddenly spews out a mouthful of dirty lake water. I rear back as it splashes everywhere, and I am certain a tiny fish just came out of his mouth too. Eww.

      Dorian wrinkles his nose, flicking the splash of water off his pants.

      Elias marches out of there quickly and returns moments later with a glass of water. “To clear your throat,” he offers, to which Vikor accepts and drinks several mouthfuls.

      “My Char,” he groans, meaning Charlotte before clearing his throat once more. “Where is she?”

      “She’s safe,” Cain tells him. “But she is worried about you.”

      “As she should be, obviously. What the heck happened?” Dorian asks.

      Viktor straightens in his seat, gaining his composure, and already I see the powerful vampire returning, a darkness sliding behind his eyes. “New vampires entered my territory, so I went to remind them who I was. Except, they knew I was coming. They’ve been watching us, all of us, including you four, and they jumped me just as I left my home. The fucking bastards anticipated my move.” His body shakes, his jaw clenching. “They tossed me into your lake for one purpose.” He looks at Cain as he talks, his fingers grabbing the fabric of his drenched black shirt and wrenching it up to reveal a huge wound above his heart. Purple skin surrounds the injury, dark veins sprawling outward under the flesh.

      I gasp. “That looks painful.”

      “It hurts like hell, but once I feed, it will heal.” He pauses and lowers his shirt, wincing from the pain. How long had he been in that lake before he woke up? “They wanted me dead so that you, Cain, could find me. They wanted to deliver a message that you are next if you stand in their way.”

      “Do they even know who Cain is?” Dorian blurts out.

      My mind stills on the words that Cain is next, because don’t we already have enough on our plate?

      “I doubt it. But the fucking weasels missed my heart, so they expect me to be dead.”

      “And you will use that to your advantage. Get Charlotte and go into hiding. Let them think they have the upper hand, for now,” Cain instructs.

      “That was my plan as well, but don’t be mistaken,” Viktor states, his accent swirling around every word. “This new clutch of vampires are dangerous. Nightwalkers, they call themselves.”

      “Oh, we’ve already met them,” Elias adds. “A few times actually. And gave them a good scare, I think. Well, at least Aria did.”

      Viktor turns to me with a questionable look. 

      “Long story,” I mumble.

      “Even so, I’m sure they haven’t given up that easily,” he continues. “Their numbers are growing, practically doubling, everyday. They know me and my weakness.” He glances at me again. “They hurt my Char to get to me.”

      Sweat breaks out across the back of my neck. I lift my gaze to Cain, finding the corded muscles in his neck tensing. 

      “And I will rip them apart with my bare hands for daring to enter my territory,” he growls, covering me in shivers.
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      I’ve actually made up my mind. I’m doing the binding ritual.

      I can’t take much more of this chaos. Hellhounds trying to track me down and drag me back to Hell? Vampire gangs raiding Purgatory, almost killing Viktor, and making it impossible to work and trying to take over the city… It’s just too much. Even with the risk of something going wrong, the ritual is the only way to protect not only me, but all of us. And the way I see it, we’re dead if we don’t do it anyway, so I’m willing to take the chance.

      Does the whole ritual thing scare me? You bet it does. Growing up, I never saw myself getting married to a human guy, and dating was hard enough when in foster care. I definitely didn’t see myself being bound to three demons for all eternity. That was like getting married on steroids. Super steroids. And the entire thing freaks me out a bit.

      But, if we can do it right and it can protect me from Lucifer, the vampires, and God knows whatever else is coming down the pike, I’ll do it. My only hope is that it’ll also be enough to keep me safe from Sayah, too.

      Dealing with my unruly shadow spirit is a different kind of issue, one that frightens me the most, if I’m being honest. It’s because I don’t know what Sayah’s fully capable of and I’d rather know my enemy than not.

      Ever since I went to Hell, she’s seemed stronger. It’s like something down there triggered her power and now I can feel her dark influence weaving its way through my soul. Changing me. First, it was when I held the knife to Maverick’s throat. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to slice his throat and play with his blood. Even more fucked up? Just the thought of it had turned me on.

      I’d felt her poisoning me again during my date with Dorian. Losing Joseline had upset me a lot, and I think she used my sorrow to wiggle herself into my head again. I’d been able to push her back then, and things were quiet for a while, that is, until the other night in Purgatory with the Nightwalker vamps. Because of her, I’d managed to knock one of them clear across the room before passing out. I didn’t possess that kind of strength on my own. It had to be Sayah’s doing. It was as if she’d taken me over somehow. And that thought scares the shit out of me.

      The last time I’d lost full control of her and blacked out, I had stopped letting her out, keeping all her darkness inside until my body couldn’t take it anymore. A police officer had found me on the street, but I had no memory of how I got there or what had happened. The previous twenty-four hours were completely lost to me.

      What if her darkness is overtaking me? What if I lose myself to her for good?

      It’s a terrifying thing to be going through, and one of the reasons I’ve been keeping to myself mostly. What else am I supposed to do when the woods are infested with hellhounds and work is being infiltrated by drug-dealing vampires?

      So, I stay in my room. Every once in a while one of the demons will come to check in on me, but for the most part, it’s just me and Cassiel. We’ve all agreed to do the ritual tonight night, and since the full moon is still weeks away, we’re performing it using the alternative method. Blood.

      Gross, I know, but that’s what we have to work with. Especially since Cain says it’ll make the magic used during the ceremony even stronger and we need all the help we can get.

      I peer down at Cassiel, who’s looking up at me with his big eyes with his head on my lap. Sometimes I think he can sense my worrying. He seems to always know.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I whisper harshly, and readjust myself against my bed’s pillows. “If you were me, you’d be freaking out, too.”

      He lifts his massive head, ears perking up suddenly, and body rigid.

      I scratch between his ears. “It’s just Sadie, Cass. Our dinner is probably here.” I had asked for her to bring my plate to my room, since Elias was out walking the grounds hunting hellhounds, and he’s the only one who’ll really eat real food with me at the dining table. When he isn’t around, like tonight, I’ll just take the meal in my room.

