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TEQUILA SCORCHED A fiery path down my throat, and I winced. It wasn’t my favorite. At Jett’s insistence I’d taken a shot, along with everyone else gathered around our table. We were heading out on tour right away. It was our last night hanging at The Spirit Room before we hit the road. So in true Jett fashion, we had to kick it off with a bang. Or in this case, tequila.  

Friends and fans in the rock community came out to see us off. The steady stream of well wishes and support blew my mind. I kind of wanted to cry. We were lucky to live in a city that kept rock music alive and kicking ass.

Of course, our friends weren’t the only people who vied for my attention. My very own personal demon lurked near the bar, chatting up the hot blonde bartender. Every so often Koda would slip a glance my way. Waiting for his opportunity to get me alone. 

“It sucks that we’re poor as fuck and have to share a bus with those idiots though.” Jett slammed her shot glass down and jerked her head in the direction of the table where Paul and his jerkface bandmates from Sacred Stone sat. 

“Sucks is putting it lightly,” I quipped, reaching for my hard iced tea. “But at least it’s not only them.”

The day our manager, Joe, had called us all in to discuss tour details had included the not-so-stellar news that our band, along with Molly’s Chamber and Sacred Stone, would all have to share a bus. 

Tour buses were crazy expensive. Seeing as we were all new to the label, they weren’t willing to cough up a lot of money for us to go on this tour. If it had just been us on the road, they’d have made us foot the bill for travel ourselves, which probably would have meant a road trip in Tash’s van. Because it was a festival tour with several other bands, they’d agreed to pay for a bus. But since it slept twelve, we’d be sharing. 

It wasn’t easy to make money in the music industry. We knew that when we’d signed on for this. Acts more successful than we were had been sharing buses to cut costs for years now. We weren’t in this for the money. Sharing wasn’t the problem. Paul was the problem.

“We should place bets on how many punches Arrow and Paul throw at each other before the tour ends,” Rubi suggested with a snicker.

Jett nodded and tossed back another shot. “I’ll take that bet.”

At the mention of his name, Arrow jerked his gaze from his phone and sneered, “Classy as always, ladies.”

A glance at his screen and I could see that he’d been stalking his band’s YouTube page, scrolling through the comments on their latest video. The thought of living in the cramped confines of a tour bus with Arrow freaked me out a little more than the thought of being stuck there with Paul. 

Arrow and I had been together for a few months now, our relationship growing stronger by the day. I didn’t want anything to ruin that. Although we’d both be so busy that travel time on the bus might be our only chance to stay connected. 

“On that note,” Jett continued. “I wonder how hard it will be to get laid on a bus with that many people. I’m not going on a dry streak all tour.”

Next to her Sam laughed and shook his head. He gazed at her like she was the brightest star in the darkest night. Every damn time.

Arrow and I exchanged a smirk. Lifting a brow playfully, he leaned in close so only I could hear amid the chatter and music. “We won’t be going on a dry streak either. I’m up for being creative.”

His breath on my ear sent a fun tickle down my spine. A blush warmed my cheeks. Mischief shone in my smile. “I don’t doubt that you’ll dream up something risky as hell. Count me in.”

Flirtatious whispers turned into a brazen below-the-table grope that got me giggling and blushing. We were stupidly into each other. Despite the odds stacked against us and the strange circumstances that brought us together, I couldn’t get enough of him.

“You guys are total dorks.” Jett’s observation was met with agreement from the rest of the table. 

Which didn’t include Rowen. Instead of hanging with us, he stood as far from us as he could get without leaving the building. Near the stage, chatting with a guy from a new band that had just played, Rowen paid us no attention. He’d barely said more than hello all night. Could I blame him? That would be a world of no.

I understood all too well why he kept his distance. In just days he’d be trapped on a bus with his brother and his ex, who were now an item. As uncomfortable as it might be for Arrow and me, it couldn’t compare to how Rowen must feel about it.

Feeling my gaze, he glanced over. Dammit. I looked away, embarrassed. We were friends still. Well, that’s what we called it. The reality of it was that we were forced to remain in one another’s lives due to circumstances beyond our control. So we made the best of it. But we would always love each other in some way, so it was awkward as fuck at times, despite doing our best to play it cool.

“Yeah, but I’m a happy dork,” I offered Jett with a lazy shrug. 

She laughed and slid another shot in front of me. “If I got laid half as much as you do, I’d be constantly happy too.”

Rubi and Tash were quick to call bullshit, so I didn’t have to. Jett was easily the friskiest of us all. High strung even for a werewolf, she was always up for some action. It was as routine for her as breakfast.

Several minutes later I felt the distinct sensation of eyes upon me. When I turned, I half expected it to be Rowen. But it was a pair of devious red eyes that I found. 

“Just go talk to him,” Arrow said, nodding in Koda’s direction. “He’s been eyeing you all night. Probably has something he wants to say before we leave. Most likely another marriage proposal.”

Arrow laughed off the demon’s antics, but I’d stopped laughing Koda off years ago. He unnerved me, more so these days than ever before. 

“Might as well get it over with.” I shoved my chair back and rose. “Don’t let Jett order me anymore drinks.”

Ignoring Jett’s feigned offense, I left Arrow at the table and made my way through the room. Koda watched my approach. His studious gaze made me hyperaware of how tipsy I’d gotten. I knew my limits, but it still took more concentration than usual to walk a perfectly straight path.

Koda nodded to the bartender he’d been flirting with and stepped away. Every time I looked at him now, I flashed back to seeing his true form on the other side. Still him but different. So different. Horns and a tail with a scorpion stinger, a lot freakier than the human form he wore now. 

“Spike,” he greeted me with a suspicious head nod, raising his drink to me before taking a swig. 

“Koda.” I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my New Years Day hoodie and eyed him up. “Is there something you’d like to say? You’ve been gawking at me all night.”

A dark brow arched as he stared at me over the rim of his glass. “Not particularly. Just can’t help but wonder sometimes what the hell you see in Arrow. Trying to figure out if you’ve lost your mind. Is he forcing you into it? Blink twice if you need help.”

“Very funny,” I muttered, unable to muster any humor. 

“I’m not joking.” Somehow he managed to come across as dead serious. “You know you can’t trust him. He’s dark. People like Arrow, they don’t change. He’ll always be dark, Spike.”

Now I wished I did have a drink in my hand. So I could throw it in his stupid face. Swallowing down my rage to rob him of the satisfaction he sought, I hissed, “I’m going on tour. I know you’re aware of that. Don’t follow me. I mean it. Give me a break from you, Koda. Let me have this one human thing.”

Sipping his drink, he continued to appraise me over the top of it. “The moment you step foot in a new city, the demons there will know it. You’d be lucky to have me around.”

I burst out laughing, unable to hold back. Not that I wanted to. “Lucky? Nothing about having you around is lucky. I can’t imagine having you lurking around is going to win me any points with the locals. I’ll risk it.”

Koda met my mocking laughter with a stony stare. “What about Flint?”

“What about him?” I countered, refusing to let any demon’s name intimidate me. Not in front of witnesses anyway. 

“Don’t think for a minute that he’s not keeping tabs on you. You’re on his radar now.” Spoken with a shrug, Koda tried and failed to convince me that this didn’t bother him. 

The dragon king had shown interest in having me as his bride, not that his interest was in any way returned of course. Seeing as Koda had been trying for months now to push me for the very same thing without success, I imagined he didn’t love Flint’s less than romantic proposal. 

Well technically he hadn’t proposed. He’d tried to get me to sleep with him so he could decide if I was wife material. It had ended with my sword in his eye and the unspoken threat that the dragon would not so easily forget about me.

“Maybe so,” I agreed, unable to argue. “But that’s my problem, and I can’t see any reason why you’d care.”

Holding that red stare steady upon me, Koda swirled the liquor in his glass before downing the rest of it. Once the tension had thickened enough to make me wish I’d never come over here, he moved fast, getting too close. I could feel his whiskey breath hot on my face.

“One of these days, Spike, you’re going to regret being such a stone-cold bitch to me.” Koda didn’t wait for a response. He shoved by, leaving me standing there. 

“Well, ok then.” I wasn’t sure if I should take his declaration as a threat or not. It wasn’t the first time he’d said something like that. Probably wouldn’t be the last. 

Because I had to finish packing for the tour, I opted to write it off as an irate demon with butthurt feelings. That was Koda’s problem, not mine. I hadn’t asked for a personal demon. If he wouldn’t, or couldn’t, give up and leave me alone, then this dance would keep repeating until I was forced to finally end it. Somehow.

Despite Jett’s bad influence and attempts to keep us partying, Arrow and I headed back to my apartment to enjoy a final night alone. In a matter of hours, we’d be crammed onto a bus with way too many other people.

The scent of banana bread greeted us when we entered. Cinder stood over a fresh loaf, breathing in the scrumptious aroma. “I thought you could take some baked goods along. You should stock up on fruit and vegetables. Have you done that yet? Will you have time?”

I exchanged an amused look with Arrow and stifled a laugh. “We’ll be fine, Cinder. Don’t worry. Thanks for the bread. It smells delicious.”

“I’ll be here each day to take care of Seth.” Cinder gestured to the tortoise in his terrarium in the living room. “Is there anything else I can do before you go? Laundry? Errands?”

Cinder might have thought he had me fooled, but I knew him. Better than I knew maybe anyone else in my life except Jett. I tossed my hoodie on the back of a kitchen chair, pulled it out, and pointed at the opposite seat.

“Wanna come sit and tell me what’s got your undies in such a twist?” I inclined my head toward the table and sat down. 

Arrow ambled toward the bathroom. “I’m going to grab a shower.”

Despite the much shorter amount of time he’d known Cinder, Arrow seemed to have figured him out somewhat as well. When Cinder got into a frenzy like this, it usually meant something was bothering him. Usually something that meant impending doom and danger for me. Arrow’s shower was more than likely a way of allowing Cinder to speak to me alone. 

When the sound of water came muffled through the closed bathroom door, Cinder took the chair across from me. “Nothing has got my undies in a twist. It’s more of a bunching really.” The angel wrinkled his nose.

I had to laugh at his piss-poor humor. “Alright, spill it. What are you worried about? Koda already preached the woes of stranger danger and dragon kings. So whatever it is, let me have it.”

I sat there expectant and unafraid, just wary. And maybe a little weary. This tour was about chasing a human dream. There was so much more to me than the blood of my father. Yet it would always define me and, in many ways, dictate my path. But not just mine. Rowen and Arrow’s too.

“Stranger danger,” Cinder repeated with a small chuckle. “I’m not worried. I trust that you’ll all be careful to avoid unnecessary demon interaction.”

“Of course. Unfortunately, that’s not always optional. Case in point, Koda.” I mustered an expression filled with disgust and dismay.

“Maybe it’s time that I have another chat with Koda.” Cinder paused and glanced toward the kitchen. “Would you like some banana bread?”

Dirty-blond hair fell over a scarred eyebrow as he awaited my response. I shook my head. He tried to play off his concern about me heading out of town, but he couldn’t fool me.

“We’ll be careful,” I promised Cinder. “Try not to worry. We’ll only be gone for four weeks. I’ll be back before you know it. And you can pop in any time.”

“You can use the break from me, I’m sure.” He reached across the table to slug me lightly in the shoulder. “I trust you to make good decisions, but I also know you’ll be in a chaotic environment. I’m sorry, Ember, but as much as you want to just be human sometimes, you’re not.”

“I know,” I said softly, hating that he was right. Hating that chasing a human dream came with demon baggage whether I liked it or not. “I’ll be careful. We’ll all be careful.”

Cinder’s smile faltered. He seemed to hesitate before adding, “And yet, it’s the human temptations I fear will pose the greatest threat. There’s a dark side to every dream, Ember. That’s where being human becomes the foe. Getting what you want comes with its own challenges. Watch out for one another.”

“We will.”

My gaze slid to the closed bathroom door. I couldn’t help it. The temptations of tour life would hit us hard and fast. We all had our vices, some of us more so than others.  
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“I CALL A MIDDLE BUNK.” Paul flung an overflowing duffel bag onto a bunk as he staked his claim. 

Standing just inside the doorway, I took in the bus interior. It was my first tour bus. I had to drink it all in. 

A partition divided the driver from the rest. I stood in the front lounge where two small couches sat facing one another, a tiny walkway between them. Above each couch a television was mounted. 

Just beyond the sofas the front lounge ended with a tiny kitchen, complete with itty bitty sink on one side and a tiny two-seater table on the other. The fridge was bigger than I’d expected, but I still couldn’t imagine how we’d stock it with food for twelve. I anticipated a lot of takeout in our near future.

Just beyond the kitchen was the world’s tiniest bathroom. An equally tiny shower sat across from it. Paul had opened the door that closed off the galley-like hallway where two sets of six bunks were crammed. Jett shoved by me and all but body checked Paul aside, tossing his bag after him. 

“Screw that. The ladies get first dibs on the middle bunks. You’re a tall bastard. Take the top.” She jerked a thumb toward the second set of bunks. “Over there.”

“It’s cool, Jett.” Tash joined us. Tall herself, she claimed a top bunk by throwing her makeup bag onto the mattress. “I’m fine with a top bunk.”

Ignoring the bickering over who would sleep where, I shoved down the cramped hall to scope out the back lounge. Smaller than the front but cozy, it promised a private hideaway for those seeking a few minutes alone. Or for those who wanted to snort blow and smoke weed without having to share.

It was early in the evening. We were piling onto the bus to head for the first city on our schedule. We’d be with the tour for a month. It ran for almost three altogether with differing bands switching off on various dates. 

“I definitely do want a middle bunk,” I said, making my way back toward the front. 

There was a sudden influx of people as everyone else boarded with whatever few things they wanted to bring on instead of stowing in the tow-behind trailer. I sat down on one of the couches in an attempt to stay out of the way. The tiny hallway between the bunks quickly became lodged with people claiming beds.

It took nearly an hour for everyone to get settled. Jett and I ended up with the two middle bunks in the first set. Arrow and Tash took the bunks above us, Rubi and Sam the bunks below. Rowen seemed to prefer being in the second set of bunks. A mere few feet away and yet far enough to promise a false sense of distance.

Paul and his band quickly took over the front lounge TVs, hooking up videogame systems. Rowen and Greyson stuck around to play with them while the rest of us crammed into the smaller back lounge. We had a TV back there too, hooked up to a satellite dish. Sadly, we could only get it to pick up some reality dating show.

“I can’t believe we’re really here.” Jett yanked open a window blind to watch the scenery fly by before settling onto Sam’s lap on the couch that wrapped around the lounge. That section could be pulled out into a bed that would certainly get its share of use.

I crammed in close to Arrow, watching the farmland as we left the city behind. Leaning my head on his shoulder, I smiled when he slid his fingers between mine. “Surreal doesn’t quite begin to sum this up.”

“It’s better than I ever pictured it,” Arrow mused, kissing the back of my hand. “Because you’re here.”

His lips lingered just long enough to stir up the butterflies that lived in my stomach. They still could not contain themselves when he was around. Ignoring Jett’s eyeroll, I snuggled in closer against him and marveled at how it was our human lives that felt surreal right now. It was a far cry from demons and yet somehow much more terrifying. 

We had a twelve-hour drive to Vancouver where we’d play our first show of the tour the following day. We’d be busy doing press and promo in between sleep, travel, and performing. There were a dozen bands playing each day from noon to midnight. If the next city on the schedule was more than a twelve-hour bus ride, we got a day off in between. Not so bad.

Joe had warned us that it would be chaotic but we’d settle into a routine. He’d also warned us not to party ourselves stupid. Our tour manager, Jordan, was on another bus with a bunch of roadies. But he’d be all over us at each location, and we’d better not piss him off. 

“I can’t wait to meet the drummer from Vixens and Venom,” Rubi beamed at the thought. “He’s pretty much the reason I started drumming.”

Jett dug around inside her bra before producing a joint. She cracked the window open before lighting it up. “I’m curious to see who else on this tour is more than human.”

“Me too,” I agreed, having my own suspicions on who may or may not be.

Excited shouts from the front of the bus were followed by the clink of glasses and the telltale hiss of beer cans cracking open. Our first night trapped on a moving bus together, and Sacred Stone was already getting loaded. Rowen was right there with them.

There would be copious amounts of partying during this tour. No doubt about that. Still, they were off to a running start.

“I’m getting in on that.” Jett got up and squeezed her way by to exit the small lounge. “Spike, come help me carry some shots back for everyone.”

I followed her through the cramped hall between the bunks to the front lounge. It was bigger up front with room for six to cram on the sofas and two at the table, but still a tight fit. This would be an interesting month.

“Let’s lay down a few rules, boys,” Jett said, pulling a pack of plastic cups from a bag on the counter. “There will be no fighting on the bus. If anyone decides that you would like to fight on the bus, I will personally knock your ass out. Also, try to keep any and all disgusting bodily functions to a minimum. I know how guys get in a group. The immaturity spreads like disease.”

Paul paused the video game and slid an arrogant grin Jett’s way. “How about no fucking on the bus, Jett? That goes for you too, Spike. Nobody wants to hear any of that.”

My gaze met Rowen’s because how could it not? Sitting on the white leather sofa, he held a plastic cup of whiskey and coke. His amber eyes revealed no reaction to Paul’s remark. And yet I knew Rowen well from our time together, despite how tragically short it had been. 

He would never give a guy like Paul the satisfaction of seeing the underlying tension that constantly lived among the three of us. Rowen, Arrow, and I were friends and allies in the battle between angels and demons. But we had ties that bound, and even broken, the remnants of our time together linked Rowen to me.

Pushing a floppy piece of tousled turquoise mohawk off his forehead, Rowen held my gaze easily now. In the few months since I’d started seeing his brother, we’d struggled to find our place with each other. Rowen and I would always love one another. But ultimately, we weren’t forever. Moving on while trying to maintain a friendship, it was so fucking hard. 

So the broken fragments of what we once were hung between us. Lingering. Dancing. Waiting. We’d said all we could say about it though. Nothing else mattered but moving forward.

I flicked my gaze away first. Turning to the counter, I grabbed the first bottle I spied and started pouring. Anything to busy myself. “Just try to keep the crying while masturbating to a minimum and don’t worry about me. Ok, Paul?”

A couple of his buddies snickered, and that was more than enough for me to feel victorious. I’d already poured a large slosh of vodka into two cups by the time I realized what bottle I’d grabbed. 

“I’ll do my best,” Paul quipped. “I wouldn’t want my jerkoff crying session to make anyone uncomfortable. The juicy love triangle you have going with the brothers will do enough of that.”

My face burned and my fingertips tingled. Oh, how I wished I could launch a fireball into Paul’s stupid face. I quelled the urge and went about my business, pouring some orange juice into one cup and some Sprite in another.

I half expected Jett to tell him to shove his head up his ass, but Rowen beat her to it. 

“I’m only going to say this once, Paul.” Voice low with a hint of menace, Rowen immediately had the full attention of every person present. “Don’t talk shit to Spike. Not one fucking word. It’s not funny, not a joke, and I’ll be more than happy to give Jett a reason to knock my ass out by shutting you up myself.”

More than a little stunned, I turned to find Paul sitting stiffly, staring across the few feet separating him from Rowen. Paul usually threw down with Arrow. I didn’t think he knew what to make of Rowen’s threat. 

When even his friends coughed awkwardly and squirmed in their seats, Paul made a noise that was part scoff and part laugh. “Pretty territorial for a jilted ex, man. I don’t think it’s me that’s really the problem here.”

“It’s most definitely you,” I jumped in, hoping to keep tempers from rising further. Paul was a shit disturber who didn’t deserve the reaction he sought. “But you’re not worth getting kicked off tour for, so let’s just do what we came here to do and stay out of each other’s personal lives.”

I felt Arrow come up behind me before he stepped into view. “Everything cool out here?” he asked in a manner that indicated he’d heard everything and knew it was most certainly not cool.

“Sure is.” Jett fired a warning glare at both Rowen and Paul. “Just setting some ground rules so we can all play nice for the next four weeks. That includes you, Arrow. No fighting.”

Arrow’s upper lip curled in a smirk. Accepting the cup I handed him, he took a drink before saying, “Can’t make any promises. We’ll let Paul decide if he has better ways to pass the time other than fixating on our so-called love triangle. Kind of weird, don’t you think, dude?”

He directed that last bit at Paul who resumed the video game. Thumbs clicking over the controller, he chuckled to himself. “Says the guy fucking his brother’s ex.”

Because his fuse was short and always lit, Arrow surged forward. Knowing him as we did, Rowen, Jett, and I all moved to block him. I caught his arm and held firm. 

Jett planted herself directly in front of him. “He’s not worth it. Take your drink and go hang out in the back.”

For a split second her eyes went pure wolf, just long enough for Arrow to see that she meant business. With her back toward Paul and his group, they couldn’t see the beastly warning. 

I was with her. We had a month to survive together. Throwing punches on our first night was not how I wanted to kick off the tour.

Arrow flung a vicious glower at Paul who ignored him now, fixated on the video game. Instead of pushing it, Arrow backed off. The three of us returned to the back lounge where we sipped drinks and made fun of the reality dating show until we were able to pick up other channels. 

Still I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about Rowen’s response to Paul. It had been a touching gesture. Not that I wanted or needed him to defend me. But the sentiment meant a lot.

When the clock reached midnight and we still had several hours left on the bus, Rubi and Tash crept into their bunks. Arrow and I lost a round of Rock, Paper, Scissors to Sam and Jett. So they got the back lounge bed to themselves for the first night with the promise to alternate nights. 

As the hour drew later, the guys in the front lounge gradually drifted off to bed. Once I was crammed into the too tight bunk with Arrow snoring softly above me, I laid there listening to the rumble of the bus on the highway. From behind the closed back lounge door came the muffled sound of Jett’s giggles.

My belly fluttered with both excitement and anxiety. This was the first real test. Could I live a double life, chase a human dream while an angelic prophecy hung over my head?

At this point I’d be happy just to make it through this tour without mishap. Especially that of the supernatural kind. 

An endless stream of thoughts bombarded me as I struggled to fall asleep on a moving vehicle in a bed that was a far cry from the comfort of my own. The sound of blankets rustling and more than one guy snoring made it that much more difficult. 

Four weeks to just play music and travel without any demon activity sounded like bliss. It also sounded like bullshit. I was pretty much a demon magnet.  
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IT FELT LIKE IT HAD been only minutes since I’d finally fallen asleep when Jordan’s voice boomed through the bus. He walked through the bunk galley, slapping the heavy curtains of each bunk as he went. It took me a minute to realize we must be parked in Vancouver.

I made the mistake of trying to sit up. Forgetting how low the bunk above me was, I promptly smacked my head and laid right back down with a groan. Immediately, the bus was filled with noise and voices.

“Set times are on the table, along with press times, fan meet and greets, and anything else you’re scheduled for. Record it in your phone, memorize it, write it on what little un-inked skin you have left, I don’t care. But don’t you damn well forget it.” Jordan barked instructions, taking his job incredibly seriously.

He was a middle-aged, take-no-shit kind of guy. Hair smattered with silver, he blamed his thickening waistline and thinning hairline on life on the road. After two decades of working with party-hard troublemakers, I didn’t expect him to go lightly on any of us.  Nor should he.

Carefully I rolled out of the awkward bunk, right in time to almost get run down by Jett making her way to the front for coffee. Purple hair disheveled and wild, she tied a black robe around her waist. “Sorry, Spike. Move it or lose it. It’s coffee time.”

The front lounge was packed with everyone trying to get their schedule, coffee, and whatever else to start the day. It was barely eight in the morning, and though we weren’t scheduled to play until later in the afternoon, there was an assload of press-related shit everyone was expected to do.

The lineup for the single cup coffee brewer was just as long as the one for the tiny ass bathroom. This was going to get old incredibly fast. Arrow sat at the table. Black hair a mess, he sipped black coffee and rubbed his eyes while managing to avoid the melee. He had to have been awake a while to get first dibs on the coffee.

Catching my wrist, he tugged me onto his lap.

I slid my arms around his neck and kissed the side of his nose. “Four weeks of sleeping on this bus is going to be hell.”

“You have no idea how tempted I was to cram onto that bunk with you last night.” Arrow’s arm went around me, holding me tight against him. “I don’t like the separate sleeping arrangements. Even if you are just one bunk away.”

I didn’t like them either. Truth be told, I’d gotten more used to having Arrow beside me in bed than I’d realized. “Yeah, I’m not loving it either. I miss our bed.”

A dark brow shot up, and Arrow gave a snort of surprised laughter. “Did you just call it our bed?”

Had I? Son of a bitch, I did. Suddenly embarrassed, my entire body flushed with heat. “I might have.”

In my defense he spent more nights in my bed than out of it. His golden-hazel eyes sparkled with mischievous delight. “No, it’s cool. I like it.”

Feeling eyes upon us, I glanced up to catch Rowen as he redirected his scowl into his coffee mug. Because I was always hyperaware of the underlying strain on him, Arrow and I didn’t do a lot of public displays of affection. Not in front of Rowen. Still, I felt like I should get up and distance myself. Like he sensed my thought, Arrow’s arm tightened slightly around me. 

“So, what’s your schedule like?” I asked, doing my best to change the subject from my bed to something much more ex friendly. The already close quarters had just tightened a little more.

When everyone had managed to get their coffee, breakfast, and whatever else they needed to start the day, the war was on for the bathroom. Sharing that tiny washroom with so many guys was going to test every patient bone in my body. Since it was too small to do hair and makeup anyway, us girls took over the back lounge, spreading our cosmetics and hair supplies everywhere. 

Jett had put the bed back into couch position. With some tunes playing off her phone, we got busy getting ready for the first day of a dream come true. Yeah that was cheesy as hell but true nonetheless.

A peek out the window revealed a parking lot lined with tour buses. Eagerly I gawked at the bus next to us, wondering who was inside. A slap on my ass jerked my attention to Jett. 

“Curly? Or straight?” She held a curling wand in one hand and used it to point at her purple hair. 

“Curly. It really makes your color pop.” Somehow I dragged my nosey gaze away from the window. Turning my attention to the mass of makeup and hair products the four of us girls amassed between us, I pondered the look I wanted to have for our first show. 

After forty-five minutes of primping and excited chatter, we were ready to kick off the day. A short black skirt and a long-sleeved crop top paired with four-inch platform boots completed my outfit, all in black of course. My raven tresses tumbled down my back, loose and perfect for headbanging on stage. A gothic bondage choker with a heart shaped O ring adorned my neck. A few silver rings decorated my fingers. Real silver, pure enough to leave a nice little burn on a demon’s forehead.