      I wait for the maid’s tiny footsteps or her rap on the door, but when there is none, I hesitate.

      Cassiel starts to growl.

      My heart skips. My thoughts instantly go to unwanted visitors. Of the Hell variety.

      Please, no more hellhounds. I’m becoming a cat person more and more every day.

      “What is it, Cass? What do you hear?”

      I expect him to turn toward the door, but he doesn’t. He only stares at me.

      “Uh… Sadie?” I call, my voice trembling with nerves. “Are you there?”

      No answer.

      Not a good sign.

      Cassiel continues to watch me and growl. He climbs onto all fours and lowers his head like he’s about to attack.

      “Cass…” I say, confused. “It’s me. Aria.”

      Still, he edges closer, a threatening warning rumbling in his throat.

      Oh my God. He’s lost his mind. He’s going to hurt me.

      Pulse jumping, I slowly get off the bed and begin backing up toward the door. I don’t know what the heck is up with him—Cassiel always protects me—but a close to five-hundred-pound lynx could cause some damage if he wanted to.

      Should I scream? Would anyone reach me in time? I doubt it.

      As he hops off the bed and continues to stalk closer, my back hits the doorknob. I reach for it, ready to throw the door open and bolt down the hall as fast as I can, but movement on the floor at my feet catches my eye. My gaze drops to see Sayah slinking out of me, stretching and contorting her shape along the ground.

      Cassiel’s eyes lock onto her and his lips peel back over sharp canines.

      He wasn’t going to attack me. He had sensed Sayah before I had.

      Sayah grows rapidly, and the tether binding us bursts with orange sparks. The strange dancing lights creep up the link until it consumes the massive shadow completely. As her form gains density, icy prickles shoot through my veins. There’s no pain this time, and I don’t know if that’s necessarily a good or bad thing. It seems to confirm my suspicion about her gaining more power while we were in Hell.

      Once she’s hovering over me, her dark form adjusts and shifts, getting more of a distinct shape. Arms sprout out of the smoke, and legs, a short torso, rounded hips, and… Is that hair? It floats around what seems to be a head, as if this manifested person is in water.

      I can’t believe my eyes. Sayah is transforming into a human. Or at least is mimicking one’s form.

      I watch in stunned horror as the wisps of smoke draw in, the sparks die out, and the shadow person in front of me becomes one I recognize.

      Skinny legs, wide hips, curved waist, long hair… Sayah has turned into me.

      Holy fuck.

      Her eyes flutter open, and they’re the same bright and eerie red they usually are.

      I try to step back again, but my back is already pressed up against the door.

      The demonic-looking shadow me opens her mouth and a gravelly, unearthly sound comes out.

      I’m cemented in place with all my breath trapped in my lungs. Cassiel has put himself between us, snarling so loud, I’m surprised no one else has heard and come to check on me. I’m not lucky that way, I guess.

      The creature makes the sound again, but this time, it sounds a bit like my name. Like she’s calling to me.

      “Sa-Sayah?” Fear has me shaking all over. “Is th-that you?”

      Slowly, she dips her head. Even though it’s a simple gesture, it’s a terrifying thing to behold because she’s doing it as a mirrored version of me. But at least she’s communicating in a way.

      “Why do you look like me?”

      “Liiikkkeee meee?”

      My blood runs cold. The words may have been drawn out, but I can understand exactly what she’s said. “You can talk now?”

      Another small tilt of her chin.

      I place a hand on Cassiel’s head, hoping it’ll be enough to calm him down. If Sayah can talk and manifest outside of me without causing me pain, maybe I can get more answers from her.

      But, first thing’s first. “Why do you look like me?” I ask again, partly scared of the answer.

      “Liiikkkeee meee?” she repeats like before.

      “Yes, like me. Why did you change your shape to look like me?”

      “Ammm youuu.”

      Goosebumps race over my skin. She didn’t just say what I think she said, right? That she is me?

      As her ruby eyes study me, her head tilts to the side, curious.

      “Um… No, you’re Sayah. I’m Aria.”

      “Sayah annnddd Ariaaa the same.” Her words are getting clearer now, easier to understand.

      “Not exactly,” I say. Although I am looking at a creepy-as-fuck replica of myself. “We’ve always been together. Working together… in a way. You’ve been living inside me.”

      Her gaze narrows and something sinister passes over her—my—face. “Not for long.”

      She darts to the side as quick as lightning, but Cassiel moves, too, leaping at her with fangs bared. Because she’s more solid than usual, he’s able to latch onto her arm.

      Pain spikes through my own arm at the same time, making me cry out. Glancing down, I find my shirt torn and blood welling up through the fabric.

      Any pain that Sayah feels transfers to me, and damn does this hurt!

      To Sayah, it only seems to make her angry. The same ear-splitting sound she spewed before comes blaring out of her mouth, and this time I’m sure someone’s heard it. There’s commotion downstairs, and it’ll be seconds before one, if not all, of the demons will be busting down my door. Problem is, they might still be too late.

      Sayah’s shape tremors and then spreads out, until she’s no longer mimicking me but has turned into a dense black shadow. Her two red eyes remain latched on Cassiel, who still has a grip on her ever-changing form somehow. He swipes his talons at her but they pass through her middle. For me, though, I feel every inch of his claws slicing into me. Tears spring to my eyes, and I double over in pain.

      With another of her piercing roars, Sayah’s smoke jerks and whirls and suddenly Cassiel’s being launched across the room. To my horror, he flies through the large stained-glass window, the thing shattering into a million pieces, and falls the three stories to the ground.

      “Cassiel!” Heart dropping to the pit of my stomach, I hobble over as fast as I can and lean over the ledge. I find him instantly, his large body an unmoving furry mound surrounded by snow. Even with the distance, I can hear him mewing in pain.

      He’s not dead. Thanks to the snow. But he’s hurt. Badly. “Shit! Cassiel! Don’t move!”

      I need to get to him. I need to help and—

      My panicked thoughts are cut off by a shadow stretching over me, creeping up the walls and snuffing out all the light of the room. It’s Sayah. I know it is. And who knows what she’s going to do. Push me out the window, too? Kill me?

      Her looming presence sends shivers down my spine.

      “Aria…” She calls to me. Now, her voice sounds almost identical to mine.

      I whip around just in time to see her massive, shadowy form filling up most of the space in my room and the door behind her shoot open.

      “Aria?” Cain throws himself inside, his gaze rushing over the scene. But before he can do anything, Sayah shrinks and slithers her way back inside me so fast, I am tossed backward, over the broken window’s ledge.

      I scream.

      I’m not falling for long because hands seize both of my arms, and I’m being hauled back into my bedroom just as quick. It happens in a blink of an eye, but when I’m standing on two feet again and the realization that I was almost dead hits me, so does the dizziness. I sway.

      Cain’s there again, grabbing me and helping me stand straight. He says nothing, but when my gaze focuses enough again to see his worried expression, I know he saw enough of what happened with Sayah.

      More than thankful to have him here, I throw myself into his embrace. He wraps his arms around me.

      Just then, Dorian comes rushing into the room, out of breath. He takes in the broken window and then me and Cain hugging each other fiercely and his brows knit together.

      “Wait, what did I miss?” He spots the blood staining my shirt and he pales. “Shit…”

      That’s when I remember Cassiel, and my chest clenches with fear and panic. “Oh my god. Cassiel!” I hurry back to the window and peer down. To my surprise, Elias is there, kneeling beside him and stroking his head in a soothing manner. His nakedness tells me he was out roaming the grounds again, searching for hellhounds, but he must’ve heard Cassiel’s cries.

      Elias looks up and sees me. “What the fuck happened?” he shouts.

      “Is he okay?” That’s more important at the moment.

      Elais runs his hands over the lynx’s back and front legs, examining him in a way only another animal could. There’s genuine worry on his face. “It looks like he’s front leg is broken. This hind one isn’t looking too good either, but it may only be sprained. Seems like he landed mostly on this front one.”

      Acid turns in my stomach. “Will he be okay?”

      “He won’t be able to walk on it for a while so it can set properly, but yeah. He should be fine.”

      Cain and Dorian appear on either side of me, looking grave.

      “She threw him out the window,” I say.

      “Who?” Dorian asks.

      I glance at Cain. He may have missed that part, but I’m sure he figured it out from context clues. “Sayah.”

      Dorian’s eyes widen.

      “I saw her,” Cain adds. “When I came in, she had filled this room.”

      “And that’s not all,” I reply wearily. “Things with her are even worse than we thought.”

      Both men turn to me.

      “What do you mean?” Cain asks.

      I am going to have to explain everything that just happened to them. But first I need to get Cassiel to a vet, and then…

      “Cain?” I start. My heart’s still thundering behind my ribs.

      “Yes?”

      I draw in a deep breath and prepare myself for what I’m about to say. I’m terrified, but if it’s the only way to possibly stop this living nightmare, so be it. “We need to do the ritual. Tonight.”
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      I’m standing in the doorway to the backyard of the mansion, hugging my still tender middle. I’ve been bandaged up, but the pain still lingers. As does the worry. I can’t stop thinking about Cassiel. We had to leave him at the vet overnight to be cared for, and even with the vet’s and Elias’s assurances that he’ll be okay, I feel sick about it. On top of that, I have tonight’s blood ritual to worry about.

      There is no doubt that I’m forced into this situation by Lucifer, by Sayah. And I hate them for doing this to me. I was definitely having a perfect time getting to know the three demons in my own way. And now… well, everything has gone to shit.

      The sickle moon in the night sky throws a silvery hue over the yard, the snow glinting brightly under its gaze. Cain is somewhere in the house, and Elias is bringing more sacred soil up from the basement to the yard for the blood ritual. The same soil the three demons were going to use for their trip back into Hell once they tracked down all the relics. I learned that Earth holds magic after dealing with that insane necromancer, Banner, and him storing his magic in a jar. And then all hell broke loose when Cassiel broke the jar.

      I shake those memories away. Instead, I’m watching Dorian set up a circular ritual area in the yard, designated by their demon blood. I didn’t see them do it, but the bandages on their forearms tell me everything.

      Tiki torches, bought from the local hardware store, are spiked into the ground around the area, making everything seem so much more real. I’m trying to imagine how this would have been done back in Hell, and suddenly this yard looks like a picture of butterflies and unicorns.

      Soft music plays from behind me, and I turn to Elias, who is carrying a sack of soil over his shoulder and a phone in his other hand playing a soft tune.

      “Is that part of the ritual?” I asked.

      “Nope. It’s to help you calm down.” He passes me, steals a quick kiss, then sets the phone down on the back step. He proceeds to pour the soil around the inner circle.

      Cain steps alongside me, his hand tenderly against my back. “Are you ready?”

      “Not really,” I answered.

      “I promise it won’t hurt, and you might even enjoy it.”

      “That’s not the part I’m worried about. It’s what you said before, about this being a danger to us all.”

      Cain is facing me, his hands on my waist, holding me closer. “We’ve done everything possible to ensure we don’t have too many bumps along the way.”

      I note he never said everything will be fine, but he’s putting on a brave face for me. “So, this is definitely the only option?” I ask for the millionth time.

      “There comes a time when taking a risk is the safest course of action. And this is that moment. I will not even entertain the alternative option of the hellhounds dragging you back into hell for Lucifer.”

      “I know, but so much has happened and this is still freaking me out. You’re right. The alternative is even more terrifying.”

      He takes my hand and leads me down the steps and onto the lawn, closer to the ritual grounds. My skin ripples in the cold tonight.

      “We’re ready,” Dorian states.

      “Alright,” Cain says. “Let’s begin.” There’s a strain in his voice, he is anxious, we all are, but no one is letting it show. They are risking everything for me, so I need to find my bravery too.

      Easier said than done, but anything is better than becoming Lucifer’s puppet, right?

      Elias and Dorian start stripping their clothes off, shirts tossed to the ground, pants dropped and shoes removed. Cain remains by my side, while my gaze traces the perfect naked men in front of me. No matter how many times I see them in the nude, it always impresses me, always heats me up. They are spectacular, cut with muscles, their cocks large, and they aren’t even hard yet.