“I friggin’ love this eye shadow palette,” Jett gushed at her reflection in the handheld mirror she’d brought from home. “I got the last one the day it came out.”

I watched her blend a silver into a dusty blue, envious at her exceptional ability to pull off any and every makeup look she attempted. A final glance in my own small mirror and I felt good about my sharp winged liner and raspberry-red lip color.

Rubbing my palms on my pants, I glanced out the open lounge door. The guys were littered about the bus, taking turns in the washroom and digging through bags of stage wear. “Shit, you guys,” I hissed to the girls. “I think I’m nervous.”

I hadn’t had stage fright in years. Sure the nerves hit now and then. They sure had during the Battle of the Bands that had changed my entire world as I knew it. But it had been some time since this jittery, sick feeling had struck.

Jett wrinkled her nose as she applied a coat of mascara. “Yeah, I noticed. Chill out, Spike. We’ve got this.”

The day began in a whirlwind of frenzy. Jordan hovered close to direct us to where we all needed to be. When he wasn’t close, he was blowing up our phones with texts and calls.

I barely had a moment with Arrow before we were whisked away from each other in opposite directions. The girls and I were hustled toward a group of tents where several radio stations, YouTube music channels, and podcast creators were set up. In no time we had microphones in our faces and strangers asking us an array of questions.

The press tents were set up near an area where people waited to meet bands at the autograph table after they’d performed. From where we stood I had a great view of the double stage set up. Two stages side-by-side allowed one band to start their set as soon as the other ended theirs. A sprawling field held a crowd that grew by the minute. Various vendors and food trucks were littered about. We moved from one publicity meeting to the next, following our schedule.

“I used to have a spiked mohawk,” I explained for the umpteenth time that day. “The nickname just kind of stuck after I grew my hair back out.” Did anyone really care why my name was Spike? Nobody called me Ember except for angels and demons. And my mom.

My stomach growled, since I hadn’t had a chance to eat anything yet today, and I eyed a taco truck.

The woman holding the mic nodded and scanned the list of questions in her other hand. “And what about the band name? Crimson Sin. Where did that come from?”

“It was just one of those things that felt right in the moment.” Jett jumped in, fielding yet another question that we’d been asked endless times. “We were drinking and smoking some green in our jam space one night, tossing around ideas. We ended up combining several suggestions to make Crimson Sin. Not the most interesting background story but that’s pretty much how all of our best work begins.”

Overhead the sun began to peek through the clouds, promising the rain would hold off. The next band began their set. I shot a glance toward the stage, astonished at how fast the crowd continued to grow. It was a summer festival though, and people were here to party.

Several tents away Arrow and Rowen answered questions from a guy with dreads down to his waist. Paul and his crew were likely near the stage. They played earlier in the day. According to the schedule Jordan had rammed down our throats, we played right before Molly’s Chamber later today. Then the big names took over the stage for the rest of the night. My innards quivered at the thought. We’d never played for a crowd this size before.

Was it too early for alcohol? I glanced at my phone. Well, it was past noon.

After ensuring that we spoke to everyone Jordan told us to, we had a few minutes to grab some lunch from a food truck and watch the band currently playing. If I’d known that it truly was the calmest moment we would have through the entire tour, I would’ve enjoyed it more.

Aside from glancing longingly in Arrow’s direction, I didn’t get a chance to speak with him. More than once though, I looked up to find him peering at me across the distance while answering some interviewer’s question or posing for a photo. Nice to know he missed me too.

When Jordan ordered us to the stage, the sun had just started its slow summer descent. The crowd had expanded throughout the day, so when I climbed the steps to the stage and peered out from the backstage area, the sheer volume of people out there sent alarm zinging through me.

I knew I could do this. Confident in my abilities, I wasn’t going to allow nerves to stand in the way of giving the best performance possible. Still I found myself rubbing my sweaty palms on my skirt more than I usually did before a show.

Moments before we were set to go on, Arrow found me backstage. Dressed all in black, hair tousled just so, smears of liner outlining his eyes, he looked ready for a rock show. Not to mention hot as hell. He pulled me in for a kiss, lingering just long enough to convey his unspoken intent for later when we were finally alone.

“Break a leg, angel girl,” he murmured against my lips. “This crowd isn’t going to know what hit them after you ladies blow their fucking minds.”

“I don’t think I’ve been this nervous since we went to get the angel stone back from Flint. There are so many people out there.” Swallowing hard, I held onto the hand Arrow offered me, finding the calm reassurance he exuded so freely.

One more kiss and Arrow pulled away. “Tonight is the first night of the rest of your life. Make it your bitch, baby.”

A minute before the band on the other stage would finish, us girls were ushered into place on ours. A big black curtain hid us from the audience. I slung my guitar strap over my shoulder. The roadies had prepped our gear, something I’d never experienced before.

Steeling myself with several deep breaths, I glanced around at the girls. Jett’s excitement rolled off her in palpable waves. Rubi shared my nerves, but she twirled a drumstick between her fingers, ready in the face of uncertainty. Tash pressed her lips into a tight smile, but her eyes sparkled with barely restrained joy.

There were more women in rock now than maybe any other time. We weren’t the only ladies on the tour. It wasn’t just a boys club anymore even if we were still outnumbered. We’d come to make a name for ourselves on this tour, and I’d be damned if I’d allow something as unbearably human as nerves to stop that from happening.

The band on the neighboring stage ended their set. The crowd exploded into screams and cheers. I rubbed my sweaty palms one last time on my skirt. Moments later the emcee got on stage to introduce us. He said our name and the curtain dropped, plunging me into the icy cold waters of the ocean beyond the warm pond of my comfort zone.

One final glance at each other and with Jett’s short nod, Rubi laid down the drumbeat that opened our first song. Instinct and something else took over. The part of me that knew every note, every chord and solo. My fingers hit the strings and my nerves were forgotten.

So immersed was I in the song as it flew from my fingertips that it took me a moment to realize several people in the crowd were singing along. They knew the lyrics. They were fans. Crimson Sin had fans beyond the club scene we played back home. The delicious trill of pure adrenaline shot through me. Nothing could’ve wiped the smile from my face.

Standing in front of the stage off to the side to escape the crush of festivalgoers, Arrow puffed a cigarette and swigged from a beer bottle. There was no mistaking the pride that shone in his eyes. Next to him stood Rowen, Sam, and Greyson. Their show of support meant a lot, especially Rowen. Nothing about our precarious friendship had been easy since our breakup and probably never would be, but we cared about each other, and that would never change.

Halfway through our set the guys disappeared, likely herded by Jordan onto the neighboring stage to prep. At some point during our last song, I became aware of someone watching us from backstage, just out of the audience’s sightline. A brief glimpse in that direction and I almost had to do a double take when I saw Blue Monroe there. The front man of Vixens and Venom, a band I had spent many of my teen years idolizing, he was watching us?

We ended our set to raucous cries and applause. Sure, part of it might have been the alcohol-driven need for loud music and good times, but I’d take it. I handed my guitar off to a waiting roadie.

Before I was entirely off the stage, Jett grabbed me from behind in a huge hug. “We kicked fucking ass, woman,” she gushed, squeezing a little too tight.

I grunted and squirmed out of her embrace. Her enthusiasm was infectious. Our first tour show had gone better than I’d expected, and now I was psyched for more.

Blue stepped out of the shadows, extending a hand. “Great show, ladies. I haven’t seen such a high-energy set in a while.”

We exchanged introductions. Blue was about ten years older than us, and he’d been doing this a whole lot longer. Because I couldn’t help but fangirl a little bit, his opinion put me on cloud nine.

“I make a point of checking out the newer acts on the road with us. Gotta make sure you won’t be stealing the show or anything. Although if anyone can do it, my money would be on you four.” He chuckled, tossing long wisps of silver hair out of his face. Blue’s short, spiky hair was shorter in the back and longer in the front until it fell down over one dark brown eye. Several piercings shone in his lips, nose, eyebrows, and ears. He was a hottie.

“You can count on that.” Jett was not nearly as starstruck as the rest of us. She abruptly cut the conversation short. “Come on, girls. Let’s grab a drink. We don’t have much time.” She bounced down the steps, bright violet locks flying, with Tash and Rubi hot on her heels.

Trying for a friendly parting smile, I moved to follow them. We were expected at the autograph table, though I couldn’t fathom anyone actually wanting my autograph. 

Blue stepped in front of me. Despite the fact that roadies bustled about on the stage behind me and we were far from alone, I felt cornered. Every defensive instinct Cinder had trained into me had me tensing.

“We always kick off the first day of tour with drinks at the end of the night. Come by our bus sometime before we leave. We’ll do a shot. Or five.” Tilting his head so that lock of silver always fell perfectly over one eye, Blue gave me an appraising onceover. He made no effort to hide his ogling of my breasts.

The manner in which he did it led me to think most women melted under his perusal. I wasn’t most women. Even though he was in my personal space, I didn’t step back. I’d had bigger, nastier beasties than one egotistical rock star up in my face. 

“I’ve got to get going. My tour manager will rip a strip out of me if I’m late. It was nice to meet you.” Disengaging fast was my go-to move. Without giving him a chance to reply, I zipped around him, ready to body check him if he tried to stop me again.

Guys like Blue were a dime a dozen. I’d dealt with my share of jerks who thought being rich, hot, successful, or whatever else gave them a free pass to what was in my pants. Or the pants of any other woman for that matter. It sucked to discover someone you admired was a typical jerkhole. Such is life. 

“Right. Wouldn’t want to break the rules on a rock tour or anything.” With a smirk and a roll of his eyes, Blue plucked a cigarette from behind his ear. “I’ll see you later for that drink.”

Such a cocky and presumptive remark didn’t deserve to be acknowledged. I descended the steps from the stage to find Jett and the girls lingering nearby, waiting for me. 

“What the hell did he want?” Jett snarled, upper lip curling aggressively. 

“To be a creep and insist that I come by his bus for a drink later.” Shrugging it off, I didn’t waste a glance back as we weaved our way through the throng toward the autograph tent.

Jett pulled me to a stop so she could steal a moment for a longing look toward the stage where Molly’s Chamber played. I followed her gaze, and my heart immediately tripped over itself. My paramour had the crowd engaged, shouting with raised hands and bouncing to the music. 

Long black hair fell haphazardly into Arrow’s face as he nailed the chorus of a song the crowd knew and loved. The sleeveless Crimson Sin t-shirt stretched tight across his chest was a nice touch. I’d be sure to show my appreciation later.

When Tash and Rubi got us moving with some teasing and cajoling, I let them push me along, but I glanced back the whole damn time. My man was hot as hell. I couldn’t help it. 

We arrived at the autograph table to find a small group of people there waiting. For us? It was a small group to be sure but a group nonetheless. My pulse pounded. Maybe I should have practiced my signature.

“Stay away from Blue,” Jett said right before we sat down. “He’s bad news. My wolf doesn’t like him, and I’ve learned to never question that instinct.”

I nodded to show that I’d heard but also because I agreed. In mere seconds Blue had left a lasting, unpleasant impression. Unfortunately, I had the uneasy feeling it was just the first of many. 
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SIGNING AUTOGRAPHS for a group of excited fans was probably the most surreal part of the entire day so far. It was all going wonderfully until one girl stepped up to the table and with a shifty smile asked, “Is it true that you’re dating Arrow Lynch from Molly’s Chamber?”

I shot a glance at Jett who gave a slight roll of her eyes. To the waiting fan I simply smiled and said, “Yep. It sure is.”

Arrow and I would never have used a term like ‘dating.’ We didn’t do ‘boyfriend’ or ‘girlfriend’ either. We were more than that. I’d chosen to call him my paramour, my illicit lover, and he loved that. Of course neither of us loved that it was true. Being light and dark as we were, our relationship was forbidden. Dangerous. 

The girl exchanged a laugh with her friends. She seemed surprised, like she’d expected me to tell her it was just a rumor. “Oh, I see. You’re not quite what I pictured his type to be.”

I scribbled my name across the band picture we were handing out and shoved it at her. “I’m going to take that as a compliment. Have a great night.” Beneath my breath I muttered obscenities that only Jett’s keen wolf ears picked up amid the noise from the stage and the crowd at the other end of the field.

I’d known the groupies would turn out in high numbers for Arrow. They had back home when he was but a big fish in a small pond. I told myself it didn’t bother me because I trusted him implicitly, and I did, but it got under my skin to be seen as nothing but an obstacle to some of these women.

After we finished signing we were sent for another interview, this time with a local radio station. One of the DJs invited us back to his car to snort a line. Jett’s scathing glower exuded enough ridicule for the four of us.

And then we were free to enjoy the rest of the evening. Including the headlining bands. Jordan informed us that the bus would be parked overnight. The next show was in Seattle, less than three hours away, so we wouldn’t be leaving until morning light. After staying sober all day in order to be at my very best, I was ready to unwind with a drink.

Molly’s Chamber took over the autograph tent, so all I could do was shoot sneaky glances at Arrow, waiting impatiently for him to be free of his commitments. Of course the girl who had asked me if we were dating was in the lineup, eagerly waiting to meet him. Jett cast a possessive eye in that direction as well, sizing up every woman that lingered a little too long speaking with Sam. I sure wouldn’t want to be the woman on the receiving end of that territorial glower.

Next stop was the beer tent where I got my hands on a vodka and Sprite. Some of the best rock bands in the world were about to play, and I couldn’t be more excited to have opened the show for them. A sense of raw, surreal realization struck me. We were really here. We were really doing this. Living our dream despite everything that stood in our way.

The setting of the sun brought with it the appearance of a handful of demons. Bottom feeders mostly. The type I expected to see at an event like this. Less than I’d have guessed, although many demons could go undetected. Not harmless by any means but tonight they just weren’t my problem. That’s not why I was here.

A few bands and just as many drinks later, any remaining nerves I had were numbed by the buzz of alcohol in my veins. System Status Unknown took the stage. The singer was rumored to be an eccentric wannabe vampire due to his refusal to be seen during daylight hours, but of course we knew better. 

As expected the lead singer, Atticus, was indeed a vampire. A gimmick to those who speculated about his strange persona and appearance. It surprised me that The Circle of the Veil allowed anyone to get away with shit like that. Although in this day and age with dentists doing custom fang work, anyone can appear as something they’re not. Atticus though very much was a vampire.

While we watched his band perform from a secluded backstage area, everything about him gave it away to anyone who knew what to look for. It wasn’t the fangs or the black leather attire. Too obvious. It was the way he moved, a lithe grace that belonged only to the inhuman. I suspected when we finally met face-to-face that I would also feel the static friction of his undead energy. So far, aside from us, he was the only inhuman person on this tour. Although we had yet to meet everyone.

By the time the show wrapped up for the evening, I was exhausted. But the party was just getting started. Both road crew and band members as well as several fans and groupies were gathered around the tour buses. I was not at all surprised to find the same woman from the autograph line drinking and laughing with the vampire from System Status Unknown. Although what was actually in his cup was anyone’s guess.

People spilled in and out of buses. Several just hung around outside in groups talking, smoking, and flirting. Selfies and shots of alcohol were both taken. Needing a moment to run a brush through my hair and check my makeup, I ducked into our bus.

A couple guys from Paul’s band and Greyson were back at the video games. Otherwise the bus was empty. At least I thought it was. As I reached to open the door to the back lounge where I’d left my makeup items, it opened.

Rowen walked out, almost colliding with me. He was laughing and chatting with a dark-haired girl wearing a Molly’s Chamber t-shirt. Immediately my stomach clenched. And a heartbeat after that the guilt and self-loathing followed.

It hadn’t taken him long to plunge into the rock star tour life, had it? Why couldn’t I just not care?

I stepped back and plastered myself against the bunks to allow them by. Rowen’s gaze met mine. “Just showing Lisa the tour bus,” he explained as if I’d asked him what the hell he was doing.

“It’s Lacey,” the groupie corrected.

Rowen was oblivious. With an awkward nod at me, he pushed through and led her back to the front of the bus. Releasing a crushing lungful of tight breath, I ducked into the back lounge and closed the door, needing a moment alone after a day of such hectic chaos.

Although I certainly couldn’t blame Rowen for sowing his wild oats—he was single after all—it didn’t seem like him. Different girls every night, not knowing their names, that wasn’t the Rowen I’d known. But were any of us the same anymore? So much had changed since the beginning.

It didn’t take long for Jett to find me and drag my ass out of the bus. I had no idea where Arrow was, but I trusted that he would turn up soon.

We emerged from the bus to discover the party crowd had grown. At least one hundred people hung out around the buses. No telling how many were crammed into each doing who knows what. Jett pressed a lit joint into my hand and led me over to where the other girls stood chatting with Storm Carver, the amazingly badass lead singer of Zombie Love Affair. Storm was one of many women in the rock industry whom I looked up to and respected. Meeting her made me forget quickly about the awkward moment with Rowen.

She was ridiculously nice. Genuinely friendly, Storm welcomed us to the tour and complimented our set. “It’s usually a real sausage fest during these things, so it’s really nice to have more women on tour. I can hang with the boys like the best of them, but it sure does get old. One can only listen to so many fart jokes, and the bus really smells nasty by the end of the tour.”

We passed the joint, laughing and chatting. A drink made its way into my hand courtesy of Jett who needed to remember that we could not all keep up with her werewolf stamina. Storm sipped from a beer bottle, somehow making it look elegant and sexy as hell. 

A shock of black hair fell straight down her back. Just one streak of blue in the front broke through the ebony. Her full lips were painted a deep red, and her brown eyes shimmered with glittery shadow. A Morticia Addams-style gothic dress clung to her curves, boosting her cleavage sky-high. Several of the guys partying in the vicinity made an attempt to speak to her. So much so that it became a drinking game for the rest of us.

It didn’t take long for the attention to spill over to the rest of us women once Storm made it clear she wasn’t interested. After watching several guys hit on us, Storm said, “A word of advice, ladies. Don’t believe for a second that any one of these guys is good for more than one thing. That’s all they want. That’s all you should want. Don’t fall in love on the road. Dating a rock star will fuck you up.”

Spoken with the bitter tone of someone who knew firsthand. Heartbreak didn’t mess around. It took no prisoners and didn’t give a damn who you were. Or in my case, who’s blood ran through your veins. Her warning came far too late to save me. I’d fallen in love again.

Jett and I exchanged a look before sharing a laugh. “It’s a bit late for that. We’re already tied up with a couple guys from back home. They’re here too. Molly’s Chamber.”

Storm’s brows rose and she nodded in understanding. “Ahh, I see. That’s even worse. This life isn’t for everyone. The first tour will show you what you’re really made of. It’s a whirlwind when you see everything you’ve worked for come to fruition. But it comes with a whole lot of other shit as well.” She swept out a hand, glittering with rings on every finger, to indicate the party surrounding us. Most especially the groupies doing everything in their power to get the attention of any one of the musicians available.

Brow furrowed Jett shook her head, a stubborn glint in her eyes. “Well, we certainly appreciate the warning, don’t we, girls? However, I think we’ve faced a lot worse together than groupies and after show parties.”

A tiny smile curved Storm’s lips, tight and severe. She thought she did us a favor by telling us what we already knew. But Jett was right. Storm didn’t know us, and she didn’t know what we’d faced as a group together with Arrow and Sam at our sides. Letting her fearmonger us was not an option.

“I totally get it. Some people adapt to this life. Others never do. I made my mistakes and learned to stay the hell away from guys on the road. One and done. Although if the sex doesn’t get to you around here, the drugs certainly will.”

Her warning dug into me like the sharp talons of my own personal fears. Although Arrow’s drug usage had decreased significantly since his last overdose, I did harbor my own private worries that would change. If anything could cause a backslide for him, it would be this tour.

I couldn’t help but glance around for my paramour. I hadn’t seen him in hours now. He had to be around here somewhere. Panic crawled up inside my chest, causing my throat to constrict. I swallowed hard. Beside me Jett lightly bumped my hip with hers. She didn’t seem concerned even though Sam was also absent. But Sam didn’t have a serious coke addiction.

Looking bored, Storm glanced around at the party. She seemed to be keeping her eye out for someone in particular. “The worst of that shit is going on in the buses, most likely Blue’s bus. Stay away from him, girls, if you know what’s best for you. Any stories you hear about him are most likely true.”

Rowen sauntered up with a swagger that immediately set me on edge. He must’ve ditched the groupie somewhere, or she’d latched onto somebody more famous. I was betting on the latter. He nudged his way in between Jett and me, but his gaze was on Storm. Without so much as a glance at me, Rowen plucked the drink from my hand and finished the rest of it.

“I caught part of your set tonight,” he said to Storm who looked him over like he was dessert. “Your voice is fucking amazing. It’s almost hypnotic. I can’t wait to see you guys play again.”

Storm broke into a genuine smile and fell over herself thanking him. She stepped forward to offer him her hand, leaning in to give him a fantastic view of her breasts as well, which he made sure to ogle.

“That’s so nice of you to say.” With a hair toss and a dainty handshake, Storm had Rowen completely under her spell. “I haven’t had the pleasure of experiencing you yet, but I’ll make sure to change that the first chance I get.”

I stood there dumbfounded, feeling somewhat like an idiot for being jealous of their flirtation but mostly feeling gross shock and awe at Rowen’s behavior. Especially when he had the nerve to press the empty cup back into my hand. Somehow I swallowed the ball of rage burning within me. My fingertips warmed. Afraid that I would start to melt the plastic in my hand, I turned to go, muttering something about using the restroom.

Rowen hadn’t been okay with Arrow and me despite his continued insistence that it was no problem. He’d been the one to force us to choose, to declare to the world if we were together or not. In fact, so many people had been interested in that information that Arrow and I barely had any time to enjoy what we’d found before everyone else wanted to take it away from us. Rowen included. 

In his own way he wanted to punish me for choosing Arrow. And I suspected he also wanted to punish himself for driving me right into his brother’s arms. But no matter what, we were a team. Allies. I’d hoped somehow we would one day again be friends. For the first time in months, I really doubted that would ever happen.

Quickly I strode past the buses, trying to figure out which was ours in the dark when they all looked the same. As I passed one bus, Arrow stepped out in front of me. With a drink in one hand and a joint in the other, he was clearly riding the cocaine dragon.

That hadn’t taken long. Not that I’d thought it would.

Arrow’s devilish gaze set upon me, and he flashed me a sexy smile that nailed me right between the legs. “Angel girl, where have you been? I’ve been dying to get my hands on you.”

“Watching your brother make an ass of himself while you get high on whose tour bus?” I teased but searched him for any sign that he’d gone too far. 

Arrow passed me the joint so that he had an arm free to wrap around my waist and drag me against him. “I’m all good, more drunk than anything else. Don’t worry about me. I knew you would.”

The kiss he pressed to my lips tasted of whiskey and marijuana. The heady scent of musky citrus with a hint of cinnamon drifted from him to tantalize my senses. I just wanted to eat him up.

Knowing we were in view of where Rowen stood with the ladies, I kissed Arrow without holding back. But it wasn’t Rowen I found watching us when we broke apart. It was Blue. He stood outside the tour bus Arrow had just exited, smoking a cigarette. When our eyes met he lifted one brow in mild surprise, as if to say he found my choice of partner questionable. Then with a sly grin more to himself than to me, he slipped away to join his bandmates where they stood chatting with Atticus.

I wanted to get my opportunity to meet the vampire as well. I was curious how he managed to keep up this charade for so long. But when Arrow tugged me back toward our bus, I wasn’t about to resist. There was no telling how many opportunities we would get to be alone during the next four weeks, and I planned to seize hold of every one.

Instead of leading me inside the bus, Arrow led me between ours and the neighboring bus. It was dark. The meager light from the parking lot streetlamps didn’t reach back here. I puffed on the joint before passing it back to him. Holding the sweet smoke in my lungs, I exhaled slowly, staring up into the night sky.

“You are the best thing that I have laid eyes on all day. But I need more than that.” Abandoning his drink on the ground, Arrow tossed the remainder of the joint down beside it. Capturing my face in his hands, he kissed me, deep and demanding. A demand I always wanted to obey.

He backed me up against the side of our bus. His mouth was on mine, then my jaw and neck. The warm night air was humid but neither too hot nor too cold. Nice night for the start of summer. It was beginning to get a whole lot hotter. Arrow had a way of doing that to me. Just one look. A touch had me downright melting. 

Somewhere inside me the person I’d been back when we first met raged at me for having the audacity, not to mention the stupidity, to let Arrow in. Only a fool would let an enemy get so close.

But I couldn’t get enough of him. 

My hands tangled in his sexy mess of black hair. He didn’t waste any time. Hands on my hips, his fingers clawed at my thigh as he tugged my skirt up.

“Good clothing choice. I see you came prepared.” A sexy chuckle next to my ear sent a tickle down my spine. Taking a condom from his back pocket, Arrow grinned. “So did I.”

“Seriously?” My surprised laugh was loud, and Arrow clapped a hand over my mouth. Against his palm I mumbled, “My, my, Mr. Lynch, you are quite the devil.”

Lips pursed, his brow furrowed, and he shook his head as if I were so full of crap. “You’re not fooling anyone with the good girl act. We both know your dark streak runs far and wide. That’s why we work. Besides, you are far more daring than I am at this game, and you know it.”

A guilty expression stole over my face. I felt it take form and lost the struggle to suppress it. Since Arrow and I started sleeping together we’d gotten a little carried away with trying to outdo ourselves. Stealing private moments for a hot quickie at a time or in a location that was anything but private had quickly become a favorite activity. 

The mere thought of the places we’d done it brought a blush to my face. Nobody had ever made me feel so alive and free, with either them or myself. Arrow brought something wild to life within me every time we were together. Although I most certainly enjoyed and looked forward to our private and lengthy sessions, the rush of what we were doing made me crazy with a need only Arrow could satisfy. My inner bad girl came alive in his arms.

“No need to go making crazy claims. Just hurry up and do me before somebody comes.” With a playful wink, I pulled him in for another kiss, giggling against his lips as he fumbled with the condom.

We’d gotten so good at this that it took mere seconds for him to be ready and lift me so I could wrap my legs around his waist. Arrow simply tugged my panties aside and nudged his way inside me. Bracing me against the side of the bus, Arrow held me with both hands under my ass. Pressing his mouth to my shoulder, he bit gently.