      “Do you want me to help you undress,” Cain offers, and I glance up to his sincere eyes.

      I shake my head. “I can manage.”

      He gives me his superb smile, then starts disrobing as well, and then there are three of them. So much flesh everywhere I look, and part of me wants to freeze time just so I can admire them. I don’t think I’ve seen all three of them naked at the same time like this.

      They are looking at me… Right, it’s my turn to undress. I push away the shyness clinging to my skin and unbutton my shirt, then unclip my bra and set them on the step.

      Keeping my back to the three of them, I unzip my jeans and undress quickly, feeling their eyes on me, knowing they are taking in every inch of me. I adore them, but being looked at this way can make any girl feel intimidated easily.

      I turn to face them, completely naked and my cheeks on fire, while the chill makes me shiver. I resist the urge to cover myself, and instead I stand proud. It’s nothing they haven’t seen before.

      Yet, the way they admire me, their gazes all over my body, you’d think this is a first for them. “You’re making me blush.” Never in a trillion years would I have imagined myself outside in the nude with three hunks. But stranger things have happened.

      Dorian comes up to me, and he’s suddenly clutching a hunter’s knife. Where had that come from?

      “We need some blood, gorgeous. We will all spill blood tonight, paint it on each other’s bodies, then we are ready to begin.”

      I can’t get my eyes off the sharp knife.

      “I promise it won’t hurt.” Dorian extends his hand out to me, and despite chewing on my lower lip, I accept his hand.

      “I claim her ass,” Elias states, which grabs my attention.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Fine, then I’m taking her legs,” Dorian adds.

      “And I’ll gladly claim your beautiful breasts,” Cain says.

      “Is this code for something?” I ask, looking up into the most stunning eyes.

      Just then a sharpness bites into my forearm, so unexpected I cry out. “Ouch.” I tug my arm, but Dorian isn’t releasing me. Blood is bubbling across my forearm where he’d run the blade.

      “Ow, that freaking hurts a lot.”

      Dorian wastes no time cutting open his own arm. I cringe, looking away, unable to bear it, while he doesn’t make a sound.

      I meet his gaze as he hands the blade to Cain. Dorian runs his fingers over my cut, then begins to rub his blood up my arm. Next, he drags a bloody handprint across his chest, smearing blood all over himself, including two war lines under his eyes.

      Rough hands encircle my hips, and when I look over my shoulder, I find Elias there. His touch is suddenly on my ass with a wet, sticky feeling, and I start to understand their earlier comments on which part of my body they’re claiming.

      The way he rubs me, his fingers exploring every inch of me, ignites my arousal, the deep-felt desire I have for these demons. “I want to suck on your pussy so badly,” Dorian whispers to me, which sends a shiver zipping across the heat between my legs.

      “Don’t say those things now,” I murmur in response.

      Elias moves to stand before me, his grin wide. “He’s trying to prepare you, rabbit.”

      My first thought is that I’m being basted like a chicken about to be roasted, and I cringe at the terrible thought.

      Elias is suddenly kneeling before me, his hands on my hips, and he pushes his face against my pussy and takes a deep inhale. Then I forget every single thing. My head tilts back, and I soften under his assault.

      My legs tremble under their touches. When his tongue laps out, finding my burning hot core, a cry slips past my lips.

      They hold me in place, steading me. “This is completely unfair,” I murmur, after which I moan and reach down, my fingers running through Elias’ hair, needing him deeper between my legs.

      That’s when Cain approaches me as well. It’s a strange sensation to see someone I adore watching me as another man eats me out, and another is paying my ass way too much attention. But he doesn’t seem to notice. Instead, he swipes the blade over his unwrapped wound, fresh blood bubbling to the surface. He hands the blade to Elias, who’s released me from his deliciously sensual kiss.

      Cain’s expression darkens in a way that promises me pleasure, filling me with excitement. Which is the complete opposite of how I should be feeling before the blood ritual. Maybe that is their intention, to help me lower my inhibitions. Whatever it is, I want more. Cain runs a palm over my cut arm, swiping away the dripping blood, then with his own, he reaches over and cups my breasts, coating them in red.

      “You’re so beautiful in red,” he tells me.

      He leans in from my side to kiss me, his tongue piercing my mouth, exploring everything I have to offer.

      Dorian and Elias tenderly run their hands all over my body, leaving nothing untouched. I should be shocked that they are smearing me in blood, but their touches feel so incredible, I don’t care.

      “Tonight, you are ours,” Cain whispers against the seam of mouth, his fingers pinching my hardened nipples, my body shaking with need. He smiles, devouring me with his eyes. “It’s time,” he declares.

      Dorian and Elias pull back from me, and I look down at myself, blood covering every inch, and if anyone walked up on us now they might think I’ve been murdered. Except, all I feel is the thundering thump of my heart, my clit throbbing at the promise of what’s to come.

      Cain moves in and tucks an arm under my knees, another under my back, and I’m off my feet. He carries me into the ritual circle. I half expect to feel something the moment he crosses the line, but there’s nothing. Part of me screams that I should be terrified, while another part keeps wondering if it will be that bad to be connected with these three demons?

      He sets me on my feet in the middle of the circle, the ground soft and cold under my toes.

      “What happens now?” I ask.

      “You will follow my lead. That’s all you need to do. I will summon the ancient spirit into our bodies, then we will bind our connection, binding us through blood and sex,” Cain says.

      I blink at him a couple of times. “I’m going to have sex with an ancient spirit inside you?”

      Elias grins in the background, while Dorian is shaking his head to tell me that’s not the case.

      “No, beautiful. The spirit will entwine our souls. The ancient magic will lay witness and then seal our pact.”

      I nod, though I don’t really understand how that technically happens. I guess I’ll find out, though that part scares me, not knowing what’s going to take place. Something lurches in my stomach, my nerves knotting. I am half tempted to excuse myself. Maybe I need more time to convince myself I can do this.

      Except, when Cain, Dorian, and Elias stand around me, their feet sinking into the soil they brought from under the house, I know it’s too late. This is for my safety.