With my arms around his neck, I held tight as he thrust quickly, giving me little time to warm up. Not that I needed it. The sound of voices and laughter from a short distance away gave me that edge of fear that also turned me on. I hadn’t realized how intoxicating adrenaline could be until we did it in the corner booth of a crowded bar in an attempt to outdo Sam and Jett who’d made a ridiculous attempt to play our game of challenge. They’d done it in the men’s restroom.

But never had I experienced a rush of adrenaline like the one that punched me in the throat when Rowen walked past the front of the bus. We were near the back of the bus, hidden in the shadows, but if anyone looked directly toward us, they would certainly see our silhouette moving in an obvious manner.

I sucked in a breath and held it. The way I suddenly gripped Arrow with fingers tensed in warning caused him to follow my gaze. Rowen and Storm stood near the front of the bus talking. They hadn’t seen us yet.

Because Arrow really was the badass between the two of us, he didn’t even consider stopping. It only encouraged him. But I didn’t want to stop either. I bit down on my bottom lip to stifle a small moan. Storm’s back was turned which put Rowen almost directly facing us.

“I’m not stopping until you come.” So softly spoken were Arrow’s words next to my ear. A breathy whisper at best. That alone was almost enough to make me climax then and there.

Then it happened. Rowen caught sight of movement in the shadows. His amber gaze narrowed in on us. I wasn’t sure if he knew who it was he looked at. But with my ex lover’s eyes upon us, I gave Arrow what he wanted. I couldn’t have denied the pleasure if I’d tried. A small whimper of a moan broke from me, and Arrow muffled it with a kiss. It was too late. If Rowen hadn’t known who it was before, he did now.

He turned quickly, jerking his thumb in the opposite direction. I heard him mutter something to Storm about going for a little walk to take a break from the party. I waited for them to be out of earshot and then groaned. “That was not supposed to happen.”

“First time we get caught. Go figure. It would have to be him. That’s part of the danger, Spike. That’s why we do this.” Arrow tied off the condom and tossed it under the bus. “But I’m not sorry. I can’t be.” His arms wrapped around me.

Enjoying the warmth, I sank into his embrace. I wanted to climb into bed and wrap him around me like a blanket. “I know.”

Rowen and Arrow had their issues. Most of them had nothing to do with me, thankfully. But I feared that I would always be a wedge between them despite their claims that I wasn’t. In their own way neither of them wanted to lose me. So they were willing to live with the discomfort of knowing that they were both in love with the same woman and that I loved them both too, albeit in very different ways.

I couldn’t help but feel like one of us should go after him, but I knew that wasn’t the appropriate response. That was my guilt talking. A guilt I shouldn’t have. So we retreated to the bus where we grabbed the blankets from our bunks and took over the back lounge for the rest of the night.

Only when I finally heard Rowen’s voice on the bus well after two in the morning did I release some of the tension I’d been holding. Where had he gone for so long? 

As I lay curled up in Arrow’s arms, listening to the sounds of the near dead party beyond the window, I found myself longing for some of the comforts of home. My own bed. The smell of fresh bread and baked goods from the oven. Hell, I even kind of missed Koda already. 

Aside from Cinder the most important people were here with me. Snuggling in tighter against Arrow, I ran a restless foot up and down his bare leg. He responded by kissing my shoulder and softly stroking my hair, knowing it always lulled me to sleep. 

Suffice it to say, the morning came way too early when the stillness was shattered by the alarming sound of a woman’s screams. 
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BY THE TIME WE ALL managed to struggle out of the bus to see what was going on, a small crowd had gathered. Sirens could be heard in the distance. As we drew closer it became clear that everyone was gathered around a body on the ground.

Between the last two buses in line, a man lay sprawled. One of those buses belonged to the vampire. Would he really be so obvious?

Arrow and I broke through the small crowd with Jett right behind us. The man’s head was turned at a strange angle, his face down but slightly to the side. I didn’t recognize him from last night, but there had been a lot of people present. His skin pulled tight across his bones. It was extremely gray with a slight blue tinge. His hair was a gray as drab as his face. Despite the lack of physical marks that I could see, he appeared to have been drained dry. Signs were pointing at Atticus, but I didn’t expect anyone here to have a clue. 

It wasn’t the body that drew me to a sudden stop but the sight of Rowen comforting Storm who looked absolutely stricken. A hand fluttered over her mouth, and she clutched her silky black robe as if it might fall off at any moment. I guess we knew who’d screamed bloody murder at the crack of dawn. What was she doing up so early anyway?

Jordan broke through the pack of road crew and musicians, barking at everyone to stand back and let the authorities through. In no time an ambulance and a police cruiser had arrived. There was a lot of muttering about drug overdoses and people who can’t handle their partying. Nobody seemed to know the victim, indicating he was one of many festivalgoers who’d found his way here last night.

I exchanged a look with Jett, raising a brow in silent wonder. That wolf nose could pick up a lot. She shrugged and shook her head of tousled purple hair.

The police made everybody return to their buses. We would all be questioned in turn. All we could do was wait. By the time they made it to our bus, the twelve of us were a grumpy bunch bickering over coffee and the bathroom. After we all gave the same statement that we’d been asleep and had awoken to Storm’s screams, the police left, and our bus was free to leave the city. 

Every bus rolled out quickly after that. Jordan told us that they suspected an overdose, but of course only a coroner’s report would confirm or deny that. I still had my suspicions about the vampire. I planned to make sure we met face to face tonight after the show.

The three-hour bus ride was tense. Rowen did everything he could to avoid any direct interaction with me. His exchanges with Arrow were brief and clipped. During yet another videogame session, Paul and the guys in his band started ripping on Rowen about Storm, asking him how she was in bed, assuming they’d hooked up. Rowen never had been one to brag or over share. He’d been a gentleman. 

Still it burned my ears to hear him say, “I never tell. Unlike the rest of you jokers who see women as a conquest to be waved about when you score a victory.”

Paul burst into uproarious laughter. “You’ve gotta be kidding me, dude. Is this good guy act for real, Spike? It seems like a great way to get a lot of tail if you ask me.”

I scowled at the sandwich I’d put together on the tiny kitchen counter. “Seriously, Paul? Don’t talk to me if you’re going to be a dirtbag. This tour will go a lot smoother for both of us.”

“Damn, you’re pretty touchy for a chick who’s making her way through the band. Don’t be so quick to judge me.” With a snicker Paul pulled a pill bottle from the pocket of his hoodie. He popped the top off and tossed a small white pill into his mouth before offering the bottle to those of us gathered in the front lounge. “Just a little something to make the ride more enjoyable. Anyone?”

When nobody accepted, he put the pill bottle back in his pocket. I glanced at Arrow who sat stiffly at the table across from Jett. My paramour’s intense hazel gaze fixed on the loudmouth jerk, both hands squeezed into tight fists.

“One more remark about Spike’s personal life, and no amount of drugs will make the rest of this tour smooth for you. In fact, I promise it will be incredibly painful from here on out.” Arrow’s threat was spoken with utter calm. 

He waited for Paul to decide if he felt like getting his face punched in this morning. Jett rolled her eyes and muttered something beneath her breath about laying the smackdown on both of them. Paul opted to mind his own business for the rest of the ride rather than ruin his impending high.

By the time we reached the venue, we were all ready to get off the bus and away from each other. This was only day two.

Like the previous day, we were immediately busy the moment we stepped off the bus. News traveled fast in the Internet Age. Several interviewers asked us about the afterparty overdose, but we pushed the topic back to the show and our current album release. 

After we played to a crowd even bigger and more enthusiastic than the last city, we exited the stage pumped on adrenaline. The number of people lined up to meet us afterward had grown as well. The four of us girls exchanged excited squeals, plunged back into the temporary bliss of feeling like a rock star.

Because I simply couldn’t get enough, we were watching one of the bands play when Atticus walked by. A tall drink of water clad in black leather, he paused near the stage to speak with a roadie. Instead of shouting over the music, I held up a finger to tell Jett I’d be right back.

Atticus glanced over at my approach. His face lit up in recognition. “You’re the badass guitarist from Crimson Sin. You fucking slay, girl. Nice to meet you. I’m Atticus.”

Did he know what I was? Surely he sensed it. From this proximity the static charge coming off him made the tiny hairs on my arms stand on end. I accepted the hand he extended. “Thank you. It’s Spike.”

The moment our hands touched his pale green eyes widened slightly, his pupils dilating. The heavy static surrounding him intensified, as if I’d piqued his interest. “A nephilim. How curious. You know, I thought you were a myth. That celestial vibe in your touch tells me otherwise. I’m fascinated.” Indeed he seemed to be. Releasing my hand, he stepped back to give me a good once over, like he’d expected a nephilim to look different somehow. 

I stifled a laugh. “Then you’ll be even more surprised to learn there are three of us.”

“And one werewolf,” Atticus added with a chin jerk in Jett’s direction. A slow grin crossed his handsome face, revealing fangs. “Well that certainly makes the tour more interesting, doesn’t it?” 

“Being able to be yourself every night while everyone else is none the wiser makes it pretty fun too, I’d bet. I doubt that would go over so well for those of us with wings.” It wasn’t often that I interacted with vampires. Still, I didn’t get the feeling that I should fear Atticus. He gave off an incredibly easy-going, laid-back vibe. Nothing about him said killer. Although, that could be said about many murderers.

Ducking his head of short black hair, Atticus ensured no one was in earshot before replying, “Wings? Now that is some seriously cool shit.”

Since I couldn’t just play supernatural small talk and not get down to business, I angled close enough to be heard without broadcasting to the roadies that worked behind the scenes. “Was it you?” I asked. “The dead guy this morning. Did you kill him?”

This vampire was a stranger to me. I didn’t know what to expect. However, his outburst of laughter wasn’t it. “Hardly. I was in the back of my bus with a lady on either side of me. I don’t kill on the road. It’s akin to shitting where one eats, don’t you think?” He quirked both brows at me, finding my question incredibly humorous. “A well-placed nip on a groupie every so often is all it takes. I’m in this for the music, the money, and the pussy, in that exact order. Not the blood.”

Because I didn’t know how to reply to that, I nodded and pressed my lips into what felt like an awkward smile. “Well, ok then. Glad that’s been established. I’m just going to head back over to my friends there. I’ll see you around.”

Atticus smirked, enjoying my discomfort. “Welcome to the tour, Spike.”

I headed back toward my friends feeling more than a little ridiculous. Maybe I’d been too quick to point a finger seeing as there hadn’t been a wound on the body. The vampire clearly thought I was a moron.

A guy stumbled in front of me, almost falling as he upset his drink all over his shirtfront. Once he righted himself, he stared around with glassy eyes, unfocused and unaware. There was an ashen quality to his skin. Haggard and unkempt, it looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. A shock of drab gray stood out against his otherwise dark brown hair. He seemed sickly. 

Maybe he was on something because this was certainly more than alcohol. There was a strange faraway look in his eyes that struck me as incredibly odd. Something I’d never seen before, despite the many drug users that tended to hang around a music scene known for its heavy partying.

“Hey man, are you okay?” I asked, waving a hand to get his attention.

Absently he rubbed the back of his neck and stared off, kind of like someone looking for their car in a massive parking lot. Suddenly he took notice of me. Both bloodshot eyes widened. “I’m just looking for someone. Pretty sure I’m just looking for someone.”

“Maybe you should head to the First Aid tent and get some water. Have someone take a look at you. They can help you find whomever you’re looking for.” Standing on tiptoes I tried to see over the crowd. There had to be an event staff member hanging around nearby who could help this guy out. The festival was clearly drawing a type.

I managed to wave somebody over who then steered him toward the First Aid crew while gently asking if he’d taken anything earlier that day. I released an uneasy breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. This shit just hit too close for comfort.

As I reached Jett she grabbed my arm and pointed through the throng. “Heads up. Looks like your ex has drawn attention.”

Several yards away stood Rowen. The bright turquoise of his hawk made him easy to spot. But that wasn’t what made him stand out to the demon currently chest bumping him in an effort to instigate a fight. 

“Shit,” I muttered, scanning the vicinity for Arrow until I remembered he’d gone on a drink run with Sam. 

Rather than rush in impulsively, I paused to assess the situation. Rowen generally had a pretty level head, but he’d been making some less than stellar decisions lately. 

It was Jett’s observant opinion that he wasn’t over our breakup so he was acting out to release the emotions he didn’t know how to purge. Knowing she was probably right made it harder to process. I wasn’t responsible for Rowen’s choices and actions. Still I felt bad anyway.

The demon appeared fully human aside from the black eyes. In jeans and a t-shirt, he looked like thousands of other guys. Nobody would look twice at him, making it easy for him to move among the crowd and stir up trouble.

Rowen’s mouth moved as he hissed something nasty at the demon. The way his brow lifted and his lip curled, it had to be ugly. Rage stole over the demon’s face, confirming that. When he gave Rowen a shove that threw him to the ground, my feet were moving.

Ignoring Jett’s shout for me to wait, I weaved through people, frustrated by the many obstacles in my path. Between the bodies blocking my way forward, I caught glimpses of the demon leaning over Rowen who pushed himself up, refusing to cower in front of anyone. Neither of them could use otherworldly power without risking the wrath of the powers that be. But there were a lot of ways to hurt or kill a nephilim that required no power at all. We were mortal, and no demon could be trusted not to go right for the kill if given a chance.

Before the demon could throw a fist loaded with immortal strength into Rowen’s face, I grabbed hold of his arm. It was like grabbing onto a brick wall and expecting it to move. He spun swiftly to face me, dragging me off my feet. I let go of him before he could make a grab for me, darting out of reach. 

“What’s going on?” My question was directed at Rowen.

The demon answered for him. “You’re trespassing on my territory, half breed. There’s a fee just for passing through.” Ebony eyes drifted over us. Tugging on his bushy beard, he paused on me. His stare intensified until I squirmed in my skin. “It’s been quite some time since I’ve come across a female of your kind.”

“Well unfortunately for me I have to deal with your kind every damn night,” I snapped back. “We’re passing through, and we’re not paying a damn thing to do so. If you want a fight, you’ll get one.”

The demon chuckled, but his brow furrowed in mild confusion, like he didn’t quite know what to make of me. Word of my existence had started to spread. Both angels and demons wanted me dead for a variety of reasons but most especially because I was my father’s daughter. 

But this guy was a bottom feeder at best, and I refused to fear him. Because nothing scared me quite like Aster, the Angel of Fate and member of the Brotherhood of the Blue Stag, who would stop at nothing to justify his cause in seeking my death.

“We leave with the tour in the morning. If I were you, I would step aside and let us go about our business. Otherwise we’re just gonna kick your ass back to the other side anyway.” Rowen lifted both hands, giving the demon the choice he never would have given us.

The guy never looked twice at Rowen now that his attention had found me. Curiosity outweighed his irritation at our supposed trespassing. Had he also heard the prophecy about a woman born of an immortal, destined to lead a great rebellion? A woman that some believed to be me. Although I had yet to see any concrete evidence of that myself.

“Who is your father?” The demon spat the question like it had slipped out on its own.

“Who the hell do you think you are to ask me that? All you need to know is that we’re both light, and we have no problem taking you on right here and now.” Inside I was shaken because my parentage was still raw for me and what it meant was still a question that I had no answer to. On the outside though, I crossed my arms and willed my fingertips to stop burning with the need to set this asshole on fire.

Upper lip curled in a sneer, the demon shifted his weight from foot to foot, sizing us up. “Nobody passes through without paying the fee. Without exception. Half breeds included.”

I had no interest in hearing what his fee might be. Driven by my own inner insecurity and the need to protect myself and my companions, I brazenly stepped forward and grabbed the demon by the throat. I let the fire seep forth, lighting my fingertips in a soft glow. It was subtle enough to go unnoticed. Just enough for him to feel the holy fire in my touch.

“I’m not going to repeat myself. Walk away or face the consequences of messing with the wrong woman.” I stared him hard in the eyes, watching as the pain crept in.

From behind me Rowen chuckled, having fun with the demon. “Trust me, man, it’s not worth it. This woman will chew you up and spit you out.”

My entire body went cold all over. What the hell was that supposed to mean? It felt like a dig.

The demon ripped back out of reach, grabbing at the burn marks where my fingertips had been. A wary suspicion crossed his face. “Flame bearer. Get the fuck out of my city, and when you leave, don’t ever come back. Because I won’t be the only one waiting for you.”

Not for a second did he turn his back on me as he retreated. Not until he’d reached a place beyond the shadows where he could safely disappear without being noticed.

That’s when I rounded on Rowen. “Chew you up and spit you out?” My voice rose with each word. “Is that what you think I did to you, Rowen?”

Amber eyes hardened by heartbreak revealed nothing. “It didn’t mean anything, Spike. Just something I said to make it clear that he shouldn’t mess with you.”

He was lying and we both knew it. Perhaps finding Arrow and I together had unsettled Rowen. But that wasn’t my problem. And I didn’t deserve to be the target of his anger. We were supposed to be beyond this.

Before the wounded part of me said something I’d regret, I walked away. When Rowen called my name, I didn’t stop and I didn’t look back. 

So badly I wanted to call him out on the bullshit. But that would mean digging up a grave that had long since been filled. And I had no interest in that. 
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NEEDLESS TO SAY, I wasn’t quite feeling the party vibe anymore. After Jett and Sam snuck off to grab some time alone together, I left Rowen and Arrow by the stage, where they waited to watch one of the remaining bands play, and headed back to the bus. Hopefully I’d find a Tylenol in my bag and a couple of brownies from Cinder. I could really go for some comfort food. Maybe if the bus was still relatively empty, I could grab a shower without fighting anyone for it.

I passed through security and exited the festival grounds. A short stretch of parking lot separated me from where the buses were parked in a row. The lot stretched dark and wide, bringing to mind the many dark and unseemly creatures that could be lurking unseen. 

Like Flint. That asshole could be anywhere. Even though I hadn’t seen him since the night I stabbed my sword into his eye, I often felt the need to look over my shoulder. Demons could do that to you.

So I did it now, finding nothing there of course. But when I turned back toward the buses Blue Monroe stepped out of the dark in front of me. Not quite as bad as the demon but that didn’t make him harmless.

“Fancy running into you here. You owe me a drink.” A twisted smile lit up his face. The faraway glassy glint in his eyes indicated the use of narcotics. That wasn’t what disturbed me though. It was the lecherous way he gawked at me, as if I were little more than an object for his pleasure.

My fingertips warmed in response to the threat. “I don’t owe you a damn thing. Giving orders doesn’t work with me. I’m not sure what kind of girl you’re used to, but I’m not one of them.”

I moved to go around Blue, but he moved with me, blocking my escape. I was totally going to have to punch this guy. Fingers clenched into fists, it took great effort not to throw a fireball in his stupid face.

“Wow, you are a feisty one, aren’t you? I like that. These groupies, always available and never a challenge, it really gets old after a while. You, however, none of them seem to be quite like you.” Drawing a cigarette out from behind an ear, Blue produced a Zippo lighter. The grinning skull carved into the metal left a bad taste in my mouth.

Briefly, I wondered if I could manipulate the flame into blowing up in his face. Maybe he’d never know it was me. “Seriously, man, who the hell do you think you are? God’s gift to women?” I was about three seconds from breaking this asshole’s nose. I put up with a lot of crap from a lot of people, but this kind of behavior didn’t get a free pass.

“I think I’m the guy that could make you a star. I have power in this industry. Best-selling albums. Tours that sell out. I can make all of that happen for you, Spike. But I don’t give without getting.” As Blue spoke he made the mistake of trying to touch me. His hand landed on my shoulder.

I grabbed it as Cinder had taught me and twisted his wrist, encouraged when he grunted at the sudden, sharp pain. Then I gave him a shove that sent him stumbling. I knew how to throw a guy on his ass. Blue was getting off lucky here.

“Don’t fucking touch me. In fact, don’t fucking look at me or talk to me. I’m not interested, Blue. I will never be interested. Get over yourself.”

The fire burned inside me. So badly I wanted to set Blue’s revolting ass on fire. But he was human. Because of that he got a free pass. It didn’t feel right.

Blue didn’t back off as I’d hoped. Instead, he came at me harder, grabbing me by both shoulders tightly. Cigarette clenched between his teeth, he snarled, “You don’t know who you’re messing with, bitch. I can end your career before it even starts.”

Stunned into silence, I stared into his crazed eyes. Before I could make the choice to headbutt him in the face, Atticus strolled along with his arm around a sultry redhead.

Immediately Blue released me and put a few feet between us. Puffing on his cigarette, he pretended like we’d just been hanging out, shooting the shit.

Atticus drew to a stop so close to Blue their noses almost touched. “The only career that’s going end around here, Blue, is yours if you don’t back the fuck off and understand that no means no. I’d be happy to help you figure it out if you need a little help with the concept.”

Blue jerked back, intimidated by the vampire. And who wouldn’t be? The undead could intimidate with just a look.

Plucking the smoke from his lips, Blue raised both hands as if to claim innocence. He took a few slow steps toward the buses. “Chill out, dude. We were just talking. I’m not looking for any trouble.”

Catching my eye, Blue winked. Like this was a joke we were both in on. Then he headed across the lot toward his own bus, which thankfully was parked several away from mine.

“What a fucking douchebag,” I muttered, missing for just a moment how much easier it was to have an altercation with a demon. At least I could be myself and just throw down. The restraint killed me.

Atticus watched Blue retreat, his jaw hard set, eyes narrowed. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that guy is bad news. Rumor has it he tries this kind of thing a lot.”

With a glance at the groupie waiting for him, I said only, “Well I’m pretty sure I can take him. Guys like Blue always get what’s coming to them. It’s the waiting for it that sucks.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” Guiding his lady friend along, Atticus led her toward his bus, leaving me to venture to mine. “Have a good night, Spike.”

Releasing an annoyed huff, I waited until I was alone to let the tiniest flames dance along my fingertips. Just a few seconds was all I needed to release the pent-up fire within. I wasn’t used to this shit. Humans. 

I was used to demons, creepy things that deserved more than a fireball to the face. Separating my emotion from logic concerning Blue proved difficult. It took a lot for me to want to hurt somebody, but he’d driven me to that point.

Pulling open the bus door, I was greeted by the telltale sounds of an action movie: squealing tires, shouts, and gunfire. I stepped inside to find Paul and one other guy from his band, Chase I believe it was, watching some Jason Statham movie and munching out on pizza.

“What’s the matter, Spike?” Paul asked, gesturing at me with his slice of pepperoni pizza. “You look pissed. Like you’re gonna kill somebody.”

“It’s that obvious, huh? Nothing like your everyday rock star misogyny. I’m so over it.” Striding to the fridge, I searched about inside until I found some Pepsi. Grabbing a bottle of Jack Daniels off the tiny counter and a red plastic cup, I poured myself a generous drink. I sure didn’t expect Paul to understand. He’d been a sexist dick to me as well. 

Paul nodded, his head bobbing slowly and a little erratically. His eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot. Everybody was partying hard already. I imagined our livers would make us pay the price for it later.

“Yeah, I’m sorry I was such a dick to you. I don’t mean anything by it. I’m just an asshole.” Taking a big bite of pizza, Paul munched absently, his gaze straying randomly to the car chase on the screen.

Leave it to drugs and alcohol to get someone in the mood for spilling the truth. I wasn’t interested. Waving him off, I sat down at the little table with my drink and scrolled through my phone. Checking the festival hashtags, I began to relax when I remembered why we were here. Chasing a dream would come with challenges. Unfortunately, that included those of the douchebag kind. We couldn’t afford any distractions, and Blue wasn’t worth another thought.

The bus felt surprisingly peaceful. Aside from the Hollywood action movie blaring out of the twin television sets, being able to sit there enjoying a drink in an almost empty bus felt nice after the hectic few days we’d had already.

At least it did until the door opened and Rowen stepped in with not just one groupie in tow but two. I froze with my drink in hand halfway to my lips. Acting as the friendly host, he ushered the women inside and offered them a drink before continuing on to the back lounge. Without so much as a glance in my direction.

Dumbfounded, I forced myself to take a drink and continued to tap my phone screen as if I couldn’t care less what Rowen was up to. Knowing that Paul watched for my reaction, I fought especially hard not to have one. On the inside I was a rumbling volcano.

I could leave. But that would only tell Rowen himself how much it bothered me. He was a grown-ass man entitled to do whatever he wanted. That didn’t mean I wanted to listen to it.

Paul lit up a joint and stood up to pass it to me. “I know you don’t give a shit what I think, but Rowen was a dumbass to let you go. Especially to a douche like Arrow.”

Accepting the offering, I ignored his remark and took a long drag. I hoped like hell that Arrow was on his way to the bus right now. Not once since I’d fallen for Arrow had I questioned my choice or thought I’d picked the wrong brother. Rowen’s behavior on this tour so far only served to confirm what I’d already known. But being over him didn’t mean being unaffected by him. If only.

I passed the joint back to Paul, studying him a bit closer when a streak of gray in his hair caught my eye. Was that new? I honestly didn’t pay close enough attention to Paul to know for sure.

Once he finished his pizza, Paul staggered to his bunk and passed out. Chase wasn’t far behind. It was about that time the noise from the back lounge started in full. I moved to one of the couches and channel surfed until I found a rerun of Friends. If Arrow didn’t get his ass back here soon, I was going to hunt him down. My text message went unanswered, so I knew he was in party mode. Who wasn’t?

More than once I wanted to flee the bus. Knowing what went on back there turned my stomach. If this was Rowen’s way of getting back at me for last night, then things were worse off between us than I’d realized.

It was late. People would start returning to the bus soon. I grabbed a shower while I could, using those precious few minutes to drown out Rowen’s threesome. Everything about it made my skin crawl. I wasn’t jealous. He wasn’t mine. But I wasn’t thrilled to have a front row seat to Rowen’s downward spiral. The hard partying, the constant hooking up, it just wasn’t him.

After a much too short shower due to the incredibly limited water supply, I stayed crammed in the tiny bathroom to towel dry my hair. The sound of the back lounge door sliding open was loud in the otherwise quiet bus. Giggling and hushed female whispers followed as the groupies were escorted out.

When I emerged from the cramped bathroom, Rowen stood at the counter, mixing himself a drink and eating an apple. He didn’t need another drink. His amber eyes revealed that he’d reached the limit of his safe zone and flown right past it several drinks ago. Rowen was on autopilot now.

Turning with a drink in hand, he took in the sight of me dressed in sweatpants and a tank top, my damp hair tumbling over my shoulders. And I saw it flash across his face before he could stop it. Regret.