      I look at each of the men, and remind myself I’m doing this because each of them brings me happiness, and that I have no other choice.

      “Guess there’s no time like the present,” I half-joke.

      But no one responds. They all close their eyes, and my attention falls to their perfectly chiseled bodies streaked in blood. This all seems surreal, and the cut on my arm stings as a cool breeze swishes past.

      Suddenly I feel like I’m a sacrifice, standing out here naked, and all that’s missing is the dragon swooping in to claim his prize. Except, I’m no damsel in distress.

      Cain lifts his head to the sky, his eyes open and black as ink. He begins to sing words I don’t understand, but his tune is catchy and hypnotic. Dorian and Elias soon join him, and who would have known these three could hold a tune and sound amazing. My first thought is picturing them as a rock band and how the girls would swoon over them. They’d be a sensation overnight. But that’s not something I can see Cain or Elias enjoying. Dorian, definitely.

      Their words grow louder, the air electric, while the hairs on my arms stand on end. Something has shifted in the energy, and fear spikes within me. Gone is the comforting sensation. There’s something new lingering in the night.

      Cain lowers his head, the song from his lips vanishing. His expression has changed, a wicked grin splitting his mouth. I won’t lie, that look both scares and turns me on, and maybe the problem is me. I’m clearly broken on the inside if I can’t discern between lust and fear.

      Dorian and Elias fall silent as well, their eyes taking the form of their demons, dark for Dorian and bright blue wolf eyes for Elias.

      They look at me like I’m their prey, their meal. They step into the circle and electricity in the air snaps, replaced with warmth, but there’s a sweet smell I can’t pinpoint.

      Cain doesn’t say a word, and I follow his rule to keep quiet, figuring it’s part of the ritual. He snakes his fingers through my hair and fists it before tilting my head back. I adore his aggressiveness, his kisses. The passion behind his action melts me on the spot. Everything about him tugs at my heart and wrenches at my stomach. He claims me at that moment, his tongue licking my lips. He makes his way down my neck, and I’m moaning before I know it.

      I reach for his powerful shoulders, holding onto him. His skin is burning hot and slippery from the blood on my hands. He dips lower and captures a hardened nipple into his mouth. I cry out and shudder on my feet. I glance over to Dorian and Elias from behind my lashes as they approach me as well.

      Desire pulses through me beneath their gazes. They watch with hunger in their eyes while Cain shifts his attention to my other breast. I suck in a breath, feeling no hesitation toward them. For them, I will lose all control.

      Cain’s mouth leaves my nipples moist and hard, then he straightens in front of me.

      His hands fall to my waist, and he draws me against him, his cock so hard and thick. “You are everything to us,” he says, his voice deep. “I want to make sure you’re ready,” he continues. “Turn around, bend over, and hold your ankles.”

      I blink at him, not sure I heard him correctly. My cheeks burn with a flush, and something about the way he says that makes me nervous. It makes me feel submissive, vulnerable. Maybe that’s his intention, and this isn’t the time for me to argue, so I do as he demands. I part my legs and bend over, noticing all three of them move to stand behind me for the perfect view.

      My heart is beating rapidly as I wrap my fingers around my ankles. The breeze brushing over my ass is like a lover’s touch, and I’m shaking with a demanding excitement building within me.

      I hear one of them catch their breath at the sight. “Fuck,” Dorian murmurs. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

      “I love your ass up in the air,” Elias adds.

      But it’s Cain who steps up behind me. “I always want to see your sweet pussy like this.” This is a new side to him I’m loving.

      He runs two fingers over my burning hot core. I tighten all over, moaning at how badly I’ve been craving his touch. We’ve been together so many times, and I adore the way he makes love to me. He’s always the assertive one, the one who must be in control, and this is exactly what he loves. I can hear it in his voice, in the way he tenderly strokes me, running his fingers across my slick length and all the way up, over my ass.

      But when he presses a finger to my clit, rubbing it in small circles, I start trembling, unsure how much longer I can hold myself in this position without falling over. At the same time his thumb pushes into my pussy, while another finger from his other hand slides into my ass.

      I’m gasping for air as he works me to the point that my legs are close to giving out.

      Dorian and Elias are watching, each of them stroking their cocks, the starvation on their faces palpable.

      Cain is relentless. I’m crying out now. “Cain, please, I can’t hold on much longer.” But before I can even stop myself, I fall forward.

      Cain moves like the wind, he catches me in his arms and brings me against his body, my back to his chest, his mouth at my ear. “Did you like that? Showing us all your gorgeous pussy?” He sets me down on my knees.

      I shake hard in his embrace, my body humming and so close to the edge, his words not helping one bit.

      “Cain,” is all I manage, as Dorian steps in front of us, facing me.

      “Hey beautiful, are you ready for us all?” he asks so softly, yet the lust in his eyes is eager.

      “All?” I ask, knowing exactly what he means despite my shock.

      “That’s part of the ritual,” he explains.

      I swallow hard, but the moment his hand falls between my legs, rubbing the nub of my clit, I lose all ability to think straight. “I want you all,” I moan.

      “Good girl,” Cain says in my ear, his mouth on my neck. Next thing I know, the men are both on their knees, me sandwiched between them.

      Elias moves to stand to the side of us, and I look up to meet his eyes. The way he stares at me is filled with admiration, with unbearable desire. He’s tall and so large, and at my eye level is his huge cock, and I see clearly now how the puzzle is going to come together.

      Before I get a chance to do anything, Cain grips my ass hard, then his fingers are on my backside, a finger slipping into my ass while Dorian fingers my pussy. I spread my legs, wider, maneuvering to straddle Dorian’s lap after he sits down.

      “That’s perfect,” Dorian tells me, then steals a kiss. Our mouths tangle, our tongues battle. I’m gripping his strong arms, my cries of pleasure swallowed by him.

      Cain’s breathing heavily behind me when I feel the tip of his cock replacing his finger in my ass. I stiffen in response. It’s not the first time I’ve been taken from behind, but it is new to have three cocks inside me at once.