“The tour is going pretty good so far, don’t you think? I know we’re only a few days in, but I think it’s going well.” Rowen’s attempt to make small talk was more of an insult than the show he’d just put on in the back of the bus.

Unable to keep myself from spilling a little Jack Daniels-fueled truth, I said, “Well it certainly seems to be going pretty damn well for you, isn’t it?”

My face burned suddenly with the stupidity of what I’d just said. Being trapped on a bus with my ex was proving to be more of a challenge than I’d thought it would be. Drop a demon in my path. No problem. But this mortal coil emotional entanglement shit I could do without. Or at least I’d like to think so.

I plopped down on one of the two couches, checking the phone I’d left there for messages. Finally something. A sloppy, misspelled text claiming he couldn’t stand to be away from me a moment longer.

“Two of them didn’t even begin to compare to one of you.” Rowen’s drunken claim hung there between us, reminding me of just how very small this bus really was.

Aghast, I turned to look at him. Had he lost his ever-loving mind? Who just says that?

“Is that supposed to be a compliment? Am I supposed to feel flattered?” My temper simmered, ready to boil. Clenching the back of the couch, I gripped it tight if only to keep myself from getting up and slapping him. “Or is it jealousy you’re after? See, I’m not sure what reaction you want from me, Rowen, but it seems quite clear that you want one.”

“I miss you,” he snapped, suddenly vicious. “You can’t blame me for trying to fill the void you left behind. It’s not my fault that we have to watch each other move on. But at least I’m not doing your best friend.”

Low blow. Alcohol and close quarters can really bring out the worst in people.

“Am I supposed to feel guilty because I fell for Arrow? You ended it between us, Rowen. It doesn’t matter what your reason was at the time, you still did it. If you’re not happy with where it led us, that’s on you, not me.” My hands shook with adrenaline. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to hear him say that he missed me.

Rowen sighed heavily, chasing it with his drink. He stared into the plastic cup, like he searched it for answers. “Can you honestly tell me that you don’t miss me at all?”

Answering a question like that could be incredibly dangerous. That’s why he’d asked it. I knew better than to go there.

With a shake of my head, I tucked my hair behind an ear, finding it hard to meet his gaze. “Rowen, don’t.”

Before either of us could speak further, the door opened, and Arrow burst in like a one-man wild party. Drunk off his ass, he didn’t take note of the grim energy tainting the atmosphere. I found myself relieved.

“Damn, angel girl. The only good thing about being away from you is coming back.” Arrow threw himself down on the couch next to me and dragged me into his embrace. His affection was drunken and a little handsy, but it was genuine and just for me.

I leaned into him, needing to feel him now more than ever. We didn’t get the back lounge tonight, and after Rowen’s latest dalliance, I didn’t want it. Some couch cuddle time would have to be enough.

“Being away from you means putting up with entitled male bullshit. Like Blue fucking Monroe. World class slime bag.” I had the attention of both brothers with that.

Arrow and Rowen listened while I recounted my two experiences with Blue. When I finished they exchanged a look. 

“So the obvious solution here is to go drag him out of his bus and kick his ass until he’s unrecognizable.” Nothing about Arrow’s tone indicated humor. He wasn’t the kind of guy who shied away from violence when it came to protecting himself or those he loved.

Because he was usually the voice of reason, I expected Rowen to counter that with a more peaceful response. But he surprised me by crushing his cup in an angry grasp, flinging it into the garbage with a sinister, “Unrecognizable? Hell, they won’t even find what’s left of him.”

Although I didn’t need them to protect me, their shared desire to do so touched me in a way that felt both right and wrong. What it came down to was that we had to protect each other. Personal drama aside, that’s what came first.

“Nobody is killing Blue Monroe.” I glanced between them to be sure they knew I was serious. Not that I expected either of them to actually murder the guy. Still one could never be too careful when alcohol and rage was involved. “Trust me, I’d love to set the jerk on fire, but we have rules to play by.”

“You said he’s known for this shit,” Rowen pointed out, averting his gaze when Arrow brazenly lifted my hair and kissed the back of my neck. “Someone has to do something about it, or he’ll never stop.”

Arrow held me against him like he couldn’t get close enough and showered me with drunken cocaine kisses. “No fucking way is he getting off scot free after laying hands on my girl. Blue Monroe might think he’s big shit now, but I’m going to destroy him.”

I squirmed a little in an attempt to loosen Arrow’s hold. I was keenly aware of Rowen crawling with discomfort. And though he may have forced me to feel that same discomfort, he’d been right about one thing. Those girls were nobody to him and they meant nothing. While everyday he had to watch me love his brother.

“Drunk talk,” I teased, trying to defuse the situation. “Let’s sleep on it and revisit this topic in the sober light of day. Don’t forget, we don’t have the luxury of acting on impulse like everyone else here.”

Because we weren’t like everyone else. We weren’t human, and making the mistake of acting like we were could bring down all kinds of trouble upon us. After all, we were here to prove we could chase a human dream while living an otherworldly life.

Arrow pulled me tight against his chest and rested his chin on my shoulder, staring at Rowen. They seemed to have already decided that Blue wouldn’t leave the tour unscathed. 
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK was a wash, rinse, repeat cycle of sleepless nights, busy days, and a never ending to-do list. Once we got into the daily routine, each day got a little easier. Sleeping on the bus still proved difficult. I didn’t think I would ever get used to it.

We’d made our way through California into Nevada. Tonight we played Denver before heading back toward Canada.

I’d seen Blue around of course, but he’d made no effort to talk to me. I suspected Arrow and Rowen had confronted him. Neither of them would confirm it in so many words, but I knew them both pretty well. They couldn’t keep that kind of thing from me.

The girls and I had taken to the stage in front of an exuberant midafternoon crowd. Hot and sweaty, the audience was a growing sea of fans and rock music lovers.

Well, most of them anyway.

It wasn’t uncommon for us to encounter guys who didn’t think women belonged in rock. So when a guy near the front shouted, “you suck,” at the end of a song, I just shook my head. 

Not Jett.

She’d been feistier than usual lately. The moon was growing. She often grew edgy and irritable around this time, especially if she hadn’t been shifting much. Before we set out on this trip, I’d asked her how she planned to handle the full moon on the road. Jett felt confident that she could control herself until she managed to steal a few minutes alone to shift. Letting the wolf out was a big deal when the moon was full. We did get the occasional opportunity to slip away, but more often than not we were playing within city limits. Not exactly wolf friendly.

Jett drew attention to the heckler. “Looks like this joker thinks he can do a better job than us. Who wants to see him give it a try?”

Naturally the crowd erupted into enthusiastic cheers. The guy in question lifted both middle fingers and shouted, “Fuck you, bitch.”

Bad move. Jett dropped the mic and was off the stage in a blink. There wasn’t much we could do. So we kept playing. Even when Jett landed on the guy and took him down with perfectly timed wolf precision. Security moved to intervene, but they were on the outside trying to wade into the middle of the crowd where Jett rained down punches.

This wasn’t the first time Jett had lost it on a heckler. Guaranteed it wouldn’t be the last. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a tour riding on our good behavior before. This close to the moon, there was no telling how far she would go.

I stopped playing, searching the crowd for Sam, Rowen, or Arrow. Anyone who could get in there and stop her from taking this too far. Seeing nothing and nobody, I dropped my guitar unceremoniously onto the stage and jumped into the crowd behind my best friend.

People were shouting and shoving. I had to use a few moves Cinder taught me to get bodies out of my path. I reached Jett before the security reached us.

Grabbing her arm, adrenaline fueled me as I pulled her off the guy, using her own thrashing to spin her away. With a low, guttural growl, she raised a hand to take a swing at the person keeping her from her prey, stopping only when she saw that it was me. Her eyes flashed wolf for just a moment.

“Jett, stop. You’re going to kill somebody.” I tried to usher her back toward the stage, but we were caught in the crowd. Security reached us and escorted both Jett and the heckler out of the mass of people. We were so screwed.

We were allowed to finish our set. But when we were done, Jordan and one of the tour organizers waited for us backstage. They gave us a warning, which came as a great relief to me. I had feared the worst. Jett apologized, but it seemed pretty clear to everyone present that she wasn’t really sorry. I couldn’t help but worry about how much more volatile Jett’s temperament would grow the longer she restrained the wolf in the face of the full moon.

“Fuck, I’m sorry, girls,” Jett said when we’d been set free from Jordan’s reading of the riot act. “I should know better than to let those assholes set me off so easily.”

“Don’t slash my throat for asking, but are you sure the full moon won’t be a problem?” Searching her deep brown eyes, I found both woman and wolf looking back at me. During the early stages of our friendship, Jett had frightened me when she got like this. She still did, only now I understood it better and felt more prepared to deal with not just the woman but the beast as well.

We stood between a few radio and YouTube broadcaster tents. The afternoon faded into early dusk. Arrow and I were asked to do an interview together for a popular rock channel. It felt a little strange, but any opportunity to promote my band was an opportunity worth taking. I glanced around for Arrow. I wondered if he’d caught the show.

“I’m fine, Spike. I just need to go for a run. An hour. That’s it.” Her gaze darted about frantically like a caged animal seeking the way out.

We were in the middle of a major city. Like most cities I figured it had nature zones where one could get furry for a time. But we didn’t have a lot of time to venture far from the bus.

I whipped my phone out and turned to Google for a map of the city. “What time does our bus leave? Do we have the whole night? Maybe if we can just find a safe place for you to run.”

“Don’t worry about me, girl, seriously. It won’t be the first time I’ve had to hide the wolf during a moon. I might throw a few more punches, but I’ll be fine. It’s cool.” With a hand tipped in deep-red painted nails filed into slight points, Jett waved me off. 

She didn’t want the attention. If I knew Jett, and I did, she was probably mortified inside about what had happened, knowing the wolf was the cause. She prided herself on how easy she made being a shifter look. I knew it hadn’t always been that way for her. And I couldn’t help but worry for her now.

Before I could press her further there was a warm touch on my back. I turned to find Arrow. He gave me one of those lazy smiles I loved so much. A real one, not the fake one I saw him turn on others.

“Here we all thought Molly’s Chamber would get the first warning,” Arrow laughed. “Nice job, ladies. Jett, always entertaining. I imagine there are at least fifty different versions of that scrap going up on YouTube as we speak.”

I knew Jett really wasn’t feeling it when she didn’t even muster a retort. A double middle finger was the best she could do, which didn’t go far with a guy like Arrow. That wasn’t like her.

Slipping my hand into Arrow’s, I led him away with a small wave at the girls. “Don’t give Jett a hard time right now. We’ve got a full moon coming up.”

“Oh shit. Is that what that was? I thought demons would be the problem. Not the werewolf we brought from home.”

We walked the row of media tents until we found the right one. “She’d kill me if she knew I said this, but we should probably keep an eye on her.”

Microphone in hand, a woman with platinum blonde hair stepped out of one of the tents and waved us in. “So nice to meet you guys. Thanks for taking a few minutes to come and speak to our subscribers.”

The interview started off all well and good. The typical questions we’d both already answered several times: band names, stage names, our individual look and persona within our bands. It was all so humdrum that I could even overlook the way Marilyn, as the interviewer introduced herself, batted her eyelashes and smiled demurely at Arrow every chance she got.

We sat in folding chairs across from her. It gave her the perfect chance to do a lot of leg crossing and uncrossing in a skirt short enough to be a belt. I firmly believed that a woman should wear and do whatever the hell she pleased, but as soon as she started using that extra glimpse of thigh to seduce my man right in front of me, well, we might have a problem.

The interview really took a turn when Marilyn asked, “So how did the two of you get together? Rumor has it, Spike, that you dated Arrow’s bandmate, Rowen, before you dated him. How does a girl get lucky enough to land the both of them? Do tell. Inquiring minds want to know.”

I felt the friendly expression leave my face. My smile dropped off completely, replaced with a bitter frown. “I’d love to know where you’re getting your information. Also, my private life is exactly that. Private.”

Marilyn wiggled her eyebrows at me like this was all in good fun. “Well, I’m afraid I can’t share my sources.”

Sensing the sudden change in my demeanor, Arrow jumped in to field the question. “Spike and I met at the Battle of the Bands event back in our hometown. We started as rivals, as the best love stories go, and eventually we realized there was more to it than that. This girl is my everything. None of this would be worth doing if she wasn’t here doing it with me.”

Both Marilyn and I stared at Arrow. Her with a kind of envious awe and me with an embarrassed but satisfied blush. He’d always been so open about us right from the start. More than I’d ever been. Right then I was reminded of just how much he’d come to mean to me. I’d promised to fight for him no matter what stood against us. And there were many people who stood against us. Not for a minute did I question or regret that pledge.

“That’s incredibly sweet,” Marilyn said, checking a little stack of cards in her lap that contained various notes. “So it’s serious then? Do you see marriage in your future? Nothing quite like a rock ’n’ roll wedding, am I right?”

She dropped every word like a seed being carefully planted. As if she tried to sew doubt where there was none. My pulse sped up. Were these questions standard, or was I just paranoid?

Because Arrow hadn’t surprised me enough already, he blurted, “I’d marry Spike today if she’d let me. But ultimately it wouldn’t make what we have mean any more that it does right now.”

A shocked laugh spilled from me. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

Arrow merely lifted a brow and winked. I felt it all the way to the tips of my toes. So much so that Marilyn’s next comment didn’t even bother me.

“That’s adorable. Although I’m sure some of our subscribers will be disappointed to learn that you’re off the market, Arrow. Since we started featuring Molly’s Chamber on our channel, there’s been an overwhelming amount of fan feedback.”

Arrow played the polite professional as expected. However, he gave off an air of boredom as if her feeble efforts to attract his interest were something he’d seen time and again. Indeed he had. Usually from the women back home. No doubt Arrow would draw this kind of female attention anywhere he went. It wasn’t just because he was crazy hot. It was his darkness.

“We certainly appreciate all of your support. I know the other guys would thank you if they were here. We don’t take any of our fans for granted. It takes a special kind of badass to like what we do. It’s been a blast getting out here on the road to play for and meet so many of you.” So easily Arrow steered the conversation back to the tour, including Crimson Sin and how our latest single had squeaked onto one of the top rock charts when it debuted.

Marilyn allowed me to promote my band and talk about our time on the tour, but when she chose to follow it up by asking about Jett’s fight, I sighed with barely stifled irritation.

“Honestly, you’d have to talk to Jett about that. Sometimes a girl can only take so much, you know? You hear the same shit every day, and eventually you have to slap a bitch.” With a shrug, I sat back as much as I comfortably could in the cheap folding chair and crossed my legs, one foot bouncing. I could be nice and professional too, but I was about done taking Marilyn’s crap.

Over her shoulder something caught my eye. A dark-haired man, a shock of white slashing through it, walking amongst the crowd that passed in both directions to and from the stage. My heart jumped and I sat up straighter.

Gripping the flimsy plastic arms of the chair, I prepared to launch myself out of it. It couldn’t be.

No, it definitely could be. Alarm caused my entire body to grow hot. Would Flint dare to accost me here? In such a public place.

Marilyn said something about how many more dates we had left on this tour run. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Arrow look at me for an answer, but when he saw that I was clearly distracted he hurriedly gave one. His gaze followed mine though, on alert now that he knew something had triggered me.

“I’m sorry, Marilyn. You’ve been lovely, but we really have to take off.” Not looking for a response, I was up and out of there without waiting for Arrow.

Scanning the ocean of heads, I tried fervently to spot the man. He moved between people, getting further away. Not once did he glance back in my direction so I could see his face.

Arrow joined me. Grasping my hand, he let me pull him along through the throng.

“Maybe I got a little too much sun today, but I could’ve sworn Flint just walked by.” Squeezing between a few teenage girls who wouldn’t move out of the way in time, I was almost jerked to a stop when they began to crowd around Arrow.

With a tight smile that was anything but apologetic, I said, “Sorry, girls, but he’s all mine right now,” and kept moving. Arrow had no choice but to keep up with me or risk falling on his face and being dragged along behind.

“That was crazy hot,” he observed, sounding impressed. “I like it when you’re territorial.”

“I’m not territorial,” I protested, giving him a playful nudge with my shoulder. “I’m in a hurry.”

Arrow’s sexy snicker put a crack in my armor. “You are so obvious. I dig it.” 

By the time we finally burst into a small clearing among the crowd, it became apparent that whoever he was, I’d lost him. “Fuck. Shit. Dammit. I swear that was him. Is he stalking me? Is he just trying to fuck with me?”

Imploringly, I looked to Arrow, finding uncertainty in his pretty hazel eyes. “I don’t know, doll. We knew there was a chance he would retaliate. Until he actually makes a move, you cannot let him get inside your head. Besides, we have bigger problems. Like interviewers trying to stir up shit between us.”

Arrow pulled me against him and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. Although my mind should have been in it, I couldn’t help but want to keep glancing about for any sign of the Dragon King. I had stabbed him in the eye with the Midnight Star and stolen back a precious angel stone. It would be crazier if he didn’t come after me.

“Yeah,” I muttered, “screw Marilyn. I’m not falling for another one of these duo interviews. If anyone else asks, tell them to get bent.”

With one hand Arrow gently chucked me under the chin. With the other he tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “So is this a bad time to discuss nephilim nuptials? Hell, if anything gets the Brotherhood up our asses, it would be that.”

Knowing he was joking didn’t really make it any easier to swallow. Experience had taught me to be wary of commitment. I loved Arrow, and as much as I had grown through my fears because of him, marriage talk was definitely still grounds for wariness.

“Shit, relax, Spike. I’m kidding. I mean, I was telling the truth when I said I’d marry you in a heartbeat, but we probably couldn’t even if we wanted to. And we’re nowhere near there anyway. Don’t sweat it, ok, my little commitment phobe?” Slinging his arm around me, Arrow guided me out of the crowd. “Just for funsies though, who do you think would be the first person to stand up and protest at our wedding? Cinder? Koda?”

“Marilyn,” I said with a laugh.

Arrow’s sexy chuckle brought a playful smile to my face. He guided us away from the grounds, toward the buses. Just as well. I was ready for a break.

Despite how carefree I should have felt living my dream with the people I loved most, I couldn’t help but look back over my shoulder as we went.
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WHEN THE FOLLOWING morning brought with it the news of another death, I wasn’t nearly as surprised as one might expect. Not only had there been another body discovered, but it had been found right behind our tour bus. Somebody had killed the guy while Jett and Sam slept in the back lounge. Or maybe they’d just dumped him there. Either way, I didn’t doubt for a minute that this was supernatural.

Much like the first time, we poured off the bus to check out the situation, trying to get a glimpse before the police hustled us away. They already had the body surrounded with police tape. There was no way to get any closer than the front door of our bus where Jordan appeared to usher us right back onto it.

“It’s looking like another overdose,” Jordan said, following us onto the bus and closing the door. He shoved around the bus, checking to make sure the windows were closed and nobody gawked out. “Let’s just stay out of the way and let the authorities do their job. I hope I don’t have to tell any of you how serious this is. The use of heavy narcotics will not be tolerated on this tour. I’m going to assume that won’t be a problem for any of you. If it is, do us all a favor and get yourself some help before you end up dead.”

Not a guy of the most eloquent nature, Jordan said what needed to be said without any sugar coating. As harsh as he could be, I appreciated that about him. At least he was genuine.

Nobody said a word. If anyone was tempted to look at another person with accusation or pointed effect of any kind, they all resisted. Arrow certainly wasn’t the only person in this bus using. And while I appreciated Jordan’s sentiment and agreed completely, I knew this wasn’t an overdose. This was murder of the paranormal kind. Deep in my bones I knew it.

Jordan barked a few last-minute instructions regarding our asses getting to where they needed to be on time. Then he left us to it.

I caught Jett’s eye and nodded my head toward the back lounge. Leaning in close, I murmured softly into Arrow’s ear, “Grab Rowen and come to the back.”

A few minutes later the four of us were speaking in hushed tones with the back lounge door closed and music playing loudly from Jett’s phone.

“This wasn’t drugs,” I insisted, looking at each of them in turn. “Something supernatural is going on here. But I’m not sure what. Is it a message for us? Something completely unrelated?”

Jett openly and unabashedly peered out the window at the cops. “They’re treating it like this is all very routine. Whatever it is, they do think it’s an overdose, but seeing as this guy also has some pretty gray hair, I think you’re onto something Spike.”

“What about the vampire?” Rowen gestured toward the window in the direction of Atticus’s bus. “Could it be him?”

I shook my head, chewing a dry patch on my bottom lip. “I already asked him. He pretty much laughed in my face about it. I really don’t think it’s him, and he didn’t seem to give a shit about who it is or what’s going on.”

The four of us glanced uncertainly at each other. Arrow pulled the beanie hat off his head and rubbed a hand through his thick black hair. That motion alone was enough to make me pause and marvel. “Obviously it’s somebody on tour with us. A musician. Road crew. Nobody here has picked up any otherworldly vibes from anybody outside the vampire?”

Not one of us had anything to offer. It was head shakes all around. With unease slithering around inside me, I said, “I thought I saw Flint last night. In the crowd. I didn’t get a good look at him, so I’m not entirely sure. Dude was gone before I could catch up to him. I don’t know if this is related to the bodies, but we need to all be on guard. Just in case.”

“Screw that son of a bitch.” Jett’s hand went to her throat, and she rubbed it with a slight shudder. Probably remembering the collar Flint had put around her neck.

“What about Blue?” Rowen suggested. “He’s a shady piece of shit, and he seems like the type to prey on people. Should we be looking a little closer in his direction?”

It wasn’t a bad idea. I didn’t trust Blue for a second. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least to discover that maybe his sinister intentions ran deeper than we realized.

Arrow leaned back against the couch. “There’s an afterparty every night on his bus. It’s loaded with drugs, booze, and women. Maybe it draws these guys in, the ones being found dead. I’ll check it out tonight after the show.” After cramming his beanie back onto his head, he plucked a cigarette from the pack in his pocket.

As he placed the smoke between his lips, I plucked it free and broke it in half. “I’m not sure any of us should let ourselves get caught alone right now. Not until we know what’s going on.”

With a groan Arrow snatched the broken pieces from me, studying them before tossing them into the small garbage can in the corner. “Dammit, I knew you were going to do that. I’m down to three a day. Chill out, girl.”

Since we’d started training harder back home with Cinder, I’d been a bit of a pain in the ass about getting Arrow to quit smoking. I’d given up the habit myself, and though it hadn’t been easy, it had definitely been for the best. Although admittedly I could get a little annoying about it at times.

Arrow and I shared a laugh. It was just another of the things we shared that Rowen wasn’t part of. He squirmed awkwardly where he sat on the opposite end of the small couch. Whether he tried to hide it or not, I don’t think the jealousy that burned in his eyes could have been suppressed.

“I need a coffee.” Letting the long front piece of his messy hawk fall into his eyes, Rowen rose and reached for the door. “Let’s regroup and touch base about this later. Everyone stay safe today, ok?”

He didn’t hesitate or wait for our reply. Being crammed on a bus with his brother and his ex-girlfriend who were now a thing was bothering Rowen. Hell, it was bothering me too. This strained disquiet between us felt wrong.

“Well all right then,” Jett observed quietly. “He can’t even stand to look at the two of you together. Poor bastard.”

“Jett,” I admonished, my voice low and hushed as I watched Rowen in the kitchen through the open lounge door.

I heard Paul say something snarky about our secret meeting in the back but didn’t catch Rowen’s reply. With a sigh, I sank back into the couch and squeezed my eyes shut. We had a stacked day ahead of us and a murderer on tour. I couldn’t carry the burden of Rowen’s emotions. Either he and I would come to a place where we could be ok with each other again, or we wouldn’t. But I couldn’t let myself think about that right now.

* * * *
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DESPITE THE ROCKY START to the day the rest of it had gone exceptionally well. We played a tight set to a crowd that sang along. Nothing blew my mind like seeing strangers sing our songs. It gave me a surreal, need-to-pinch-myself sensation.

Even Jett kept it together. She rocked a little harder and screamed a little louder than usual. With one killer on the loose on this tour, we needed her to keep the beast under wraps.

When the sun set and the afterparties started, Arrow and Rowen together had gone to the party erupting out of Blue’s bus. Jett and Sam hung out with me, but I knew they’d rather be alone. Tash and Rubi went back to our bus to make phone calls home to families and boyfriends. In order to give Sam and Jett some privacy, I joined the girls on the bus and waited to hear something from either of the guys.

As the evening went on, I grew increasingly impatient. Nursing a beer, I did everything from check email to tidying the bus to finally busying myself with putting Arrow’s and my blankets in the back lounge. It was ours tonight.

When the clock crept past midnight and neither of them had returned nor had I heard anything, I decided to go in search of them. The thought of stepping foot anywhere near Blue’s bus left a bad taste in my mouth. What if he was bad news and something had gone wrong?

Briefly I considered calling Jett to ask her to come with. However, I couldn’t allow Blue to think he intimidated me so much that I was afraid to face him alone. After checking my phone one last time and finding nothing, I slipped my shoes on and left the bus.

It wasn’t hard to find the party bus. Although people went in and out of several buses, only Blue’s had enough music pumping to rival a dance club. People stood in groups outside his bus along with a continuous flow in and out. As I approached, it became clear there were far more women than men at this party.

Next to Blue’s bus, the vampire’s bus was dark and quiet. Yet I suspected he was inside. Interesting guy, no doubt. Not our killer though.

Hesitation gripped me as I drew closer to Blue’s bus. I didn’t want to see him, didn’t want to deal with him in any manner. But I needed to find Arrow. Ignoring the groupies who looked me over as if I were competition, I shoved by and climbed the steps into the bus.

Immediately a choking cloud of smoke slapped me in the face. That heavy combination of marijuana and cigarettes had me wrinkling my nose in distaste. Voices shouted over each other and the music, which seemed to be coming from a stereo system in the front lounge. Blue’s bus was similar to ours with a few slight differences. Instead of two couches like we had, there was just the one but additional seating in the larger kitchen area.

Around a table meant for four, seven people had crammed in. The table was littered with bottles, glasses, and thinly cut lines of cocaine. I had arrived right in time to watch my paramour lean over a line with a rolled-up twenty.

At the table with Arrow sat Blue and five groupie girls, all clamoring for the attention of the two of them. Rowen was nowhere in sight.

Arrow raised his head, laughing at something the woman next to him said. She leaned in close to swipe the twenty from his hand, pressing her pushed-up breasts against his arm. My pulse raced. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, but I saw the temptation everywhere and wondered how long anyone in this industry could resist that.

The plan had been for him to come here and scope Blue out. Not get loaded and entertain groupies with him. It burned me up inside, and I hated so much that it did. I knew I was entitled to my feelings, but I also knew they weren’t wrong. No woman would want her man here doing any of this without her. And yet, we were still so new. I didn’t know what the future had in store for us. Maybe it wasn’t my place to demand that Arrow give up this kind of behavior.

Everything in me that loved and wanted him was repulsed by everything I saw. I couldn’t change him and I didn’t want to. Seeing him in his element, high as hell on blow and female attention, it hurt. So much so that I almost turned around to leave. But he felt my gaze upon him, and those hazel eyes landed on me, freezing me in place.

Arrow’s lips started to curve into a grin, but it faltered when he took in my expression. He said something to the woman crammed in next to him and barely waited before he all but shoved her out of the way so he could escape the table. Blue turned to see what had gotten such a reaction out of him. Finding me standing near the door looking tragically disgusted, Blue erupted into a vicious grin.

A combination of shrieking and giggling drew my attention to the back lounge where a stripper pole was visible. A woman hung off it by her legs, reaching with a hand to draw someone near. Rowen leaned into view, playfully smacking her panty-clad ass.

Fairly certain that I had fallen asleep and awoken into my worst nightmare, I turned tail and fled Blue’s bus. Arrow followed hot on my heels.

I had just made it around the other side of the vampire’s bus when Arrow caught up. Taking hold of my elbow, he pulled me to a stop. “Hey, Spike, what the hell? Why did you take off like that?”

Arrow’s animal-like eyes were bloodshot, his pupils enormous. He smelled like alcohol, cigarettes, and cheap perfume. I hated it as much as I loved him.

“You haven’t messaged in hours. I thought I should come make sure you guys are ok, but apparently you’re doing just fine without me.” I tugged my arm from his grasp, unable to shake the inadequacy that drilled deep into the most vulnerable parts of me. Seeing the two of them in all their rock star glory brought out insecurities I hadn’t even known I had.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Brow furrowed in confusion Arrow struggled to make sense of the situation. “I went in there to get close to the guy, when all I want to do is tear his fucking head off and shit down the stump. If you think I’m enjoying this, Spike, you’re all wrong.”

I sucked in a sharp breath and looked skyward, trying not to unload the emotion piling up inside me like a multicar collision. “I can’t imagine how difficult it must be for you to do coke and mingle with eager groupies all night.”

Despite the narcotics in his system, Arrow still read me with ease. “What’s going on with you, angel girl? It’s not like you to act the jealous type.”

“Nothing’s going on with me. Can you really blame me for being less than enthusiastic about finding you on Blue’s bus with a woman almost in your lap while you bond with him over a mountain of cocaine?”

Taking me by the shoulder, Arrow guided me away from the buses where we could speak privately. I kicked a crumpled beer can near my foot, feeling more frustrated as I was unable to release the angry heat building inside me. And I thought Jett needed a frequent release to stay calm and clearheaded.

“Look, I’m not sure exactly what I did wrong here. You know damn well I don’t want any other woman but you. There’s gonna be a lot of chicks sticking their tits in my face, but I don’t want them. I want you.” Arrow reached to touch my face, tipping my chin up so I was forced to look him in the eye.

His touch sent a tremble through me. I both wanted to lean into it, and I wanted to walk away. Arrow Lynch had gotten inside my head and, even worse, inside my heart, and I didn’t know how to make this uncertainty stop. I trusted him and yet... I was still afraid.

“I’m not sure if I’m more upset about the women or the blow.” It was the blow. Without a doubt. “It terrifies me to think about seeing you like that again. How many more overdoses do you think you can survive, Arrow? Because I don’t want to find out the hard way what your limit is.”

There was a hard, angry edge to my voice, but inside I was scared shitless. He seemed to know that because he pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. Arrow held me tight against him even when I made a feeble attempt to dislodge him. I didn’t really want him to let go. I just had such a hard time letting myself be vulnerable.

“I am not going to die on you. I promise. At this point you couldn’t get rid of me if you wanted to. I am yours whether you want me or not.” Arrow pulled back just enough to study my face with an intensity that set me on my toes.

“But I can’t fight your demons, Arrow. And sometimes I really wish I could.” There was so much more that I couldn’t say. My inner worries couldn’t have picked a worse time to surface. “I can’t help but wonder, if you had to choose, would it still be me?”

Why did I say that? I clamped my tongue between my teeth before anything else stupid could tumble out.

The shadows shifted ever so slightly around us in response to Arrow’s anguish. Rubbing a frustrated hand over his face smudged the black liner around his eyes, but that only made it hotter. “It’s not up to you to save me, Spike. I will always have my demons; they will always have me. I’m dark. It’s in me, in who I am and everything I do. But please, don’t for a second doubt my devotion to you. You’re the one good thing in my life. The only good thing I’ve ever touched and not had it immediately go to shit. But you can’t save me from myself, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to.”

Because I didn’t know what to say, I shook my head and choked on a sob. Where the hell had that come from? “I know.”

“I swore I wouldn’t back down or give up on this. On us. Trust me when I say I’m not going anywhere.” With those words Arrow kissed me, a tender claiming of my lips that shut down my wild fears.

But it didn’t quell the deep inner need I had to purge this terrible feeling inside me. It was something I could only achieve one way.

“You’re amazing.” I kissed him back hard, a little more forceful than intended. He dug it though, responding with a fierce intensity. “I’m sorry for being such a basketcase. Being on the road is starting to get to me. I just need to let off some steam, then I’ll meet you back at the bus.”

I started to pull away, and he caught my fingers in his. “Let me come with you. We’re not supposed to get caught alone, remember?”

“Just give me twenty minutes. I won’t be long.” Before he could stop me, I was off and moving across the parking lot.

I didn’t know where I was going. I only knew that there was a bar right down the street where festivalgoers had drifted after the show. There had to be some demon activity there. Every city crawled with them. And if I needed anything right then, it was a solid rumble with a demon.  
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SO DESPERATE TO QUELL the unsettled commotion ripping apart my insides, I soon found myself in a strange bar in a strange city. Now all I needed was a strange demon.

To be fair, all demons are pretty damn strange. I just needed someone to take a little aggression out on. Any demon would do.

What just happened with Arrow had left me confused and pissed off with myself. Why did I have to be so skittish? Why couldn’t I give my entire self to Arrow the way he so readily gave himself to me? 

I wanted to, but Rowen had left me so raw and wounded. If I didn’t let that hurt go, it would destroy what I had with Arrow. Even now it manifested, causing destruction in my life. It had to stop.

I sidled up to the bar and ordered a drink, using it as an excuse to look around the place. It was a decent sized hangout, a little watering hole for the after-concert crowd. Eighties rock music boomed through the house speakers. Several people packed onto the small dance floor, singing along at the top of their lungs to “Crazy Train” by Ozzy Osbourne.

It didn’t take long to find what I’d come for. Standing off to one side of the dance floor with a drink in hand, a demon eyed the dancers, appraising his options. He hadn’t noticed me yet.

I stood off to the side of the bar where I could observe both the demon and everyone else inside the place. Waiting for just the right moment to make my move, I didn’t expect to be spotted. Half a dozen people at a nearby table recognized me from the show. After a strangely surreal few minutes of exchanging small talk and signing a few random items, like bar coasters and receipts, I excused myself.

Had I lost my mind in just two weeks on the road? There were fans here. Representatives of the human life I so badly wanted to prove that I could live. And then there was also him. The demon. The representative of the life I’d never had a choice in. The reason I’d walked through the door.

I couldn’t very well lure a demon into a magical showdown in such a scenario. I could, however, lure them into a good old fistfight. All I needed was a good brawl. Then we could both go our separate ways, and maybe I could approach the rest of the tour with a clear head.

Finishing off my drink, I discarded the empty glass and made my way toward the demon. He seemed to be especially fixated on a redheaded woman sitting alone at a table crammed off in the corner. It didn’t matter what he’d come here for. I planned to throw him off his game.

With every step that brought me closer to him, the anticipation grew. I thrummed with excitement. It was a certain kind of magic all its own. The rush of the fight. The thrill of the hunt.

A demon in a place like this often sought victims they could tempt into harmful vices and bad decisions, like addiction or getting behind the wheel of a car while drunk. These low-level demons were a dime a dozen. Like a Starbucks on every corner, they were everywhere. Always good for laying down a much-deserved beating.

My palms burned hot, and I clenched them both into fists. He turned just in time to find me suddenly there behind him. Black eyes widened in surprise. I got that a lot. Being a so-called rare female. I couldn’t tell if it was a blessing or a curse. Depended on who I was speaking to.

“What in the flying fuck?” He barely made it through his sentence before my right fist smashed into his jaw.

Sure it was risky as hell to get into a fistfight during a time when I very much needed my hands damage free. But if I didn’t let this rage out now, it would consume me, and the next time my frustrations could manifest as fire in the wrong place at the wrong time. It had been so long since I’d gone without a fight or the use of my gifts that I hadn’t realized how hard it would be. I needed this.

“Sorry, dude. It’s not personal really. Just need to let off a little steam. I’m sure you understand.” I followed up with my left fist, slamming his head back in the opposite direction.

The demon continued to gape at me like he wasn’t sure what to make of the situation. Swiping a hand through a drop of blood that appeared under his nose, he stared at me with something I didn’t usually see. Fear.

Raising both hands, the demon took a slow step back. “I don’t want any trouble with you, flame bearer. I would happily be on my way if you’d be so willing as to forget we ever met.”

“Wait, what?” I huffed a small laugh of disbelief. “You’re bailing on me just like that? You don’t want to throw a punch or anything first? If you’d like to take this outside and really let loose, I’m totally game.”

I couldn’t help but be glad Cinder couldn’t hear me right then. I could just see the disappointment etched in his crinkled forehead.

“I’d rather not,” the demon said, shaking his head vigorously. “We both know you can kick my ass. So I’m just going to leave and wish you a good night.”

He didn’t hang around to find out if I was on board with that plan. Darting for the nearest door, he disappeared outside and would most certainly vanish the second he was clear of witnesses.

I stared after him, wondering how so many of them so far from home knew who I was now. It scared me, as it should. I didn’t like that he’d feared me from the moment he laid eyes on me. Because people kill that which they fear and do not understand.

Any angels and demons who knew of the rebellion prophecy would naturally believe it to be about me. I fit the description. Unfortunately, they all seemed to believe it was a reason to kill me. 

Except for this guy who’d tucked tail and run. It left me baffled and more uncertain about this prophecy than I’d been since I learned of it. As soon as I got home, I was going to sit Cinder down and make him tell me everything he knew. No more holding off for my own good or until a better time. There was no better time for preparation than now.

“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself.” A familiar voice behind me had me whirling around. Rowen stood there with a beer in hand, a brow lifted playfully.

“What?” Surprised to see him, I glanced about for our friends, but he appeared to be alone.

“You. Picking a fight with a demon for shits and giggles. I never thought you were the type.” Rowen’s careful observation was delivered with a sense of wistfulness.

I could no longer afford to be wistful. “Well, I never used to be.” The need for a fight was far from satisfied. Frustrated, I swiped the beer from Rowen’s hand and took a few swallows before handing it back. “What are you doing here, Rowen? Did you follow me?”

“I just needed to grab a drink somewhere other than tour bus central. Can I get you something?” He used his beer bottle to point toward the bar.

I couldn’t help but wonder what had torn him away from the stripper pole in the back of Blue’s bus. There weren’t many nice ways to ask though. “No, thank you. I’m good. I imagine there are a lot of groupies back at the buses wondering where you are right now.”

A bitchy thing to say but I didn’t mean it as such. And it didn’t come out that way. It sounded sad and inwardly I cringed. Seeing Rowen move on didn’t bother me. It was seeing him do it with such total disregard and disrespect for himself. That’s what bugged me.

Amber eyes traveled over me in silent contemplation. I was so out of my element. In this bar, this city. This moment.

“Why do you still care?” There was no challenge or venom in Rowen’s tone. Just genuine curiosity.

We didn’t need to do this right now, if ever. There was no upheaval between us. No conflict and upset. There was nothing at all. And I think that was the saddest thing about us.

Crossing my arms, I heard myself say, “It’s just hard to see you throw yourself into this rock star world. The booze and the women. It’s not like you. I care about you, Rowen. I just want what’s best for you.”

That, apparently, had been the wrong thing to say. Darkness washed over his face. “What was best for me, Spike, was you. I don’t have that anymore, so I’ve got nothing to lose. Might as well enjoy this while I can.”

Talk about bringing a gun to a knife fight. There is no easy way to respond to an ex-lover lashing out. The pent-up frustration I’d hoped to unleash on the demon burst out through my mouth instead.

“You’re light, Rowen. You’re better than that. And you deserve better than that.”

“And what about you? Don’t you deserve better? You’re light and you settled for dark.” Rowen fired his retort right back at me, like he’d had it primed and ready.

It came at me like a slap in the face. It was his brother he spoke of, his best friend. “I didn’t settle for anything. I love Arrow. I don’t even know how can you say that. He’s your best friend.”

Rowen nodded, the sharp jerky motion causing his hawk to flop over one eye. “He is, and I want him to be happy. I just don’t want it to be with you.”

The harsh truth was such a brutal, ugly thing. I wasn’t sure that I was ready for Rowen’s truth. Having no words, I simply gaped at him in disbelief.

“Yeah, I know I’m not supposed to say that shit.” Shifting his weight from foot to foot, Rowen downed the rest of his beer and raised the bottle in a sarcastic toast. “Here’s to Arrow. May he be everything that I could never be.”

Rowen’s mocking words were loaded with pain. Nothing else fueled this kind of bitterness. He was a good guy. A great guy really. Not once had he tried to interfere with Arrow and me. He’d spent the last few months having to see us together, and this was the cruelest thing he’d mustered in all that time.

“Have a good night, Rowen.” There was nothing else I could say. Leaving Rowen there to drown his anger and jealousy felt wrong, but what else could I do?

We both still carried wounds from our time together. Who knew we could damage each other so much? 
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I WAS OVER IT. THE history with Rowen that would not rest. Maybe spending so much time together was making it impossible to completely let go of the past. Perhaps when we returned home, it would be best if we distanced ourselves from one another.

The short walk back to the bus was quiet. Other than a small group of guys making their way to the bar I’d just left, I passed no one. Nothing could have made the night worse, except for a conceited asshole that didn’t know how to take no for an answer.

Blue Monroe lingered near the buses. The parking lot was quiet. Everyone had settled down for the night. The workday started early, and the buses would pull out by dawn. I glanced about, finding it odd that he was out here by himself. My plan was to act like I didn’t even see him and walk right on by to my own bus down at the other end of the row. 

Anticipating such a move, Blue inserted himself in my way. “What are you doing out here all alone?” he asked like the big bad wolf asking for directions to grandmother’s house. Sketchy as hell. “There’s a lot of unsavory characters out on a night like this.”

I’d had it with Blue and his creepy bullshit. With my fists clenched, I vibrated with everything I hadn’t been able to unleash back at the bar. “You don’t say. You know, Blue, I’m really not in the mood for this crap. Get the hell out of my way.”

I moved to dodge him, and he moved with me, keeping himself firmly in my path. A few well-placed moves taught by Cinder, and I could lay this guy out like the trash he was. God, how I ached to. There was no question that he deserved it. I’d thrown punches for less. But I knew after the warning Jett had earned us that it would be an automatic expulsion from the rest of the tour. So I gritted my teeth and tried to find the peaceful way out a bad situation.

“I haven’t done anything wrong. Just trying to get to know you.” He held up both hands in a show of innocence, but he reeked of spiritual corruption. Blue was all human, but certainly the devil lived inside him.

“I’m not interested, and I’m not going to say that again.” This time I pushed past him harder. Using my elbow to dig between his ribs, I shoved him aside.

With a small grunt, Blue let me go. But he didn’t let me get very far. From behind me he called, “Why settle for a mediocre guy from back home when you could have me? I’ve got a reputation. The ladies love me. Who wouldn’t love an opportunity to go from small time to big time?”

Blue wasn’t the first guy with a giant ego that I’d come across in my music career. There was certainly no shortage of them. However, he may have been the most disgusting person I’d had the misfortune to encounter in quite some time. That included the demons I knew.

I heard his footsteps behind me as I headed for my bus. When I didn’t give him a response, he caught up quickly. Grabbing me by both arms, Blue slammed me against the closest bus. It may have been Storm’s.

“Why are you such a stuck-up bitch? I’m trying to help you out here.” Blue’s eyes were wild with the effects of the substances running through his veins. Holding my upper arms tight, he squeezed hard enough for fear to truly take hold within me.

“You need to back the fuck off.” If it was me or him, I’d set his ass on fire. But I really hoped it didn’t come to that. “Get your hands off me if you want to keep them.”

The sudden weight of his fist took me by surprise. My ears rang, and my heart thudded heavily in my chest.

The motherfucker just hit me? The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth, and the fire began to burn. I felt it racing through me, from a small spark to a bonfire in seconds.

Arrow saved me from exposing myself as more than human. He rounded the side of the bus, grabbed Blue, and threw him to the ground. “You heard her. No is fucking no, you sick fuck.” Arrow didn’t give Blue the chance to get up. He booted the loser in the face hard, and a sickening crunch followed.

My hand flew to my mouth as I watched. In a panicked attempt to flee Arrow’s abuse, Blue rolled away and pushed up onto his feet. But Arrow was already there feeding him more pain.

My breath seemed to stop. Even though Blue fought back, there was no way he could win this. Arrow ran on adrenaline, cocaine, and darkness. No mere human could stand up against the rage of a nephilim. Certainly not this nephilim.

As I watched Arrow smash his fists into Blue’s face, the shadows started to manifest. From the darkness surrounding us they crept forward, obeying Arrow’s unspoken command. Dark tendrils flowed around him, spiraling their way around his legs and arms, feeding the strength in each hit.

Arrow was going to kill Blue.

That realization spurred me into action. I shouted his name but he didn’t respond. When I grabbed his arm, he shook me off, his focus so ingrained on Blue that he saw nothing else.

Despite the fact that he was clearly losing this fight, Blue still managed to egg his attacker on. “Say goodbye to your career, asshole. Both of you. You’re done.”

I don’t think Blue realized how close to death he tread. Arrow had killed before. Under the right circumstances, he would do it again. Blue might have just given him those circumstances. I knew for sure now that, whomever was draining the men on tour, it was not Blue.

“Fuck my career. You touch my girl, you die.” Too far gone inside the darkness, Arrow no longer cared that it was a human he dealt with. Grabbing Blue by the front of his shirt, Arrow dragged him close and smashed him right in the face with a brutal headbutt.

A shriek burst from between my fingers. Hand still clapped over my mouth, I momentarily froze. Everything seemed to move in slow motion as Arrow slammed Blue up against the nearest bus, bouncing his head especially hard off the metal. Blue swung wildly, but he was too dazed and intoxicated to connect. His eyes rolled in his head, and I thought for sure he’d been knocked out. 

The sound of the fight started to draw the attention of those in the closest buses first. The level of violence emanating off Arrow was so strong, the first few people on the scene were reluctant to intervene.

Arrow continued to feed Blue punch after punch until blood dripped from his busted knuckles. I knew that I should do something—make this stop—but I couldn’t.

Atticus brought the pummeling to an end. Fearless he pulled Arrow off Blue. With inhuman strength, he held Arrow back until he calmed. Blue fell to his knees before toppling over onto the bloodstained pavement. His face was a mess of blood. I couldn’t tell how much was from Arrow’s bleeding hand and how much was from Blue’s busted face.

It didn’t take long for tour managers to arrive and talk of calling the police ensued. Nobody really wanted the cops called. Especially Blue, who had enough drugs on his bus to supply the rest of the tour. Insisting he was just fine despite the fact he clearly was not, Blue stumbled back to his own bus. Nobody wanted to press charges, so nobody called the police. Blue should most certainly have seen a doctor about his injuries.

But I didn’t really give a damn in that moment what happened to him.

When Jordan got Arrow and me alone, he demanded to know exactly what had happened. I recounted the various incidents with Blue and how it had manifested in the conflict tonight. If he wanted to punish us, then so be it. Surprisingly though, he was pretty cool about it.

“I worked another tour a few years back with a band that opened for Blue. Let’s just say that tour was not without drama and conflict either. I know he’s a troublemaker, but he’s also one of the headliners. I strongly urge you both to avoid further confrontation if you want to finish your run on this tour.” Jordan looked from Arrow to me, sympathy shining in his dark eyes. “If you want to charge him for assault, Spike, I’ll help you make it happen. Just let me know.”

As much as I appreciated Jordan’s willingness to nail Blue for his shitty behavior, the field day social media would have tomorrow when everyone saw his face would probably be punishment enough. I told him I needed time to think about it. It was late, and I just wanted to get some sleep.

Arrow and I had just settled into the back lounge when we heard Rowen come in. He’d missed everything. Most of our bus had slept through it, Sam and Jett included. It was a story that could wait until morning light.

With one tiny overhead lamp lighting up our bed, I sat in the middle of it, dabbing a small cut on Arrow’s forehead with a wet washcloth. “You’re crazy, you know that? I thought you were going to kill him.”

“That was the plan.” Arrow turned hazel eyes my way, studying my face where a faint bruise had bloomed. His classic devil-may-care grin was absent. Stone cold serious, he added, “An ass kicking isn’t enough. He’s getting off too easy.”

“Leave it alone, Arrow. Let’s just get through the next two weeks with as little trouble as possible. Let’s not forget there’s a killer on tour with us, and it’s not Blue. Priorities.”

Arrow caught my wrist, stopping the repetitive dabbing motion. “My priority is you. Everything else comes after that, including my music career.”

I wanted to crack a joke about him getting hit in the head too hard, but it didn’t feel like the right time. Arrow’s solemn declaration moved the earth beneath my feet, so to speak.

Tonight, two different people had referred to Arrow as someone I had settled for. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Arrow had come into my life at just the right time. I shouldn’t have given a damn what anyone else thought about our relationship, but I did. The rest of the world didn’t have to see Arrow the way I saw him. But who the hell were they to act like he was beneath me? Especially Rowen.

“I don’t even know what to say to that,” I admitted, setting the facecloth aside. “You’re one of the best things that’s ever happened to me. I hope you know that.”

With those words I managed to bring his smile back. We sat facing one another, him cross-legged with me kneeling before him. He pulled me into his lap, and I climbed on top to straddle him.

“I do now.” Because I sat slightly higher, Arrow tipped his head back to look at me. Hands on my waist, he held me tight against him. “It’s you and me, angel girl. Always.”

Always. He’d said that to me right after I’d declared my feelings for him in a roomful of judgmental angels. I warned him that always could be a dangerous word. Still, he insisted on saying it every chance he got.

I didn’t tell him not to say it this time. It was exactly what I needed to hear. Capturing his face in my hands, I ran my fingers over his strong jaw before going in for a slow, passionate kiss.

Any doubt that we were doing the right thing here always disappeared when I was in his arms. Arrow had become a familiar source of comfort. He kept me level-headed and in the moment, rather than living in an anxious and uncertain future. Sometimes it scared me how deeply he’d embedded himself into every part of me. Yet it thrilled me at the same time, and I wouldn’t have changed it for anything.

He grew hard beneath me. His kiss burned hot as he tipped my chin up so he could shower my neck with little love bites and kisses. The kind that sent a jolt down my spine, making me flinch from the intensity. Loving it, Arrow chuckled against my skin. The sound of that laugh alone could do me in. There was no better place in the world than wherever we could lose ourselves in each other. Other than maybe at home where we didn’t have to be so quiet about it.

Arrow slid my T-shirt up and over my head. The heat of his mouth on the swell of my breasts made me tense, my back arching provocatively as he held me in his strong arms. My breath came faster as he deftly relieved me of my bra and hungrily sucked my nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue in slow, sensual motions. 

Although the back lounge television played on low as an attempt to muffle our voices, it wouldn’t do much to cover the sound of two people screwing. I knew because we’d had to listen to Jett and Sam enough times already, not to mention Rowen’s ménage a trois. So I bit my lip and made a conscious effort to be as quiet as possible. Knowing how close Rowen was shouldn’t have been something I thought about right then.

As if he shared my thought Arrow murmured softly, “I hate how friggin’ quiet we have to be here. I can’t wait to get you home and bring the building down.”

I laughed quietly, burying my face in his shoulder to smother the sound. I lingered there, pressing my lips to where the black rose tattoo crawled out of his collar to climb up the side of his neck.

Grabbing the hem of his shirt, I tugged it off to enjoy the skin-on-skin contact I so desperately needed. “Sounds good to me. This whole sharing a bus with ten other people thing got old on day one.”

Arrow grasped my hips and pulled me harder against the bulge in his pants. “It’s more than that, though, isn’t it? You feel the itch. To get back home where we don’t have to play human twenty-four hours a day.”

“I do kind of miss being in a place where the demons don’t run from me. Although I’ll probably regret saying that later, I just really need to kick some demon ass. I didn’t think I would miss it so much or that the need would be so strong.”

Just thinking about the pent-up urge to set something on fire, something demonic and deadly, it fueled the need for release. I moved against Arrow, rubbing against him until he groaned and shook his head.

“Goddamn, I need to be inside you.” Arrow tipped me over so that I fell back against the bed. With me now flat on my back, he easily removed the shorts and underwear I’d been wearing.

Anticipation built as I waited for him to disrobe. Sparks flared to life along my fingertips, causing tiny, candle-like flames to dance among them. With a little concentration I quelled the fire. “Yeah, I’d say I really need that too.”

With a sexy smirk, Arrow slung my legs around his waist. He didn’t tease or hesitate, wanting it as bad as I did. The sensation of him sliding inside me brought forth an uncontrollable moan.

Arrow clapped a hand teasingly over my mouth. “Now, now, you know the rule about sex on the bus. Gotta screw like your parents are in the next room.”

My laugh was muffled against his hand before I pushed it away. “I’m not sure that sexy talk is doing it for me. Care to give it another try?”

He paused and cocked his head to one side, pretending to think about it. “How about it feels so fucking good inside you that I could blow my load any second?”

“Let’s lose the part involving your choice of the word load,” I said with a grin, raising my hips to encourage him to stop playing and get down to business. “We can keep the rest. Try to last for more than a few seconds though.”

It was silly and ridiculous. We burst into simultaneous laughter. Arrow was more than just a lover. He’d become a best friend. Though I’d never breathe a word of that to Jett.