      Dorian never stops kissing me, distracting me, pumping two fingers into me. I’m losing all control, and the deeper Cain pushes into me, the more my body shudders. “I’m so close to coming,” I purr the words. Not how I meant to say them, but I can barely breathe with how fast my heart beats. All I can think about is being claimed. “Please, fuck me hard, make it hurt and make me come.”

      Arousal overrules all my logic as Dorian pulls his fingers out and positions his tip at my entrance, then he pushes into me as well. I dig my fingers into his shoulders and hold on. The two men are gripping me, slowly thrusting, widening me, fitting inside me.

      “You like this?” Cain whispers in my ear.

      “Aha,” is all I manage as I cry out, with how incredible it feels.

      I look over to Elias who’s breathing heavy now, and I reach over a hand, wrapping it around his heavy cock.

      Who would have thought that having two cocks inside of me would make me so crazy horny that I needed a third? I don’t overthink it when my body is humming, when the guys are falling into a rhythm, pushing in and out of me, their hands on my hips and waist, holding me.

      My eyes lift to Elias, who stands to our side, his eyes fluttering upward as I palm his erection back and forth a few times. I lower my mouth to his tip and slip it past my lips. He tastes salty and musky, and there’s something so captivating and delicious about having him in my mouth. I know that I hold control over him at this moment, and I love it.

      I slide him deeper, taking as much as I can, his tip hitting the back of my throat, because there is nothing small about him.

      Elias hisses as I lick the underside of his shaft and pump him in and out of my mouth, my lips right around him, squeezing him.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he growls.

      Behind me Cain groans, while Dorian places his hands on my breasts, tugging on my nipples. All three are fucking me how they want and loving it. My cries are muffled with a cock in my mouth, but the raw primal desire grips me, the hunger and pain these demons cause brings me closer and closer to an explosion.

      This is everything I want, and my pussy and ass pulse around them as I know I’m near to coming.

      “I love you,” Cain snarls behind me.

      It takes me moments to register his words, and I want time to think about them longer, to face him when he says them to me. But instead they’re all pumping into me, and I’m sucking on Elias, all of our moans a song of carnal pleasure.

      But, fuck… he said he loves me.

      Cain breaks into words I don’t recognize again, just like before, they are demonic, and it sounds like he’s calling to something… to someone.

      The more he chants, the more my body tightens like something is wrapping around me. I can’t explain it, but the world is starting to blur at the edges of my eyes.

      Something is changing within me… doing things to me. Or is this what Cain meant when he said our souls would be meshing together?

      In a sudden shudder, I sense Sayah tearing out of me faster than I’d ever seen her do before, like somehow being inside me pained her.

      Her shadow hovers over us, and terror runs down my spine. I shift to release Elias to look over to her, except he places his hand on my head and pushes himself deep into my mouth.

      “Don’t break the connection,” he groans.

      Except something feels really wrong… and panic is soaring through me that I’ve made a mistake.

      A deadly mistake.
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      I moan against the warm skin of Aria’s neck, plunging deeper into her. I grasp onto her waist, my raging erection driving me to go faster. She’s so tight, so beautiful, so addictive. She’s mine.

      It’s only when I sense her body tensing that I lift my gaze and immediately I’m staring into the pitch-black figure that is Sayah. She hovers alongside us, towering over us, watching us. When the hell did she slip out?

      With us locked into our ritual, to break apart now could mean death or a rejection of the magic, and yet to have this demonic shadow out of Aria makes us all vulnerable.

      Elias has his eyes shut, lost in his own world, while Dorian looked over to Sayah almost at the same time as me.

      “For fuck’s sake, now’s not a good time,” he growls under his breath.

      Sayah’s growing, expanding, stretching up the walls of the mansion until she blocks out the moon and cloaks us in a dense shadow. Sensing the change in the air, Elias glances up, and his body turns rigid.

      The earth trembles beneath us, and there’s a loud boom, like the explosion of gunpowder. I’m struck in the chest by an invisible force and thrown backward, rolling through the snow yards away from the others. When I finally come to a stop, I glance up to see Aria’s gone and Dorian and Elias are being tossed across the grounds, too.

      Dread grips me. Would Sayah actually harm Aria, or had she managed to flee back inside the mansion during the commotion? I’d like to say the creature wouldn’t, but I had witnessed Aria almost fall out the window to her death because of her, so I’m not taking any chances.

      My only hope is that the ritual worked. That way if she truly was in any danger, I’d be able to sense it.

      I watch as Dorian’s momentum sends him tumbling down a hill. He disappears from view, while Elias slams into a nearby tree hard enough to splinter the wood.

      Sayah’s monstrous form towers over us, and even though she’s nothing more than a thick shadow now, I can somehow feel her rage. She must’ve been the one to strike us and stop the ritual. She doesn’t want us to finish it.

      But, since we’re all not dead, there’s hope we were linked for enough time to cement the magic. But only time will tell.

      One of Sayah’s black smokey tendrils lashes out, swiping at me. I tuck and roll out of the way just as it thickens to form a massive fist which pounds at the place I’d just been.

      My demon snaps fully to the surface, wings spreading wide and Hell’s inferno lighting my veins. I throw out my hands, about to unleash the fire, but I stop abruptly, remembering how I’d found Aria early today. Covered in blood and animal scratches and bites—the ones she claimed Cassiel had done to Sayah to protect her.

      Fuck… I’d almost forgotten. Aria feels all of Sayah’s pain.

      And that means we can’t destroy her without killing Aria.

      Instantly, I scan the night for Elias and Dorian.

      There’s a blur of movement zigzagging toward Sayah, and in full demon form, Dorian leaps feet into the air, raking his claws across Sayah before landing on his feet on the other side.

      Dorian’s so focused on taking down what he thinks is our new foe that he doesn’t realize what he’s actually doing. Hurting Aria, not Sayah.

      Just then, a large animal bursts from the woods. Elias in his hellhound form.

      My chest clenches with panic. He’s going to unknowingly tear Aria apart. They both are.

      Elias lunges for the teether binding Sayah to her, mouth open for the kill. I’m already off and running as fast as I can, my feet barely touching the ground as my wings help propel me forward. I collide with him in mid-air, and we land roughly in the snow, rolling over each other.