A few more dedicated thrusts and things went from funny to mad passion in seconds. More than once I had to turn my head, clutching a pillow to muffle my moans and soft cries. Arrow buried his face in my neck to do the same.

I held tight to him, reveling in the way it felt as he moved inside me. For a guy that had a reputation back home for being a womanizer and a bit of a manwhore, Arrow always put my pleasure first. Somehow he found the strength to control himself until I clenched tight around him, muscles spasming with orgasmic waves.

Arrow fell asleep soon after. With his head against my shoulder and a leg flung over mine, he snored softly while I lay awake as the hour crept closer to dawn. In just two weeks on the road, we’d encountered more craziness than I could have predicted. We still had two weeks to go. I hoped we could make it through without any more trouble, but really, I knew better than that.

Gently, I picked up Arrow’s injured hand. Bringing it to my lips, I pressed feather-light kisses to his wounded knuckles. There was no distance too great for Arrow. No lengths that he would not go to for me.

No, I certainly had not settled. My heart had chosen right. And screw anyone who didn’t think so. Rowen included.  
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THE FOLLOWING DAY WAS a travel day. We were all trapped on the bus together in what should have been an isolated metal tube rushing down the highway. Thanks to the not so pleasant side of social media, everything that had gone down with Blue was already in the rock ’n’ roll rumor mill.

The arrogant asshole had wasted no time posting a photo of his injuries, crediting Arrow for the work done on his face. Of course he didn’t bother to tell anyone what had really occurred or that he very much deserved to have his face rearranged. Seeing as Blue’s fan base stretched farther and wider than Arrow’s, it didn’t take long for chaos to break out in the comment sections of both bands’ social media pages.

“If that bastard thinks this will be enough to ruin me, he doesn’t know who he’s dealing with,” Arrow muttered at his phone as he scrolled through the madness.

“Forget him. By letting him dominate so much of your time, you’re giving him exactly what he wants. Don’t even think for a second about commenting back to anybody.” Just to be sure, I reached over and plucked the device from his hands. After giving the screen a cursory glance, in which I saw enough crap to make me wince, I tossed the phone into the nearest bag. It might have been Jett’s makeup bag.

We’d cleaned up our bed in the back lounge so it was a couch again. Jett and Sam sat with us, having heard all the gory details over morning coffee. Rowen had heard them too, but he had only lingered in the doorway before disappearing back to the front of the bus. Needless to say, the rest of Arrow’s band was on edge, nervous as to how this might affect them all.

Jett believed it would only do them good. “Are you kidding me? People love shit like this. Fuck Blue Monroe. He deserved it. Maybe it’s time his fan base knew what a piece of shit he is.”

There was a husky element to her voice that indicated the wolf was strong within her. We were embarking on a moon night, and I wasn’t quite sure what I was more nervous about, the fallout from Arrow’s fight with Blue or how Jett would handle herself once it grew dark again.

A few online rock magazines and YouTube channels had already reached out to Arrow via social media in an attempt to hear his side of things. Jordan had strongly discouraged him from speaking with any of them. And I agreed with him.

“A guy like Blue is going to bring about his own demise.” I nudged Arrow’s leg with mine. “Let it happen. We need to figure out who is killing people. That’s more important. It doesn’t feel human to me. Besides, the best thing for Molly’s Chamber right now is for you to stay out of it and not take Blue’s bait.”

“Agreed,” Sam chimed in. He rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw and slid a sidelong glance at Arrow. “Although just for the record, online sales have already started to climb since Blue’s post. He might have done us a favor.”

Maybe Blue’s attempt to screw Arrow’s career would backfire. I left them to discuss it and slipped between the bunks to the kitchen. It had been a while since I’d eaten. After last night I hadn’t had much of an appetite. The first pangs of hunger had me craving the white chocolate macadamia nut protein bar I had stashed in the cupboard.

“I guess I was just a better lay than you, seeing as Storm came back to me for seconds and all,” Paul said as I stepped into earshot.

At first I wasn’t sure to whom he spoke. When Rowen stiffened and turned in his seat at the table to pin Paul with a glare, I suddenly regretted my shitty timing.

“Paul, dude, you have no idea how many times she came. Like I said before, I’m not the type to brag. You think you know everything going on around here, but you don’t know jack shit.” Rowen’s delivery was smooth and precise. He’d never be threatened by a guy like Paul. 

That didn’t stop Paul from continuing his never-ending pissing contest with the guys.

Is that what had taken Rowen so long to come in last night? Had he been in Storm’s bus after leaving the bar?

I didn’t want to know. I wish I’d never had the crap luck to hear this conversation. I dug through the cupboard for my protein bar, shoving other people’s things around. If somebody took the last one, I was going to cut a bitch.

“I know that I fucked her last night, and it wasn’t the first time.” Paul glanced at his buddies, seeking some kind of bro backup. None of them seemed too keen on jumping in.

No, that could not be relief I felt upon hearing that Paul had been with Storm last night instead of Rowen. Not at all. Refusing to acknowledge the guys or their discussion, I smacked a bag of chips in frustration and closed the cupboard.

“Nice timing, Spike.” Looking like the cat who’d caught the canary, Paul sauntered over to squeeze in next to me so he could rifle through the fridge. “Looks like you’re not the only chick on tour making her way through the guys. Think she’ll go for Arrow next? I guess that depends on whether he gets kicked off tour or not for smashing people’s faces in.” 

Without a second thought, I slammed a fist into his shoulder, not at all holding back. “You might want to start worrying about your own face. Because that’s where the next one is going.”

His face crumpled in pain and he grasped his shoulder. “Holy shit, the two of you are vicious. Sid and Nancy indeed.”

A remark like that wasn’t worth acknowledging. Turning to address the rest of the front lounge I asked, “Did one of you idiots eat my protein bar? Ladies excluded of course.” I nodded toward Tash and Rubi who sat across from Rowen at the table, tapping away on their phones, doing all they could to pretend they weren’t here.

Not one of Paul’s guys spoke up. They all kept right on with their video games.

Leaning back in his seat, one leg propped beside him, Rowen held up a crumpled wrapper. “This protein bar? Sorry about that, Spike.” Lifting a brow flirtatiously, Rowen winked a fiery amber eye.

There’s no way he didn’t know it was mine. I’d been eating them for ages. They were always in my cupboard at home. What was he trying to achieve here?

Because I wasn’t sure how to play this, I reached back into the cupboard for the cheese puffs that I knew were Rowen’s. They were a far cry from a protein bar. Whatever point Rowen tried to make, I fired it right back at him. Snatching the entire bag, despite having no intention to eat any of the puffs, I flashed him an impish grin and flounced back to the rear lounge.

When I stepped into the back lounge there was palpable tension. Arrow and Sam both stared at Jett who sat huddled alone across from them on one end of the couch, hands trembling in her lap. As we all watched, her fingernails slowly lengthened into claws.

Using my body to block the doorway, I glanced back to make sure nobody was coming. “Jett? Are you going to be okay? Is there anything we can do?”

When she finally dragged her gaze to mine, it was wolf eyes I saw. “Come in and close the door.” After I did as requested, Jett said in a strangely calm tone, “I need to get off this bus. It’s not so bad right now, but after dark, it just might start to get scary.”

“Oh... shit.” My mind raced. I wasn’t sure exactly what time we would arrive at the next city. “Maybe we can get the driver to stop. Like at a truck stop or something. How much time do you need?”

Her disheveled purple ponytail swung about as she shook her head. Her fingers twisted together, clenching unbearably tight. “I don’t know. A few hours maybe.”

Arrow and I shared a look, heavy with concern and the obvious wariness for the safety of everyone on the bus. But especially for Jett. If she were to expose herself as a werewolf, the repercussions could be a death sentence.

“It will be ok,” I promised her. “Just hang in there. Let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

Jett drew a joint from her bra and sparked it up, the action awkward and clumsy with clawed fingertips. “Yeah, you can keep the rest of those shitheads away from me. Don’t let anybody back here outside of our group.” She dragged heavily on the joint before spewing smoke toward the open window. “That’s the stuff. Takes the edge off a little.”

I grabbed my phone to check the map, seeking out any truck stops we might pass after dark. “There’s something here, Jett. This truck stop, looks like they have room for truckers who need to crash overnight. Seems like it’s pretty much in the middle of nowhere. If we can get the driver to stop, it might be our safest bet.”

“Oh, there’s no if about it. This bus will be stopping one way or another.” Her head fell back against the couch, and she released a long, shaky breath.

In the several years that we’d been best friends, I had seen Jett in rough shape, ready to wolf out and kill anyone who got too close. But in those times, she’d always had somewhere safe to go, a pack to run with, and older, more experienced wolves to rely on. She’d never been trapped on a bus in the middle of nowhere with twelve people she could accidentally kill.

Because I didn’t want her to sense my nerves, I left her with Arrow and Sam and went to the front of the bus to speak with the driver. It took some convincing. Resorting to tales of female woe and monthly cycle illness was enough to get the guy nodding and agreeing, waving a hand to shut me up.

Well, it technically was a monthly cycle. Not a total lie.

It was about two hours after sunset when we pulled into the truck stop. The moon was on the rise. Jett was a nervous bundle of tension, scratching at her skin like she couldn’t wait to get out of it. When our fellow passengers asked why we were stopping, we told them that she was feeling sick and needed a short break outside to get some fresh air.

Also not a lie.

The truck stop consisted of a large parking lot where half a dozen semi-trucks were parked. A small diner and gas station were the only buildings. Everything else was field and highway.

Everyone exited the bus, including the driver who went inside the diner to make use of the washroom and grab a coffee. Once everyone had gone inside, we made our way around to the back of the diner.

Other than a back delivery entrance, it was empty and dark, completely unoccupied. Arrow, Sam, and I accompanied Jett behind the diner while Rowen went inside with the others. He’d promised to keep an eye out, to let us know if anyone came our way. I held my phone tight in one hand, keeping an eye on the screen for his call or text.

Jett broke away from the three of us, needing her space. We all hung back to give it to her. When she began to tear her clothing off, Arrow averted his gaze. Not that Jett cared. Werewolves quickly got over any issues with nudity.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked, staring out across the dark field. “Will you be able to shift back within an hour? I’m not sure how long I can hold the driver off. He’s really sticky about the schedule.”

“Fuck the driver,” Jett grunted, falling to her knees. Still wearing her bra and underwear, she fumbled to remove the offending articles of clothing.

All right then. There was no arguing that. If the driver wanted to come and argue with this crazed werewolf, that was on him.

Jett shed the rest of her clothing and, with a guttural cry, shifted to wolf in one fluid motion. It was a mind fuck to watch. The changes happened to her body so fast it was hard to make sense of. Then it was over, and a sleek brown wolf stood in her place.

In the very same moment, Paul strolled around the side of the diner, opposite from where the three of us stood. “Good time to drop a deuce if you need to. They have a decent shitter here.”

My phone buzzed with Rowen’s warning a moment too late. Paul appeared so suddenly, none of us expected it. Unfortunately, neither did the amped up werewolf. She spun suddenly, hair raising on her back in defense. Sam and I both rushed forward as Jett sprang toward Paul.

Sam got there first. He threw himself between Jett and Paul. She hit him full on, claws raking his chest as she took him down. Paul gave a startled shout and back stepped so fast he almost went down.

In a panic, I grabbed the back of Jett’s furry neck and tried to haul her off. She was stronger than me, and it was near impossible. A roiling ball of shadows nailed her in the side and flung her away. That shook her out of attack mode. Jett took one look at Sam on the ground, the blood seeping through the scratch marks in his shirt. Then she turned tail and ran.

While Arrow helped Sam up and checked his injuries, I gazed after Jett. I couldn’t very well go after her. Wings would be faster than feet, but this wasn’t the time or the place for that.

Because we had a witness. What we had hoped so hard to avoid had just happened.

I turned to find Paul gaping at the three of us, eyes wide in total disbelief. Excitement stole over his face, and his voice quivered with it. “I knew there was something shady as shit about you guys.” 
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“JETT IS A WEREWOLF?” Slapping both hands on his thighs, Paul leaned forward to laugh long and hard. “You know that just doesn’t surprise me as much as it should. Kind of explains a lot about her actually. Now what about the rest of you?”

I exchanged a look with Arrow who merely raised a brow and squinted in thought. Far more chill than me. The last time Paul had discovered something he shouldn’t have, Nova had been there to wipe his memory. We were on our own this time. Unless he decided to pop in, although I didn’t see it happening.

“What about the rest of us?” I repeated. “You seem to be imagining things.” Trying to convince him that he didn’t know what he’d seen wasn’t the best plan, but it was my only plan.

I couldn’t decide if the real problem at hand was Paul witnessing Jett in action or Sam’s injuries. Four long scratches marked his chest. Though they weren’t especially deep, she’d drawn blood, and that’s all it takes. Sam would turn on the next full moon.

“I definitely did not imagine the wolf that just tore out of here, and I’m pretty sure I wasn’t imagining that weird black ball of magic or whatever Arrow threw at her either. So what are you guys? Witches?” Crossing his arms over his chest, Paul seemed to be both impressed and curious. But he wasn’t nearly as afraid as he should have been. Maybe he was in shock.

“Yep, you got us. Just a bunch of witches and werewolves. But now that you know, we’re going to have to kill you.” There wasn’t a shred of humor in Arrow’s tone. So serious he was that he even had me convinced.

Paul’s smile began to fade. “Are you fucking kidding me? Is that why people keep turning up dead? Is it you guys?”

I barely managed not to roll my eyes right out of my head. “No, you moron, it isn’t. But we can’t trust you, and now you know our secret, so we’re going to have to leave you out here in this field.” The words fell out of my mouth before I could stop them.

“Of course you can trust me. Who would I tell? Who would even believe me anyway?” Now Paul showed the first real signs of fear. “Come on, guys. I know things haven’t always been cool with us, but I won’t say a word. I swear.”

Keeping our identity a secret was vital. There was an entire supernatural organization dedicated to that very thing. Pretty much the very first rule of being anything other than straight-up human was don’t let anybody find out. Protect the secret.

“We can’t trust you. There is only one thing we can do with those we don’t trust when they get too close. I’m sure you understand.” It felt wrong in every way to threaten him like this. 

I wasn’t a killer by any means, but our only hope was to frighten Paul into keeping his mouth shut until Nova could deal with him. I didn’t have a backup plan for this type of scenario. This was it.

I advanced on Paul, holding up a hand. A fireball burst to life within my palm.

“Oh, fuck me,” Paul muttered, running both hands over his face like he hoped this was a bad dream he could wake up from. “Spike, please, I swear I won’t say a word to anyone. If I could prove it, I would.”

“Witches and werewolves are just two of many creatures you never thought were real. It just gets crazier from there. If you expose us you’ll draw the attention of many others. They will never let you live. Do you understand?” I stopped close enough for him to feel the heat of the fire in my hand. Never had I used it on a human, and I hoped that I never would.

Paul nodded vigorously, hands held up in surrender. His surprised excitement had given way to raw, real fear. That was more like it. “Anything you say. Anything you want.” Voice higher pitched than I’d ever heard it, Paul pressed his knees together, like he tried to keep from pissing his pants.

I was pretty sure I could have gotten him begging on his knees. Since what I wanted was his silence, not his utter humiliation, I didn’t push it that far. 

Arrow wasn’t content to let Paul off so easy. “I’m not sure that’s good enough.” Eyeing Paul like the turd he was, Arrow moved to block him on the other side, trapping him between the two of us. “If you talk it won’t just be you that we come for. It will be anyone and everyone you care about. Your mom, your sister, your dog. Nobody will be spared. Got it?”

My stomach turned. Arrow’s threat left me feeling sick, but we didn’t have a choice. Keeping Paul quiet was essential. I’d never act out in violence against him, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Yeah,” Paul gasped, face ashen. He twisted his fingers together in a nervous gesture that made my skin crawl. “Got it. Not a word. I swear it.”

“We don’t want to hurt you, Paul,” I said because I felt like I had to. “We’re not bad people. But we have to protect ourselves.”

Arrow chuckled, a sinister sound that made me do a double take. “She’s not a bad person. Me? I wouldn’t make such a claim.”

Aware that he was trembling like a scared little boy, and with good reason, Paul drew himself to his full height. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and met Arrow’s gaze head on. Fear darted through Paul’s eyes. It shone in the glow of the fire in my palm. But something else glimmered there too. The desire to survive. 

“You made your point, Arrow. I’m not going to say shit.” Paul’s chin jutted forward as he tried to save face. “So what are you really?”

“I thought we were going with witches.” With a lazy one shouldered shrug, Arrow looked to me for an opinion. 

Paul pressed his lips tight together, considering the heaviness of the last few minutes. “It doesn’t feel right. I think there’s more to it.”

Telling him the full truth wasn’t an option. Still I didn’t feel content to allow him to draw his own assumptions. No doubt they would be the absolute worst. 

Gnawing my bottom lip, I opted for a partial truth. “Let’s just say that we fight forces far deadlier than we are. Don’t let Arrow fool you. We’re the good guys. But sometimes even the good guys have to do bad things. Just don’t make us do a bad thing, Paul, and we’ll be all good.”

Paul weighed my words, having no choice but to accept them. “Fine. We’re all good. So what’s gonna happen to him?”

He pointed to Sam who paced in a slow circle, muttering beneath his breath. Now that the immediate threat of Paul’s discovery had somewhat been dealt with, I could give my attention to the person who needed it most. 

“Sam?” Gently I said his name. When he didn’t respond, I put myself in his path to force him to a halt. “Are you ok? Can I see?”

He stood there in a numb shock, lips moving but nothing coming out. Finally he managed to say, “I guess it was bound to happen eventually. Right?”

Well, yeah, he was probably right. It didn’t take much for a werewolf to wolf out at the wrong time. High emotion, danger, and even sex could trigger it. According to Jett, of course. Sam had gotten involved with her knowing the risk. Still, I felt for him. I couldn’t imagine what he must have been feeling.

“It’s going to be alright.” It was a promise I wasn’t exactly authorized to make. Patting his shoulder, I glanced at the claw marks slashing through his shirt and cringed inwardly. It could have been any of us. “Really. Everything will be just fine.” 
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BY THE TIME WE ARRIVED in the next city, we were all ready to be free of the tight confines of the bus. It had taken almost two hours for Jett to return. The driver had understandably been irritated by her disappearance. We could only assure him that she’d needed to go for a walk to grab some air and wouldn’t be long. 

After several years driving a bus for musicians, the guy had shaken his head and pulled out a book to read while he waited but only after we promised to take full responsibility for any trouble it may incur with Jordan or anyone else.

Jett and Sam hid themselves away in the back lounge for the rest of the night and the following day. More than once I heard the sound of her soft sobs through the door. She was beating herself up for a mistake that hadn’t been her fault. Through the door Sam’s calm voice reassured her, but that only made her dissolve into bigger sobs.

I could count on one hand how many times I had seen that woman break down. She’d faced so much trial and loss that it had created a stone front. But the rare chosen few were allowed to see the real Jett, the big softy inside. I was honored to be among them. And it killed me that, right now, when my best friend was falling apart, there wasn’t anything I could do.

For the first time since the tour started, Paul spent the day being a decent person instead of an antagonistic jackass. The sudden change in his behavior was almost suspicious. When he retreated to his bunk to grab something from his bag, I trapped him in the tiny hallway.

“You really suck at being inconspicuous, you know that?” I hissed, keeping my voice lower than the sound of video games blasting through the front lounge.

“What? Why?” His phone charger forgotten in one hand, Paul gawked at me uncertainly.

“Don’t you think it’s going to look a little suspicious to your friends and mine that you’re suddenly being all cool and peaceful with us after riding our asses every day of this tour?”

He glanced over my shoulder to where the rest of his band sat swearing at one another over some black ops game. “I suppose so. Can you blame me for being afraid to lip off a girl who can make fire in her hands?”

I waved a hand frantically to shut him up. “Just be normal. Or whatever is normal for you.”

Paul huffed, and a shaggy lock of brown hair flopped about on his forehead. “Forgive me if I don’t know what normal is anymore. Trying to adjust here. The next thing I know I’m going to find out vampires and demons are real. Maybe Bigfoot and Superman as well. This is kind of fucked up, Spike.”

I couldn’t help but laugh a little. He really had no idea. “Ok, well, I can’t vouch for Superman or Bigfoot, but the other two are real, and they are pretty damn terrifying if I do say so myself. But you still have to act normal. Don’t blow this.”

I didn’t have to warn or threaten. He knew the stakes now. When we both returned to the front lounge Paul managed to throw out a few zingers, though nothing as sharp as his usual taunts.

It was a relief when the bus pulled to a stop. We had arrived two hours late. Thankfully it hadn’t affected the schedule too terribly. It just meant that we had to be off the bus and in the venue grounds immediately.

I kissed Arrow and sent him off with his bandmates. Sam emerged from the back lounge with tired, red-rimmed eyes, but he was dressed and ready to play a rock show.

When the bus had almost emptied of people, I went to the back to find Jett applying the last touches of her mascara. Her long purple locks had been perfectly curled. A little black dress clung to her athletic frame. Her makeup had been expertly applied with a careful hand. Everything about Jett was so well put together that I almost couldn’t tell that she was falling apart on the inside.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I leaned in the doorway, watching her paint her lashes into a perfectly curled lift.

A long sigh escaped her. She popped the mascara wand back into the tube and tossed it into her makeup bag. “I’ve never turned anybody. I’ve always been so careful. That’s not easy.”

“Jett, you know it was an accident. We all saw. If it was anyone’s fault, it was Paul’s. He caught you off guard. Of course you went into defense mode. Sam doesn’t blame you, and you shouldn’t blame yourself. You adjusted and so will he. He has you.”

She slipped a few silver bangles onto her wrist and rose from the couch. “I know. But he shouldn’t have to. It shouldn’t have been forced on him this way.”

My head bobbed in a sympathetic nod. I held my arms open in invitation, and she stepped into the hug with a soul weariness I could feel. “Sorry to break it to you, sweetie, but it’s forced on most of us. We have each other though, and that’s why we get through.”

Her lower lip trembled, and she clenched it between her teeth. “What if we can’t do this after all? Live a double life.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that she’d just echoed many thoughts I’d had during the tour so far. Instead, I took her hand and led her through the bunk galley and off the bus. “We’re doing it right now.”

Despite everything Jett had gone through in the past twenty-four hours, she still managed to put on one hell of a show. If anything the recent trauma had fueled her to perform harder and be at her very best. Our set went well. The crowd had been exuberant, making it easy to feed off their energy. I left the stage sweaty and disheveled but satisfied with how we’d pulled it together.

Unfortunately the online rumor mill had continued since Blue posted the photo of his bruised face. Hard-core fans who kept up on that kind of shit now knew it had involved me. I, however, had covered my bruise with makeup. As I walked through the crowd with the girls headed for the beer tent, a few people had the audacity to shout random remarks and questions at me. 

I ignored all of it, knowing it would blow over as these things do. The whole mess paled in comparison to the real matters at hand. I didn’t have the time or energy to waste on such trivial issues. And if Blue was anything at all, it was definitely trivial.

“Dear God, I need a drink.” Swiping a hand over her moist brow, Jett turned to the bartender in the beer tent. “Tequila. Make it a double.”

The bartender looked to me, but I shook my head in response. As much as I’d have loved to drown my worries and stresses in alcohol, someone had to stay clearheaded. It sure wouldn’t be Jett or Arrow.

While we waited for her drink, a small commotion stirred in the lineup behind us. An intoxicated guy shoved into a few people who then turned around to confront him.

“Watch where you’re going, asshole.” A girl with bright blue hair gave him a shove.

He stumbled away, his gaze darting about.

Something about his weird, jerky motions and the way his eyes darted about struck me as oddly familiar. When he turned his head, a chunk of gray in his hair caught my eye. What the heck?

“I’m looking for someone,” the guy muttered. He seemed completely oblivious to the annoyed people he was bothering. “She was just here. Where did she go?”

A balloon of excitement swelled within me as it came together. Paul had the very same gray patch in his hair. Just a day ago he’d been bragging about sleeping with Storm. Just what the hell was she up to?

I was bursting with the need to tell Jett that I’d figured it out. By the time she received her drink, I was ready to drag her away where we could speak privately. Latching onto her arm, I pulled her along until we came to a break in the crowd.

“What the hell, Spike? Slow down; I’m wearing heels.”

“It’s Storm,” I whispered excitedly. More of a shout whisper really. “I don’t know what she is, but she’s the one sucking dudes dry.”

Jett sipped her drink, nodding along as I filled her in on the details. “Alright, so what do we do next? Follow her? Try to get her alone? Or just wait for her to make another move.”

I gazed back in the direction we’d come from, but there was no longer any sign of the guy with the gray-streaked hair. “She’s already made one. Pretty sure we just passed her current victim back there. Whatever she’s doing, she’s been doing it to Paul too.” I paused, needing a moment before I said, “And I’m afraid she’s been doing it to Rowen. They’ve been sleeping together.”

And we’d never even see the signs in his dyed hair. I went cold with the realization.

Like a true friend, Jett held the tequila out to me, persisting until I finally accepted the drink and took a long swallow. Then she stepped into hyperanalytical wolf mode. “That’s a cry for help on Rowen’s part. That dude is not over you. That’s why he’s sticking his dick anywhere he can. Desperate attempts to erase you from his soul.”

“Not helpful, Jett.” I sucked back another exceptionally large drink before handing the cup back to her.

“It’s true though. We all know it, which is probably what kills him the most. He’s a big boy, and he’ll work his way through it. Although, we should probably make sure this man-sucking she devil doesn’t do him in first.”

I pulled my phone out to check the schedule for today. Storm’s band, Zombie Love Affair, usually played just after dark. Right before the headliners. “Should we wait until she plays and try to catch her backstage?” I wondered, thinking the public location might make for a safe place to confront her.

Jett finished off the tequila, swirling the noxious liquid in her mouth before swallowing. “I say we go right to the belly of the beast. If she’s not out here answering the same questions over and over, then she’s probably back at the buses.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” I scuffed the toe of my boot against the dirt. Scanning the media tents, I didn’t see Storm anywhere. “We don’t even know what she is.”

Hooking an arm through mine, Jett pulled me along, tossing her empty cup in a trash bin as we passed. “So let’s go find out.” She dragged me along in her wake, the heels of little issue now that she had a goal.

I did my best to keep up with her lengthy fast strides. “Should we bring Arrow and Sam?”

“Whatever she’s doing, it seems to be affecting the guys. We can handle it.” Jett rarely lacked confidence so her response was expected.

I worried that the events of last night might have shortened her fuse. “That doesn’t mean she can’t kick our asses,” I pointed out.

Jett poked me in the ribs, and I twitched, jumping out of reach. She laughed, a sound that was a little too enthusiastic for my liking. “Come on, don’t you just want to get your hands a little dirty? Unleash a little? All the restraint of being on the road is killing me. Don’t tell me that you don’t feel it too.”

“Ugh, yes. I do. I tried to pick a fight with a demon in a bar the other night. I guess I forgot to tell you that after the commotion with Blue and Arrow. It didn’t work anyway. The demon pretty much ran from me.”

“Look at you,” Jett gushed, smacking me playfully in the arm. “Sending the demons running. Such a badass.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed her off. “Yeah, we’ll see.”

On our way to where the buses were parked in a small lot behind the venue, we passed Blue. Dark sunglasses hid his black eyes. He flaunted the rest of his bruises, wearing them proudly. I readied myself to take a swing at him should he give me a reason, but he merely raised a hand in the sign of the rock ’n’ roll devil horns and kept walking.

“Dirtbag,” Jett muttered beneath her breath.

Storm’s bus was parked near the end of the row next to the vampire’s bus. Atticus was likely still inside, waiting out the final rays of the sun.

I glanced at Jett, finding her gung-ho and eager. I wished I could be half as enthused. Part of me felt gross at the thought of Storm with Rowen. If she’d done something to him... she would have to pay.

We exchanged a look when we stood in front of the closed bus door. Jett inclined her head, nodding for me to knock. I banged on the door before I could second guess our decision to come here.

One of the guys in Storm’s band opened the door. When he heard that we were looking for her, he welcomed us inside. The bus smelled like patchouli and marijuana. He hollered for Storm and plopped down at the table.

Storm emerged from the back lounge, her hair wrapped in a towel, a bathrobe draping her lithe frame. Her gaze landed on the two of us, and she froze. Her full lips spread into an uncomfortable smile. “Spike, I’ve been expecting you.” 
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“OH? AND WHY IS THAT?” I hadn’t expected her to say that. I didn’t like that she’d taken me by surprise right from the get go.

And I certainly didn’t expect her to wave a hand for us to follow her. Storm returned to the back lounge with Jett and I in tow. Even though it went against my instinct to follow a potentially deadly person anywhere of their choosing, I strongly doubted she planned to kill us on her tour bus.

Storm’s bus was not so different from ours, aside from the back lounge which she seemed to have claimed all for herself. Clothing was strewn about. Hair and makeup tools littered the ledge behind the couch. She shoved a few things around to make room on the couch and gestured for us to sit. Then she closed the back lounge door.

“When did you figure it out?” Storm asked, a finely plucked brow raised in curiosity.

“Figure what out? That you’re the one killing men as we move from city to city?” I waited for her nod, shocked that she so readily admitted it. “I didn’t know it was you for sure until today.”

With a nod, Storm sat on one end of the small couch. Its U-shape put us across from each other although there wasn’t really much space between us. “I’m surprised. When I first met you, I thought for sure you would know right away.”

“Why is that?” I tested her, needing to know how much she knew about me.

“You’re a nephilim. A pretty damn powerful one from what I can see. Obviously, that’s why you’re here now, no?” Storm shook her hair out of the towel, letting her damp tresses fall over her shoulders.

This woman was blowing my mind, and I hated every second of it. “I’ll be honest. We’re not sure what you are or why you’re draining men dry. I’d prefer to never have this conversation, but unfortunately you’ve gotten a little close to some of the guys in our circle.”

Storm nodded in total understanding, like it made perfect sense to her that we were concerned and she took no offense. “Seeing as I really have no reason to lie, I have no problem telling you. I come from a very powerful family of spell casters. Witches. Sorcerers. Whatever term you prefer. I knew you were nephilim because I can see your aura. Same with you, wolf girl.”

Most witches carried an air of power. A slight static crackle a little like a vampire’s but without the undead vibes. Even now, sitting so close to Storm, I couldn’t tell that she was anything more than human. She had to have been dampening her magic somehow so as not to be felt.

“How are you hiding your magic?” Jett went right for the throat of the matter.

Studying the self-professed spellcaster, I noticed that she still wore plenty of jewels and stones, even fresh from the shower. And I’d never known a witch that didn’t carry a lot of those. Storm confirmed my suspicion by holding up a wrist wrapped in a bracelet made of deep red stones.

“And the men? What exactly are you doing to them and why?” My voice was hard now. She was still too damn nice. Just like she’d been the first day we met her. Too friendly. Too fucking good to be true.

Storm glanced between the two of us, taking her sweet time. She reached for a hairbrush on the ledge and began to slowly drag it through her hair. “I drain their youth, health, and vitality. I might look twenty-five, but I’ve been around almost as long as the vampire in the next bus. Unfortunately, when you’re human, that kind of thing requires a trade. The spell I use to maintain my youth comes at a price.”

“And there’s no shortage of eager young men at a rock show,” Jett supplied, filling in the blanks.

I was at a temporary loss for words. Knowing what she was doing and that she’d been doing it to Rowen had me almost shaking with fury. If she could see my aura, then she probably already knew that.

“Once I knew Sam and Arrow were romantically involved with the two of you, I stayed away from them. There’s no reason we can’t all carry on this tour as friends.” Blinking heavily lashed eyes at us, Storm seemed to feel that her actions were no big deal. As long as she didn’t suck the life out of another woman’s man.

I was called to fight demons. That didn’t usually include human witches, although it had, yet I still wanted to lay the smackdown on this bitch. “It’s not just them. Rowen and Paul. Everyone on our bus, they are off-limits.” I didn’t owe Paul shit, but he was just a dumbass dude who didn’t deserve what Storm planned to do to him. 

The long brushstrokes through her hair faltered along with her fake ass smile. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you had attachments to them. The way Rowen told it, you and he are long over.” Storm dropped that little grenade with an impish smirk.

My ears rang and my focus tipped. Momentarily disoriented, I struggled to wrap my mind around what she’d just said. They talked about me? Why would he do that?

Demons talked a good game, and they knew how to work your emotions to get inside your head, so these tactics were not new to me. I sat back on the couch, having to shove a sweater aside. Calm and cool. I could play her game.

“We are. But I have an obligation to both him and Arrow. They’re kindred, you know? I would do anything to protect them. Both of them.” I held her gaze, letting the severity of my unspoken promise bore into her. It took a lot to make me want to hurt somebody. Storm had managed to do it with very little effort.

Letting the brush slowly sink to her lap, she held my gaze. “Understood. However, I had no ill intent toward Rowen. I have nothing to gain from killing someone like him. His energy, his life force, it’s beyond human. A man like Rowen could satisfy my needs for a very long time without risk of death. I had hoped to continue my relationship with him off the road as well. Casually, of course.”

Oh, hell no. None of that was happening on my watch.

“Not happening,” I said, short and clipped. “He doesn’t know what you are. If he did, he would never associate with you. I’m not keeping my mouth shut while you play Rowen for a fool.”

Beside me Jett snickered and cocked her head in scrutiny, like she couldn’t believe what a piece of work this woman was. “Wow, this is wild. Spike is going to kick your ass.”

Usually that kind of remark from Jett would have been unwelcome, but she wasn’t wrong. This wicked bitch wanted Rowen as a lover she could feast on. It wasn’t my business who he chose to be with, but this time his life was on the line.

Storm sat unperturbed, crossing one leg daintily over the other. She was confident in her abilities, otherwise she’d never have invited us in and she sure wouldn’t be looking at me like that. “You have no claim on him. I suggest you focus on what you came here to do, as will I. Stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours. I’ll even kill Blue for you. As a gesture of goodwill.” Smoothing down her robe where it gaped open above the knee, Storm clasped her hands together and paused before adding, “I fully intend to see more of Rowen.”

Jett’s hand was suddenly on my arm, and I realized I’d surged forward. “This isn’t about Blue. This is about me protecting my people. My friends. Try me, bitch.”

With an amused smile, Storm reached for a bottle of lotion tossed in the middle of the couch and began to rub it on her hands like this was just girl talk and I wasn’t about to beat her ass. “You should probably go. I have a show to get ready for.”

With a snap of her fingers, the back lounge door opened. Definitely not the most impressive display of power I’d ever seen, but I knew she’d done it to leave me wondering just how much magic she really had.

With a hand firmly on my arm, Jett hustled me out of the lounge and off the bus. She was a great best friend.

“Shit, Spike, I thought you were going to scorch her right then and there.” Jett’s laughter was melodic and comforting. Encouraging as well. Not that I needed any more of that at the moment.

Hurriedly, we walked toward the venue. I had to find Rowen. “I think I was going to. The thought of her hurting Rowen makes me want to kill her.”

“Not to mention the thought of her fucking him.” With a shrug, Jett pulled out her phone to text Sam. “Sorry, but it’s true. I know you’re in love with Arrow, but you’re being territorial as fuck right now. A wolf knows.”

Couldn’t argue that. I would never stand in the way of Rowen moving on and finding the happiness he deserved. But this was not that situation, and I’d be damned before I would stand aside. 

Storm didn’t know who she was messing with, but she was going to find out. 
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“HUH?” ROWEN CONSIDERED what we’d just revealed. “Well isn’t that the damnedest thing?”

After leaving Storm’s bus, Jett and I had sought out the guys where they sat drinking under the beer tent. Gathered around the picnic table, I sat next to Arrow, across from Rowen. Next to me Arrow shook his head and swore, surprised by the revelation that Storm was the man sucker. Rowen, however, didn’t appear all that surprised nor did he appear nearly concerned enough.

“Yeah, actually it is.” Twirling an unlit cigarette between her fingers, Jett regarded Rowen with thinly veiled scrutiny. “She’s literally sucking the life from you, dude, and you don’t think that’s a problem?”

Rowen’s brow lifted, and the corner of his mouth curved in a sly smirk. I saw the unsavory thought flit over his face, a filthy remark he somehow suppressed. “Then I guess I probably shouldn’t accept her invitation to spend the night on her bus.”

I wasn’t touching that one. It wasn’t my place.

Arrow, however, didn’t have a problem jumping in and bossing his brother around. “Dude, no, you’re not fucking doing that. She’s already killed. You should probably take this seriously.”

“And you should probably mind your own business. Let me handle mine. Doesn’t sound like she plans to kill me anytime soon anyway.” Tipping a plastic cup of whiskey to his lips, Rowen effectively dismissed Arrow. He set the cup back down hard on the picnic table, waiting expectantly for Arrow’s retort.

I suspected Rowen had started drinking a while ago. He was a grown-ass man who could do as he pleased. But if he kept carrying on with Storm, knowing what she was up to, then we would have problem. It wasn’t only his safety on the line. Storm was a menace leaving bodies in her wake. It wasn’t like him to make such reckless choices. It was worrisome.

“What’s gotten into you, man?” Arrow didn’t beat around the bush. He was one for calling people out on their shit. “You’re being a bit of a dick lately.”

Below the table I gave Arrow’s thigh a warning squeeze. The two of them could go from best friends to rival siblings in a breath, and then right back again. It put me on edge because I often felt it was my fault that the rift between them had grown.

A tense silence descended over the table as the two of them stared hard at one another. I squirmed in my seat, unable to sit still. We had to do something about Storm. She couldn’t be allowed to continue preying on unsuspecting people.

“Nothing is wrong with me. Just trying to live my best life here, if that’s ok with all of you.” Drunk and surly was not a good look for Rowen. He sat there stubbornly with no respect for the danger Storm put him in or appreciation for our concern. “On that note, I’m going to go. You guys are bringing me down.” Smashing a fist on the empty plastic cup, Rowen flattened it against the table and walked away.

Arrow was not the type to sit quietly in the face of such a challenge. He was up, off the bench, and gone before I could stop him. He caught Rowen’s shoulder and jerked him around hard. Rowen’s fists clenched but he didn’t throw one yet. Jett and I were on our feet, ready to break it up. They hadn’t engaged in a physical conflict in some time, and I didn’t want that to change.

“Get off me, Arrow,” Rowen snarled, raising a fist in warning.

“Not until you stop acting like a drunk asshole. Take a look around, bro. There’s a thousand places you could put your dick. Is it really worth risking your life just to bang a chick like Storm?” Not the classiest delivery but Arrow made a good point. He released Rowen’s shoulder and dropped both hands to his sides in a show of peace.

Jett nudged me and pointed to a small group of fangirls clustered several feet away. They had taken notice of the brothers and were watching their exchange with keen interest.

“What fun would life be without a little risk?” Rowen countered. “Maybe I just want to play in the dark a little. I mean, it’s good enough for Spike, right? Can’t be all that bad.”

It stung that he always tried to diminish my feelings for Arrow. A remark like that deserved a slap. Still, I knew it was mostly the alcohol talking. Not that the sentiment wasn’t real, but Rowen wasn’t usually so straight up shitty.

Arrow crossed his arms and shifted his weight from foot to foot. I got the feeling he was trying to keep from throwing the first punch. “Say whatever the hell you want about me but leave Spike out of it. She doesn’t deserve that crap and you know it. You obviously have some shit going on. If you want to take it out on me, go right ahead. I’m standing right here.”

The arrogant manner in which Arrow thrust out his chin had Rowen stepping forward to close the gap between them. That’s when I saw one of the watching girls raise her phone to take a picture.

I shoved my way between the two guys, gently pushing them away from one another. In a low voice I said, “That’s enough guys. People are watching and they’ve got cameras. Let’s try to keep personal things exactly that, shall we?”

Seeing as there was enough social media drama going on currently, they both backed off. Rowen booked it out of there pretty damn quick.

“Just let him go,” I told Arrow when he rocked forward like he might follow. “He’s a big boy. He can make this decision for himself.”

Jett sidled up to us and leaned in close so as not to be overheard. “The problem isn’t Rowen. It’s her.”

Arrow nodded his agreement. “So we deal with her. Put the fear in her any way we have to. And this time I’m coming.”

The buses pulled out right after the show ended. Needing more time to get to the next city, we would be traveling through the night. And just as he’d said, Rowen spent the ride on Storm’s bus.

Of course it bothered me. Not because of what he was doing with her but because it was so damn reckless. Rowen wasn’t the reckless type. In fact, he was such a play-it-safe kind of guy that he’d broken my heart at the request of a demon because he believed it was the safest way. This new unhinged Rowen, I didn’t like him much. That sucked because I loved him. I always would in my own way, and I wanted better for him.

I wasn’t as bothered as Arrow. Several times throughout the night he muttered about Rowen. What an idiot he was, how he was supposed to be the smart one, the level-headed one. Arrow didn’t know how to respond to Rowen’s behavior.

That was because Rowen had spent their entire friendship being the solid one of the two. He’d kept Arrow alive and cleaned up numerous messes for his brother. Now the tables had turned and Arrow was at a loss.

“Hey, it’s ok. We all have this phase, don’t we? Being stupid and reckless. Rowen can take care of himself. You know that.” We both lay awake in the darkness of the back lounge, listening to the sound of the highway beneath the bus wheels. I lay with my head on Arrow’s chest, lulled by the rise and fall of his breath.

Arrow’s heartbeat was steady beneath my cheek, relaxing in its rhythmic pattern. He pushed a hand gently through my long tresses. “He’s doing this shit because of us. Because we’re together.”

Beneath the sheets, I pressed tight against Arrow, marveling at how perfect he felt beside me. Skin on skin, I still couldn’t get enough. “I know. But that’s his problem, not ours. Rowen is responsible for his own decisions. That includes the consequences of them. It’s not on us.” It crushed me to say those words because I meant them. 

Arrow’s arms tightened around me. “I’ve never seen him like this before. I can’t help but feel like I have to do something. I feel like I’m failing him.”

Even though I could only see him faintly in the waning moonlight that slipped through the window, I tipped my head up, seeking his face. “Oh, Arrow, no, of course you’re not. There’s only so much you can do. You’re by his side ready to love and support him, and that’s the most important thing. If he’s not ready to accept that from either of us, then we have to respect that. Rowen just needs to let it out somehow. He’ll come around.”

I didn’t need to see his face clearly to know that Arrow wrestled with guilt and anguish. His usually seductive low timbre was rife with it when he tentatively asked, “But what if he doesn’t?”

I lay my head back down and simply held tight to my paramour, trying to give him the comfort I could not provide with words. I had no answer to that question. 
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ARROW WAS ALREADY UP having coffee by the time my alarm went off. I stumbled out to the cramped kitchen to try and make my way into the coffee line. He was sitting at the table, scowling at his phone.

“Did you even sleep last night?” I asked, ignoring Paul who tried to usher me ahead of him in the wait for the Keurig.

With a shrug, Arrow held up his coffee mug. “This is my second.”

He waited for me to finally join him at the small table before showing me his phone and the series of texts he’d sent Rowen. There had been no reply. Arrow’s brow furrowed in unspoken worry.

“He’s fine,” I said quietly. “He’s just trying to make a point. Which we’ve received. I’m sure he’ll be back in no time.”

Right on cue, the bus door opened, and Rowen sauntered in like the fox who’d just raided the henhouse. With a self-satisfied grin, he squeezed through the front and headed for his bunk without so much as a glance in our direction.

Once Rowen had disappeared into the tiny shower, Arrow turned to me with this dark spark in his eyes. “This shit stops tonight.”

There wasn’t much I could say to that with Paul’s band crowded around us. Whatever Arrow was thinking, I wasn’t sure I’d like it if the look on his face was anything to go by.

“Don’t do anything impulsive. I have a local radio interview to get to before we play. Text me when you have some free time. We’ll talk to Rowen together.” After giving Arrow a kiss on the cheek, which turned into a few on the lips, I retreated to the back lounge where Jett and the girls were getting ready.

I still wasn’t sure how we should deal with Storm. Although she was more than human, she still fit the description. I was light, and killing humans was not in my job description. Again I wanted to try to bring Cinder or Nova in on this, but I couldn’t help but feel like it was something we needed to prove we were capable of handling on our own. We weren’t a bunch of ragtag kids that needed a babysitter.

When I stepped off the bus, I was able to get a look at our latest location. The travel made me feel incredibly detached from the destination. But when we stepped out to find a field hedged by a small forest instead of the city, I was pleasantly surprised. 

I could see the back of the stage in the distance. People already gathered in a field in front of it, waiting for the first band to start. Smaller cities with rural festival locations were always worth the trip. Back home we had a similar location, though the rock festival had long since been shut down after too many deaths and injuries. Only the country music festival remained.

That’s rock ’n’ roll for you. I guess rockers were just born to be bad. Some worse than others of course.

“Son of a bitch,” Jett muttered upon taking in the sight. “We couldn’t have played this place the night of the full moon? Figures.”

The day went quickly as they often did now. For the most part all interviews and fan interactions went smoothly with little drama or negativity. Aside from the one teenage girl who unashamedly asked me as I signed her T-shirt if it was true that I had dated “those two hot guys” from Molly’s Chamber. Without waiting for a response, she had then asked who was better in bed.

I left that encounter reeling, wondering when the hell people had gotten so entitled as to believe they deserved that information. Not only that but it wasn’t anybody’s damn business what had gone on between the three of us personally. I’d thought the politics and rumor mill of the immortals was tiresome, but this really took it to a whole new level of uncool.

“When are you going to just up and pop one of these chicks, Spike?” Jett’s question was met with laughter from Rubi and Tash. “I admire your self-restraint. You probably don’t have a bad bone in your body.”

“Only Arrow’s on occasion,” Tash giggled with a toss of her long red hair.

Jett nodded approvingly. “Nice.”

I laughed half-heartedly as they took turns making inappropriate comments, but inside I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that this was all wrong. Gazing around at the festival, it became increasingly clear that even though I had everything right here that I’d been dreaming of for so many years, something was missing.

For so long I’d clung to my human side. My human dreams. There was nothing wrong with having them or chasing them. But they were only part of all that I was. Every day I felt it more poignantly. The side of me that was angel blood, it was suppressed here. Stifled in a way that it never should have been.

By the time we were finally free of obligations, I’d just missed Molly’s Chamber’s set. Seeing as they’d performed without incident, as far as I knew, the guys must be getting along to some extent. There were no messages from Arrow on my phone yet though, and I wanted to touch base with him before he could do anything rash. Something about the determination he’d worn this morning had me concerned. Arrow felt pressured to protect his brother from himself. There was no telling how he might decide to do that.

A quick check of the schedule, and I knew that Storm would be hitting the stage later in the evening. So if she wasn’t out here sucking the life out of random dudes, she’d be in her bus hiding out as she seemed to do.

After parting ways with Rubi and Tash, I dragged Jett along with me in search of either Arrow or Storm. When Jett tried Sam he’d told her that he was near the stage and Arrow wasn’t with him.

Even though the last thing I wanted to do was look at her smug face, I went to Storm’s bus. To my surprise one of the guys in her band informed us that she wasn’t there. He wasn’t sure where she’d gone.

As we walked away, I turned to Jett with a brow raised. “Think you can track him? I’m afraid he tried to get her alone.”

“In this form? Maybe. It might be easier to sniff out Storm’s noxious perfume.” She raised her nose to the air.

My gaze landed on the thatch of trees behind the buses, and my skin crawled. “I have a really bad feeling about this.”

Following my gaze, Jett started toward the trees. I hesitated before going after her, glancing back to see if anyone watched. It was the closest place that offered a sense of privacy. Though not a true forest by any means, the trees were thick enough for someone to disappear into should they want to get lost.

The deeper into the treed area that we went, the more my sick feeling grew. When we came across a shred of torn black fabric clinging to some brush, I swallowed hard, steeling myself for anything.

Jett plucked the fabric from the brush and gave it a sniff. “Definitely Storm’s. I don’t think they’ve gone far.”

All I could think about was how Arrow had killed before. It wasn’t something that defined who he was to me, and I never wanted it to be. Whatever he was up to, I had to stop him.

“So just out of curiosity, Spike, what exactly do we plan to do with this woman? I mean, if you don’t plan to kill her, then how do you expect this to stop? She’ll just keep preying on guys who cross her path. Rowen included.”

I came to a stop, needing a moment to clear my head. The sound of birds singing and chirping in the trees above made it easy to forget there was a city nearby. It was calming and peaceful. Jett seemed to revel in it.

“Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve never dealt with this kind of thing before without some kind of guidance. Do you think I should call Cinder in on this?”

I trusted Jett’s opinion, but I also knew her well enough to anticipate her response. Sucking the edge of her lip into her mouth, she mulled it over. “No, I don’t think so. There are going to be a lot of times in this life when you have to make a call without him. Why not this one?”

She was right and that sucked. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a little anxious. What if I made the wrong choice? Or what if it wasn’t even my choice to make? Who’d appointed me the leader?

“Maybe we can find a way to get her to back off of Rowen. We only have a couple weeks left on the tour. She lives in L.A. I doubt she’ll really make the trip to see him.” I started to babble. I was not prepared for this situation. We were supposed to be here for some rock ’n’ roll and good times. I hadn’t signed on for this.

Except that I had. Demons were my usual, but dark people up to no good were my duty too. I knew that if it was me or some ancient witch, I would choose me and everyone I loved, even if my friends were acting like assholes.

“Now you’re just talking crazy talk. Come on. Let’s find them. As for what happens, Storm is the one who will choose how this goes down.” Jett led the way, pausing every few steps to sniff around.

Once she started moving faster, I knew she’d picked something up. We broke through a cluster of thick brush to find Storm standing over Arrow. On his knees with blood trickling from one nostril, he spat on her shiny black boots.

My heart fell along with my stomach into my toes. 

Storm didn’t seem surprised to see us. In one hand burned a brilliant green orb. “Must be handy having a werewolf around to track people down,” she said, all sass and attitude. “Did you send him? Or did you come to stop him?”

She didn’t give us a chance to answer. Storm hauled off and kicked Arrow hard in the face. The toe of her leather boot split open a gash beneath his eye.

The witchy orb in her hand should have deterred me. Nothing did. I snapped. I went at her hard enough to take us both down to the ground, rolling in a tangle of limbs. She lost control of the orb in the process, and it flickered out.

I threw my fist in her face, nailing her twice. On the third punch she caught my fist and twisted. I twisted with her, grabbing her forearm with my free hand and twisting her with me. It freed me of her hold and put her in mine.

Storm let out a shriek. Something in the very sound shook my bones. When the Latin started spewing from between her lips, I knew bad things would follow. Abandoning the physical fight, I rolled to my feet and braced myself, a fireball burning in both hands.

A strange but brilliant green lit up Storm’s hands. It drifted from her, creeping across the ground to where Arrow now stood next to Jett. Warily, he watched it lash out at him. Like electrified barbed wire, it wrapped around him, squeezing like a snake. A pained cry burst from him, and he would have gone down if Jett hadn’t grabbed him.

I was pretty sure the psycho bitch was trying to drain my lover dry right in front of me. If I questioned the morale of taking on Storm before, I sure as hell wasn’t now. I let both fireballs go, one right after the other.

She erected an energy barrier in time to protect her from both of them. “I gave you the opportunity to avoid a showdown. You’re not the first person to try to stop me. I haven’t survived this long by taking orders from others. I don’t give a damn if your daddy was an angel. You’re not superior to me, and I’ll gladly leave you here to be found from an unfortunate drug overdose, just like the others.” Her sweet and sincere mask had slipped, revealing the true monster beneath.

“You’ve gotta go, bitch.” The late afternoon sun didn’t allow Arrow a lot of room to use shadow. But there was always some shade to be had somewhere. The shadows between the trees crept forward, obeying his unspoken command.

“So that’s how you want to do this? Fine with me.” Storm dropped her barrier. With some kind of witchy command word, she projected a stream of green light at both me and Arrow. But since she couldn’t take all three of us at once, that left Jett wide open.

The strange light slapped me in the chest, stealing my breath. It choked off my airflow, threatening to suffocate me.

Jett dove for the witch, both tackling and slashing. She took Storm down, and the two of them grappled for control. Jett slashed sharp claws across Storm’s chest, aiming for her throat, but Storm kept her forearms up, blocking the attack. There would be no turning on next full moon for Storm. We couldn’t let her live to see it.

Arrow angled closer to the two of them, seeking an opening. His ability to temporarily freeze people in place could be incredibly handy at the right time. This was one of those times. Too bad he couldn’t get a clear shot with Jett on top of Storm.

I moved close to him, ready to have his back. When Storm shouted a Latin word, the resulting blast threw all three of us back like a small explosion.