      We come to a stop with him over me, snapping his jaws by my face in annoyance.

      I tuck my feet under him and launch him off me. “We can’t hurt it,” I snap at him. “Anything we do to the shadow affects Aria. You’ll end up killing her.”

      He growls at me, clearly annoyed by my interference.

      I love spilling blood as much as the next demon, but not when that blood is from my Aria. I’ll take down a thousand hellhounds before I allow that. Including Elias. And I’m sure he’d say the same.

      “Remember the bite marks on her arm and the claw marks across her stomach. Those were from when Cassiel attacked it,” I explain with urgency. “Do you want to cause her more pain?”

      He blinks at me as the realization sinks in and then shakes out his dark fur.

      “That’s what I thought.” I roll out my shoulders, trying to reel back my own demon. This is a delicate situation, one that needs to be handled with gloved hands. We have to think this through first.

      “Cock-blocked by a shadow,” Dorian says as he strolls up behind me, his silver hair glinting in what little remains of the moonlight. “That’s got to be a new one.”

      Elias begins to pace, huffing out big puffs of hot smoke against the frigid night air.

      “If we can’t kill Sayah, what the fuck are we supposed to do about her?” Dorian asks the question that’s on all our minds.

      “Nothing,” another voice answers.

      All our heads turn into the darkness of the woods. When my youngest brother steps into the dim light dressed in a gray casual suit, I’m instantly filled with hatred and fury. But before I can even step toward him, Elias is pouncing, teeth aimed for Maverick’s throat.

      He spins at the last minute, unsheathing his hidden daggers at the same time, and as Elias lands and whirls for him again, he holds them up for protection.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says as Elias snarls. Maverick’s dark eyes flick my and Dorian’s way. “Any of you. That’s not why I’m here.”

      “So young and so naive!” Dorian says in a mocking tone. The rune markings across his chest glow brighter. “You know you can’t touch us. Not without us killing you.”

      He rolls his eyes at that. “I’m centuries old—”

      “And still a wee demon babe. Still too stupid to know never to come back here.”

      Elias snarls viciously.

      “We won’t let you touch Aria, either,” I say. “She stays with us.”

      Bouncing back and forth on his toes and still holding the daggers, his gaze sweeps over us all, seeing the blood and our nakedness. Then something surprising crosses over his face—something I’ve seen many times on his face. Jealousy.

      “You performed the ritual?” he asks, voice dropping. Of course he’s put the clues together on his own.

      “Oh, watch it now, Mav. Green isn’t your color. That’s Lorcan’s thing,” Dorian teases.

      Lorcan is the demon of Envy and one of our brothers as well. I expect Maverick to lash out at Dorian for that comment, or at least the young and naive bit. He’s always had a complex over being the youngest of us, and Dorian enjoys poking that nerve. But, shockingly, he doesn’t comment. Just lets it go.

      He lowers his weapons and straightens. His expression smooths over. “I’ve come here to talk to Aria.”

      Hearing him utter her name has my temper spiking again. He should’ve never gotten involved with Lucifer’s dealings. He should’ve kept out of it, like everyone else does, or better yet, grew a backbone while I was gone. Stand up to our batshit father like I did.

      Elias takes a threatening step closer, forcing Maverick to shift back. He doesn’t raise the daggers again though.

      Strange…

      “I just want to talk,” he says carefully, and reaches into his jacket pocket for a rolled up piece of parchment that’s singed at the edges,

      A demon contract.

      My stomach flips, instantly thinking the worst.

      Maverick holds up his hand. “Not for her—don’t worry. It’s the contract I own for her witch friend.”

      “Joseline?” Dorian glances at me, his confusion mirroring my own.

      He nods. “I’ve… decided to terminate it.”

      “Wait, terminate the witch?” Dorian asks.

      Maverick glares at him. “You heard what I said, asshole. The contract’s null and void.”

      I wait for the “But” or his list of his demands, but when they never come, I’m left dumbstruck. I know how demons work; I know how my brother works even more, and they don’t do anything without getting something in return. So, what’s Maverick’s goal here? There has to be something more he wants.

      A shadow creeps behind Maverick and when I see the flash of yellow eyes and black fur, I know it’s Elias. During the squabbling, it seems he’d managed to sneak up on him. Dorian must’ve caught sight of him too, but he doesn’t hint at it.

      “Let me guess,” he starts instead. All his focus remains on my brother. “You found the wizard and he gave you a heart?”

      Maverick scowls. “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m hilarious.”

      Moving with as much stealth as a skilled predator, Elias closes the distance, crouched low and not making a sound.

      Completely unaware, Maverick goes on, “Look, I know it’s hard to believe right now, but I’m not here to fight. Besides the contract, I’ve also brought a peace offering.”

      Throwing his head back, Dorian laughs. Almost hysterically. “He talks of peace!”

      I wave his offer away. I don’t have time for this nonsense. There’s a shadow monster waiting for us out of these woods, and I’m not sure where Aria is. If she’s in danger or not.

      His eyes widen. “You need to listen to me.”

      Behind him, Elias opens his mouth slowly, jaws about to snap Maverick’s leg in half and perform a takedown.

      “I may know what Aria is. Or, should I say… I may know a way to find out what she is. It can help.”

      Those words make us all halt. Even Elias.

      His gaze locks with mine and he steps back.

      “What are you talking about?” I snap, my inner demon making my voice deeper.

      Realizing he’s captured all our attention, he puts away Joseline’s demon contract and pulls out a small, black leather-bound book from the same pocket. He holds it out for me to take.

      Glancing between Dorian and Elias first, I snatch it from him. It’s light with incredibly old and worn-out pages, all marked with scratchy, almost illegible handwriting. The words are written in reddish-brown ink, and when I flip through and find random blots of the stuff, I realize it’s not ink, but blood. Wrapped with a leather cord, it doesn’t appear to have anything magical to it, and I don’t sense any dark essence while holding it.

      So what could it be?

      “What does your diary have anything to do with Aria?” Dorian asks, eyeing the thing in my hand with extreme curiosity.

      Maverick shakes his head, mostly in frustration. “It’s Lucifer’s. He’s been quite glued to it lately, and I was able to swipe it off his throne the other day when he’d been pulled away.”

      I stare down at the book again and flip through the pages. “This is Father’s?”

      He nods.

      Walking over, Dorian peers over my shoulder for a closer look. “Lucifer’s diary? I never pegged him for the type of guy that kept a little black book.”

      “What does it say?” Elias stands behind Maverick, now in human skin. He must’ve changed while we were distracted with the book, and my brother can’t get out of his way fast enough.

      “I knew you were there the entire time,” my brother mumbles, which wins him a hard look from Elias. Turning his attention back to the book, he goes on, “It’s written in an old language. One I’ve never seen before. But he’s made notes in Latin in some places.”

      As he talks, I find a random page and look it over, only to discover he’s right. Paired with my father’s terrible script, I’ve never seen these symbols before in my life. Here and there are scribbles of short phrases in Latin, which I can decipher. Most seem to be talking about strengths, locations last seen, defeats, and known weaknesses. Whatever that means.

      “And how does this connect to Aria?” I ask.

      “I wanted to try and get someone to translate it, but I can’t trust anyone in Hell. Not even our brothers.” He pauses, the connection to his own betrayal to me apparent. He clears his throat. “But from the pieces I’ve figured out myself, it seems to be talking about ancient creatures. Ones Father has kept a detailed record of.”

      “I’ve read every book written about supernatural creatures and have found none even close to Aria or Sayah.” I try thrusting the book back into his hands but he shoves it back.

      “Not like these beasts,” he explains. “There’s even mention of The Old Ones. Monsters that were around before he was an angel or even made from God’s light.”

      “Well, fuck me,” Dorian gasps. “We need to find someone to translate it.”

      “How do we even know whatever Aria is can be found in there?” Elias asks.

      “Why else would Lucifer suddenly be so interested in it again after meeting Aria? For some light reading?” Maverick replies.

      Elias grits his teeth and a growl vibrates in his throat. “Watch it, boy.”

      He opens his mouth to argue back, but I cut him off. “Enough, both of you.” And I thought Elias and Dorian were bad. At least they don’t actually want to kill each other.

      Did I trust Maverick and all he was saying about the book? No. But it was something worth looking into.

      And if he is telling the truth, then we can finally find some answers for Aria, and maybe even detach Sayah from her soul for good.

      There’s a good chance my brother is just fucking with us again, and this is all some kind of complicated trick for Lucifer, but is it worth the risk? I’d say yes. For Aria, it is.

      Pulling back my shoulders, I gaze down at Maverick, Greed, and my youngest brother. “And what about you?” I ask him. “If you’ve stolen this from Lucifer, as you say, then he’s bound to find out it’s missing sooner rather than later. Especially if he’s shown a lot of interest in it recently. And with you missing, he’ll be able to put two and two together.”

      “That’s why I’m not going back to Hell this time,” he replies. His gaze drifts off to the trees. “I’m staying on Earth.”

      At first, I think he’s joking. Demons belong in Hell, after all. None would willingly sacrifice themselves and the bulk of their power to live on Earth. Among humans.

      But then I look at the seriousness on his face and his determination to take Lucifer down. It’s an expression I so readily wore myself after our banishment.

      Something’s changed within him. He’s done with our father. For good this time.

      Before I can think on it a moment longer, a shocking sensation shoots through me, ricocheting up and down and side to side, tickling and hurting me at the same time. It’s so strong, I’m momentarily paralyzed, unsure what to even do. And with the odd feeling comes a name. It thrums against my eardrums.

      I suck in a sharp breath. “Aria.”

      Dorian and Elias feel something, too, and we’re off and running back toward the mansion in the next second.

      Once we make it closer to the mansion, we find Aria standing there, still naked but facing away from us, covered in both her blood and ours

      But she wasn’t there before.

      More surprising? Sayah’s gone, and the moon’s full light shines down and reflects off the snow all around her. Her pale skin glows, and the hair falling down her back is a dark contrast. She reminds me of a Greek goddess standing there, just waiting to be worshiped, and as tempting as that is, the buzzing of something being wrong through our new bond has us all drawing to an abrupt stop feet away.

      As if sensing us, she turns slowly.

      What we’re faced with has my pulse galloping.

      Her eyes are cloudy, milky white staring back at us, and a sinister grin twists her lips.

      “Hello there,” she says, but the voice coming out of her mouth sounds like a distorted, crackly version of Aria’s. Not like it truly belongs to her. And I’m sure it doesn’t. “Again.”

      A violent shiver shakes through the invisible teether that now binds us, meaning the ritual worked, but this only confirms my worst fears.

      What we’re looking at isn’t the Aria we know and care about anymore.

      No. This thing is something else entirely.
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      Being rejected by my fated mate is the least of my problems...

      I’m a half-breed, a Cursed. The wolf half gets me an alpha for a fated mate...the witch half gets me killed.

      Or so they think.

      Now four Viking Alphas are all that stand between me and certain death. They need my powers to take over the Savage Sector, and they’ll hold my sisters as leverage until they get what they want from me.

      My wild magic, my heart.

      My wolf calls to them, but I can't trust them to keep me alive once this is over.

      I'm just an Omega to them, but that mistake may cost us all our lives

      What the Viking Alphas want, the Viking Alphas get…

      ...and right now that’s me and my wild magic.
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      She was never meant to be his…

      Avrum Brenin should have died in the same fire that claimed the lives of his mother and brother. Instead, he was granted immortality by the powerful vampire, Lord Henri. Under his diligent care, Avrum revels in the world’s most lavish splendors. But as payment for this extravagant lifestyle, he must look after Haven, Lord Henri’s human rescue. A task that proves far more complicated than it seems.

      After stumbling onto Haven barely clothed and bound at the wrists, Avrum discovers that Lord Henri may not be the salvation he once believed. While the more time he spends with Haven, the more determined he becomes to protect her.

      When the passion between them ignites, Avrum finds himself caught between honor and loyalty. Will he stand with the man who rescued him? Or risk it all to save the woman who captivated him?
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