Storm got to her feet, blood running down her chest to seep into her dress. “Do you have any idea how much I paid for this dress? Bitch.”

Not quite the concern of somebody with all their marbles intact. I suspected the many long years of working this youthful magic had taken its toll on Storm’s mind. She stood there seething, arms raised, hands crackling with power. Wary of her barriers, I held off on the fire. It wouldn’t serve me here. Lobbing useless shots back and forth with the witch wasn’t the way to win this.

Jett and I exchanged a glance. This chick was nuts. Because I was never without it, I still had the demon feather tied into the underlayers of my hair that gave me the ability to harness the ice element. I’d learned how to manifest weaponry out of ice. Sliding a hand into my hair to touch the feather, I absorbed its power. Then I launched half a dozen razor-sharp ice shards at Storm.

Several of them embedded themselves in her torso. She gave a startled cry and then proceeded to pluck them out like they were but thorns. Blood ran from the wounds but she seemed oblivious. I wondered how much this woman could take. Because she sure didn’t seem to be reacting like a regular human.

Arrow took advantage of the distraction to freeze her in place. It didn’t hold powerful types for all that long. So we moved fast.

Shadows coiled around her limbs, creeping up to wrap around her neck. Jett moved in close with a hand raised, ready to slash through her artery. A sound in the bushes nearby made us pause and look at one another fearfully.

I don’t think any of us were expecting Blue Monroe to step into view. He was alone but currently in the process of zipping up his pants. He must have just left a groupie after sneaking away for a quick screw in the woods. He gaped at the four of us, freezing when he saw the blood covering Storm.

“What the hell is—?”

Storm was on him in a heartbeat. Her hands filled with green light, she grabbed Blue and jerked him close. With her mouth hovering over his, she drew on his life force. Hard and fast, she gave him no chance to escape. Right before our eyes she drained him just like she had the other victims.

Blue’s eyes widened and his mouth opened, but no sound came out. His body seemed to sink in on itself, growing more frail as we watched. Strand by strand his hair began to turn gray. It all happened within seconds. One minute Blue was alive, and the next he was an empty husk in the dirt.

Storm turned to Arrow with a devilish smile that was even more macabre due to the blood staining her front. “Your turn.”

Taking from Blue seemed to have strengthened her. Even her wounds had stopped bleeding.

Storm didn’t go directly for Arrow though. She decided to start with everything standing between him and her, namely Jett and me. Throwing both hands up and aiming for the two of us, she nailed us with searing green magic.

Much stronger than the last shot she’d thrown my way, the magic crushed my lungs, sucking at my life force. I did the only thing I could. I launched a fireball at her face.

It nailed her dead on. Her assault stopped as she turned her focus to slapping the flames as they licked at her hair and clothing. Jett was on the ground, shaking from the magical attack. Arrow and I seemed to be bouncing back from it faster. Noted. It was something Storm might take note of as well.

I moved to block Jett. Arrow stood several feet away, forcing Storm to glance between us in order to keep us both in view. I’d known a handful of witches in my time so far, and I learned that no two were alike. There was no way to judge her stamina or strength other than to engage. I was starting to think we should have come at this from another angle. But it was too late for that now.

Getting too close was dangerous, so we were left to fight straight up supernatural style. Not exactly something any of us should be doing. Storm wanted to finish this, so we would finish it... somehow.

Unfortunately, Arrow’s ability to freeze someone in place worked better the closer he was to them. The shadows drifted from him, seeking an opening before wrapping around Storm’s ankles. With an angry shriek she shot a blast of magic at them, and they skittered away like frightened animals.

With one hand Storm erected a barrier to block anything coming from my direction. Using her free hand she aimed the next shot at Arrow. The shadow dragon he’d recently learned to manifest burst out in front of him to block the attack. Due to the remaining daylight the dragon wasn’t nearly as solid or large as I’d seen it, but it still managed to do the job. I’d come to see the dragon as a manifestation of Arrow’s inner turmoil. It only exploded out when he was really pissed off.

But Storm’s next attack overpowered the dragon, and it disappeared like it had never been there. Watching with mounting frustration due to the barrier she’d placed between us, I found myself wishing for the Midnight Star. It had hacked through a demon’s energy wall, and I knew it would hack through hers as well. Too bad it was back home, hundreds of miles away. A big-ass sword wasn’t exactly the kind of thing one could easily bring on tour. Not to mention that not for a moment had I anticipated that we’d find ourselves in such a situation.

Storm turned her full attention on Arrow. Whatever it was that she wanted most, she wanted it from him. As she threw attack after attack in his direction, she took slow, steady steps toward him. Arrow used the shadows to the best of his ability to block her shots, but too many of them landed.

I rushed toward her, ready to take her down with a tackle if necessary. But my attempts were immediately thwarted when she continued to hold that one hand in my direction. As I moved, her barrier moved with me, forever keeping me at a distance.

Every fireball I threw hit the barrier and went out. My frustration mounted as I watched Storm bring Arrow once again to his knees. Behind me, Jett struggled to her feet, a hand on her head.

“Stop,” I shouted, my voice ringing with panic. I couldn’t lose him so soon after finding him.

Storm spared me a small impish grin and a wink. “It’s too late to stop now, sweetie. You brought this on yourself.”

As she bent down in front of Arrow, he tried to throw himself out of reach. She’d weakened him, making him easy prey.

A scream built in my throat. Horror filled me as she leaned in close. I thought I was dreaming when Rowen burst through the trees behind her.

He grabbed Storm by both shoulders and roughly flung her away from Arrow. His hands were alive with the angelic white lightning he possessed. Without giving her a chance to recover, Rowen was on her. Grasping her head tight with both hands, he fed that brilliant light into her.

Storm’s screams filled the otherwise quiet treetops. The birds had ceased singing. My own shriek died out before it could spill forth. Rooted to the spot, I watched with apprehension as Rowen continued that steady flow of celestial light.

Storm made meager attempts to fight back. She lashed out at Rowen with magic and fists, but he’d gotten the jump on her. Ready for her, he drew hard on the well of power that lived inside him. So much so that his wings burst out behind him.

One of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen.

Together Jett and I helped Arrow to his feet. Other than being dazed and weakened, he seemed fine. 

The three of us watched in strained silence as Rowen killed Storm. She lay on the ground beneath him, thrashing about. Her attempts to dislodge him grew weaker until finally she just lay there. But Rowen didn’t stop. Not until she was good and truly dead.

On one hand I was shocked, but on the other it didn’t surprise me that he’d gone to a place I wasn’t sure I’d be able to go.

Rowen glanced around as he shoved to his feet. His fiery gaze landed on Blue’s body. Something like uncertainty flicked across his face. “Are you guys ok?”

I nodded, afraid to speak because that would make this whole surreal nightmare incredibly real.

Rowen didn’t wear that same shell-shocked expression the rest of us wore. His wings disappeared from sight as he stepped back to really examine the scene. “I guess we need to do something about this,” he said, gaze darting to me. “It might be best to just burn it all.” 
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WITHIN HOURS BOTH STORM and Blue were reported missing by their tour managers. When asked, both Jett and I claimed that we never did find Storm after our visit to her bus. Everything had gone down without witnesses except for the groupie girl Blue had been with in the trees. She hadn’t seen anything but she had heard screams. It led authorities to search the woods where they found absolutely nothing.

Because Storm had ties to so many people, including a plethora of lovers, suspicion had gravitated to those she had conflict with, including Blue. Seeing as they were both missing, authorities assumed it was related. Once they asked around and the stories about Blue’s behavior started, it just snowballed from there.

Naturally, I had been incredibly reluctant upon hearing Rowen’s idea. Afraid the fire would rage out of my control, I’d been hesitant.

“It’s your fire, Spike. It will do whatever you tell it to do.” Rowen’s support and encouragement guided me through the process of one of the most screwed up things I’d ever had to do.

With careful concentration, I used my fire to destroy the remains of both bodies. So precise was the fire under my control that it left the earthly floor barely singed. My control and strength had come a long way since coming into my full power. I still didn’t know all that I might be capable of, but quickly I realized that I would soon find out. Especially if I wanted to survive. Our kind weren’t known for our longevity because we so rarely reached midlife.

When the night went on and the remainder of the show had to be canceled, the promoter made a last-minute decision to kill the rest of the tour. We would all be going home.

The bus ride home was long and somber. Nobody outside the four of us knew what had happened, and we would keep it that way. However, it didn’t lessen the sting of having our musical dream stomped on by the calling we had never asked for.

Perhaps the only benefit of the tour being canceled was that the rumor mill on social media shifted its focus from Arrow to the possibility that Blue and Storm had been romantically involved. People speculated that someone had come after them or that maybe Blue had done something to Storm and then fled. As much as I hated to see it, I felt better knowing we were in the clear. I dreaded returning home to tell Cinder about this, if he didn’t already know.

I caught Rowen alone in the hallway between the bunks. “Can we talk for a minute?”

Although he seemed reluctant, he allowed me to steer him into the back lounge, which was currently empty. I’d asked everyone to give me a few minutes alone with him.

“What’s up?” Rowen plopped down on one end of the couch, leaning back and crossing one leg over the other. It was all too casual and composed. How could he not be a wreck of nerves like I was right now?

“How did you know where to find us?” I sat awkwardly across from him so as not to get jostled by the motions of the bus.

“I followed Arrow when he lured Storm into the woods there. I lost them until I heard the screaming.”

I nodded and picked at a loose string on my jeans. “You were so ready to take her down. Why is that? You didn’t seem too concerned about her the last time we spoke.”

Because I did know Rowen pretty well, he didn’t try to lie to me. Shoving a hand through his floppy turquoise hawk, he said, “I knew Storm was the one killing people before you told me. I figured it out the first time I was with her. I thought that if I stayed close maybe she wouldn’t turn her attention to anyone else and I’d get a chance to stop her.”

Since we’d hit the road home, I’d been mulling it over. I’d come to the conclusion that Rowen had planned to kill Storm by himself. “Then why did you get pissed off when we warned you about her? You seemed hell-bent to carry on with her anyway.” I got a little nervous asking that question because it tread too close to being none of my business.

Rowen considered me heavily for a moment. The weight of his amber gaze pinned me to the couch. “I was going to handle it. You don’t have blood on your hands. I wanted to keep it that way.”

I’d always wondered how far Dash had pushed Rowen during their time together. Going dark for that time had put Rowen in a terrible position, and I knew he’d had to do terrible things. Though I hadn’t known just how bad. The revelation crushed me. 

Everything he’d done had been to protect me. Even now.

“Thank you,” I said softly. “That means a lot to me. You didn’t have to handle that alone. We’re supposed to be in this together. All of us.”

Rowen shrugged, his expression perfectly neutral and impossible to read. Only the constant movement of his foot betrayed his nerves. “We are. That’s why I made the choice I made. Don’t rip me a new one over it.” The corner of his mouth curved in a hint of a grin.

It wasn’t a joke that I could get on board with though. I couldn’t even fake a laugh. “No worries. You’re safe this time.” Certain that I had shock, anguish, and guilt splashed over my face like paint thrown at a canvas, I swallowed hard around the lump that had formed in my throat.

Reading me like an open book, Rowen leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees. He studied me for a moment before saying, “I can’t wait for the day when you can be around me without crawling out of your skin. I miss that.” Then he stood up and left me alone in the back lounge with my thoughts and the rumble of the highway beneath me.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


[image: image]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]


IT WAS ALMOST THREE in the morning when Arrow and I arrived back at my apartment. A day and a half of travel crammed onto the bus with everyone else had left us tired, cranky, and more than ready to be home. Too lazy to drag our things up the stairs, we piled into the elevator and rode up to the second floor.

I was fantasizing about dropping face first into my bed when I slid the key into the lock and turned the deadbolt. The second the door cracked open, the heavenly aroma of bacon, eggs, and pancakes slapped me in the face. Immediately, my mouth began to water.

Cinder bustled about the kitchen, filling plates with food and brewing tea. He glanced up at our arrival with a smile. “I thought maybe you could use something homecooked. I imagine you haven’t been eating well on the road.”

I couldn’t have asked for a better welcome home. Dropping my bags in the doorway, I kicked off my shoes and flung myself at Cinder, almost upsetting a dish in the process.

“This is amazing. Thank you. I can’t tell you how happy I am to be back. I know it was only two weeks, but it feels like I’ve been gone forever.” After hugging him until he grunted, I pulled back to find that familiar glint in his eyes. “I assume you know everything?”

Cinder nodded and gently pushed me aside so he could grab the kettle before it squealed. “Everything except for your side of the story.”

Arrow sauntered in behind me, and the two of them exchanged greetings. It had taken Arrow quite some time to warm up to Cinder. They still didn’t always see things eye to eye, but Arrow had accepted that Cinder possessed a wisdom that we never would and it was always in our best interest to trust him.

We gathered at the table in the small dining area off the living room. While Cinder munched on a strip of bacon, he listened to the two of us relay everything involving Storm.

“All things considered, I think you handled it pretty well. Although I’d like to talk to Rowen about his role in all this. It sounds like he’s struggling with his transition back to our side.” Friendly violet eyes studied me as I chewed a piece of pancake. I suspected there was more he would have said regarding Rowen if Arrow hadn’t been present.

“I think it’s more than that.” Arrow shoved the eggs around his plate with his fork. “I think he’s having a hard time getting over Spike.”

Because I wasn’t sure how to address that I only added, “He’s been drinking a lot. Partying harder than usual. None of my business really but of course I’m worried about him. I don’t want to see him self-destruct.”

Cinder nodded his short trendily cut head of hair. “I’ll talk with him. You two look like you could use some sleep. Get some rest and I’ll see you soon.”

Something about being so close to my bed made the exhaustion hit that much harder. Arrow and I dragged ourselves through the shower before flopping into bed.

“Damn, does this feel good. I missed it.” Pulling me into his arms, Arrow snuggled up close behind me and was very quickly snoring softly.

We slept the rest of the night and the following day away. Not once did we see the sun.

“Should we go to Spirit tonight?” Arrow asked when we finally dragged ourselves from the bedroom. He wore an expression that said he very much did not want to go to The Spirit Room.

I understood his reluctance. A lot of people knew us in the city, and surely they would have many questions regarding the fight with Blue followed by his unfortunate disappearance. I wasn’t too keen on facing that tonight either.

“Let’s just stay in tonight. All of that can wait. It will still be there when we finally show up.” I moved about the kitchen, refilling the coffee maker with fresh water. “I’ll just pop around the corner to the grocery store and grab a few things. I’m out of pretty much everything good.”

“Want me to come with you?” Arrow lay sprawled on the couch with the TV remote in one hand. It was going take us a few days to bounce back.

I gave my head a shake and selected the largest mug from the cupboard. I needed all the caffeine I could get. “No, it’s cool. I’ve got it. Why don’t you give Rowen a call and check in with him? I worry about him being alone so much in that apartment.”

After finishing my coffee, I slipped on a hoodie and a pair of running shoes. Grabbing the keys to Arrow’s BMW, which sat parked in the underground parking lot, I headed out for a few supplies.

The closest grocery store was in my neighborhood, easy and convenient to stop in as needed. With a basket in hand, I made my way through the store, grabbing enough food items to get me through a few days of much needed rest.

In the deli a delicious-looking deluxe pizza caught my eye. I angled in to check out the price. In the metal border on the front of the shelf, I caught the distorted reflection of a man with black and white hair behind me. I whirled around to find the Dragon King himself standing close enough to touch.

The basket in my hands fell, dumping its contents all over the floor at my feet. I knew that I should react like a normal person and start picking things up, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Flint.

“Did I catch you off guard, firefly? Sorry about that. Let me help you.” Acting like the gentleman that I knew he was not, Flint bent down to retrieve my groceries.

A tremble shook me. Appearing nothing but human, Flint wore a dark suit of fine material. And much to my horror and dismay, he also wore an eye patch.

“What are you doing here?” I stammered, taking the basket carefully when he passed it back to me.

“Why, I just wanted to congratulate you, of course.” The smile he wore was both friendly and vicious. Everything about it felt like a lie. Nothing about him could be trusted.

Taking the bait, because it seemed like the safest way, I countered with, “Congratulate me on what?”

Flint let his one good eye roam over me. From my toes, he worked his way up to my face. It was a tactic meant to put me on edge, but I wasn’t sure how much closer to the edge I could safely get.

“On your spectacular failure at playing human. Did you really think that would work?” With those words Flint confirmed what I’d suspected. He had been watching me while I was away from home.

Being in the grocery store at this time of night meant that nobody was close enough to overhear our conversation. Although it was a public place with cameras, that small sense of safety would end the second I walked out the door.

“I knew that was you I saw lurking about. Why do you care so much, Flint? Don’t you have a hoard of treasure to be protecting?” It was a sassy remark but I didn’t care. Just because the Dragon King scared the crap out of me didn’t mean I was going to act like a frightened mouse.

“Don’t you have a great rebellion to be forming?” He stunned me speechless with that one.

Wide eyed like a deer in the headlights, I responded with a foolish, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Flint’s chuckle felt like ice in my bones, threatening to break me apart from the inside out. “Come on now, firefly; don’t play with me. You came into my home and got my attention. Naturally, after the way you so rightly kicked my ass, I had to look into you a little further. I must say, I’m impressed with what I’ve learned. There are a lot of people running scared of you. Angels and demons both. I can’t help but be curious about a nephilim with that kind of power.”

Adrenaline pumped steadily through me. There was no stopping it, and demons had a nose for that kind of thing. Shifting the basket from one arm to the other, I darted around him and continued on my way through the store.

Undeterred, Flint kept up with me. He hovered unnervingly close while I checked the expiration dates on the bread and then he made a show of selecting the juiciest, ripest red apple from the produce section.

My frustration began to outweigh my fear. In annoyance I turned to him and hissed, “If you’re going to follow me around, you could at least carry my things.” I thrust the basket at him. It was starting to get heavy.

Holding his prized apple in one hand, he took a bite, chewing slowly as he pondered me. With his free hand he accepted the basket and gestured for me to continue on about the store.

I could not believe this guy. The audacity of some demons.

Even though I hadn’t planned to grab anything else, I found myself adding things to the basket simply because I feared walking out the door and being alone with him in the parking lot. If I didn’t come back soon, Arrow would worry. I didn’t want him to come looking for me and become a target for Flint, although the Dragon King seemed to like him.

“Hey, I get it. You think I’m the bad guy. I understand why you would see it that way. But from my point of view, the bad guy might be you.” Flint flashed a toothy smile and gestured to his covered eye, enjoying my growing discomfort.

“You had that coming. You tried to hypnotize me. Does that little trick still work with only one eye?” As the words left my mouth another rush of adrenaline seared my veins. I didn’t care. Taking demon shit only led to bigger piles of shit, that whole give an inch and take a mile thing.

Flint’s laugh was as malicious as it was sexy. And it was damn sexy. “There’s that fighting spirit. Let’s see a little more of that. I’m not a fan of this trembling, nervous version of you.”

“And I’m not a fan of creepy demon stalkers who don’t know when to take a hint.” I lowered my voice when a woman at the end of the aisle glanced in our direction. “Leave me alone, Flint.”

“Not until you tell me about the rebellion. What is it?” His good humor vanished, and he blocked me against the cereal shelf with his body to prevent my easy escape.

Fear and anger warred to be in control. Anger won. “I don’t know, ok? If anything, you know more than I do. The only thing I know is that the Brotherhood wanted to kill me since the moment I was born. As for why? I couldn’t tell you. I wish I knew.”

Assessing me for any sign of a lie and finding none, Flint took a step back, giving me some breathing room. “Sounds like it’s time to have a talk with your guardian angel then, because from what I’m hearing, the underworld is bracing for impact.”

“What does that even mean? If there’s rebellion, I don’t know about it. And I’m sure as hell not starting it.”

The dragon seemed to second-guess himself before saying, “There’s a prophecy about a girl born of fire that will lead a rebellion. Sounds like you, firefly. But since nobody knows more than that, I suggest you watch your back. Because the angels won’t be the only ones gunning for you.”

“Thanks for the tip.” I snatched the basket from his hands, surprised by how heavy it had gotten. Then I marched off in the direction of the checkout.

I had heard about the prophecy. Cinder had said there were stories but that nobody knew for sure what it meant. I just wanted some quality time at home with my paramour before the immortals came banging down my door. Was that too much to ask?

Flint was just suddenly in front of me. I hadn’t seen him move. Holding both arms out to block me, he raised his hands in a plea. “Just hear me out. I’m still looking for a queen, and it sounds to me like you’re in need of protection. We can both get what we need here.”

My jaw dropped. “Seriously? You’re trying this again? Still not interested.”

“I can offer you everything you ever wanted. Protection. Power. I can make you a queen.” Flint’s sincerity was tainted by his arrogance and selfishness. He wanted me to be a possession, a trophy wife.

I’d never known a demon that didn’t have sinister intentions. Being a handsome dragon who ruled an alternate realm didn’t suddenly negate that.

“I’m not interested in being a political prop for you. Or some rare collectible to be hidden away in that nasty old castle with the rest of your treasure. Stay away from me, Flint, or the next time we meet, I’ll have your other eye.” Venom filled every word. 

This time when I shoved past him, it was with the promise of violence. If Flint wanted another fight, he would get one.

He let me walk away.

I told myself not to look back, but I just couldn’t help it. The aisle where I had left him was empty. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER NINETEEN


[image: image]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]


A KISS TRIBUTE BAND rocked the stage at The Spirit Room. After a few much-needed nights of recovery at home, I’d decided it was time to venture back out into the world. My world.

It felt good to be back, even with the expected barrage of questions from friends and local fans. Jett and I sat at a table with the perfect view of the stage and a short walk to the bar. We were waiting on Sam and Arrow to arrive. Rowen, however, had been here since opening, if his level of intoxication was anything to go by.

So far he’d kept his distance but had slipped me a small two finger wave and a sly wink. Currently he entertained an excited local fangirl across the room, thankfully well out of earshot.

“This feels like home,” Jett said with a happy sigh. “I never thought I’d be so happy to be back. Kind of makes me want to punch myself in the face.”

Laughter peeled forth, and I lifted my glass to clink it against hers in cheers. “I hear you. I think I even missed Koda a little. But don’t tell him that.”

The demon in question was nowhere to be seen. That didn’t mean he wasn’t around.

After the incident with Flint the other night, I’d decided that no matter what, I had to keep my word. The promise that I’d made to myself. That neither angel nor demon would stand in my way of living my life the way I wanted. They could come for me. I would fight until I couldn’t fight anymore. 

But if I wanted to be ready, I needed to know everything. That meant getting it all out of Cinder. Everything he’d refrained from telling me before the tour, it had to come out now.

“How’s everything going with Sam?” I offered a sympathetic smile. Jett had been counting down the days until the next full moon with dread.

She took a large drink of her whiskey and mustered a half-hearted shrug. “He’s doing great. Totally taking it like a champ. Every day he tells me to stop worrying about it, but how can I not? It’s a shitty thing to do to somebody.”

If anyone would know, it would be Jett. Although I did understand having a life forced on me that I might not have chosen for myself.

“I think you should listen to your boyfriend. Stop worrying about it. You’ll be there when it happens for the first time. That’s what matters. Don’t blame yourself. If you want to blame anybody, blame Paul.”

Together we stared over at the bar where Paul held a table of people captivated with tour stories. Most likely embellished beyond all reason. He had bought us a round of drinks but had otherwise stayed on his side of the bar with his friends. Just like the old days. Couldn’t have him getting all chummy with us now. 

When I’d brought up a memory alteration to Cinder, he’d said the timeframe for that kind of thing had already passed. So Paul would always know that Jett and Sam were werewolves. He still didn’t have a name for the rest of us aside from our witch claim. I hoped to keep it that way.

“Can you believe that trickle dick knows about us? Of all fucking people.” Jett was absolutely disgusted that her secret had been discovered by Paul.

“Trickle dick?” I repeated. “Well he doesn’t technically know about me. He just knows I can do things I shouldn’t be able to do. I actually don’t think he’s going to tell anybody.”

Producing a thick joint from somewhere in the depths of her cleavage, Jett finished her drink and raised a brow. “Care to join me outside?”

She didn’t have to ask me twice. After the whirlwind trip we’d had, I was going to take all the mellow I could get.

We slipped outside to the parking lot, rounding the corner to where the employees parked. There was less foot traffic back there. An extra charge to the summer night air promised a storm before morning. I loved standing on my balcony during a nighttime storm, watching the rain pour down.

I accepted the joint when she passed it my way and sucked in a deep drag. “Just between you and me, I’m having my doubts about all this. Living a human life. Chasing a human dream. I can’t even do that without it backfiring somehow. After what Flint said, I’m not sure I should even bother trying.”

“Yeah, it definitely didn’t go down the way I thought it all would either. We can’t even play human without it becoming about everything else that we are.” Jett twisted her hair into a thick purple braid that fell over one shoulder. “It was still fun though. I would do it again.”

“Me too. But maybe not for a while. There’s a few things around here I need to get to the bottom of.” I handed her the joint and checked my phone.

Arrow was late. Knowing him, he’d simply lost track of time. But it could also mean that he had a shady run-in either with a demon or someone in the city’s drug scene. Arrow’s method of making a living put him in danger every night, though not any more than being a dark nephilim did. Despite what most might assume, the majority of his clients were rich businessmen and politicians. Not exactly the gangbanger type.

Before I could call or text him, three demons stepped out of the shadows. They moved quickly, like they had planned their attack. One of them grabbed Jett and pinned her to the wall of the nightclub. The other two came for me, knocking my phone out of my hands. They were well coordinated, each of them grabbing an arm and twisting it behind my back before I could even think of manifesting a fireball.

Although I braced for a true attack, they surprised me. One demon held my arms in a tight grip behind my back. It wrenched my shoulders behind me painfully, and I clenched my teeth against a pained cry. The other demon started looking me over, most especially sifting through my hair, examining my scalp.

“Excuse me? What in the fuck are you doing? Get off me.” I twisted and jerked, trying to free myself from the tight hold.

They didn’t try to hurt me though, which only added to the confusion. Jett too was simply being restrained.

“Looking for the mark. Where is it?” The demon picking through my hair spoke with a heavy immortal accent. He didn’t likely speak human tongues very often.

“What mark? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” This time that claim was true. I didn’t know what they were looking for. “Maybe you have the wrong person.”

The demon holding my arms behind me scoffed. “We most definitely have the correct person, Ember Evans. The replicant daughter of Kai.”

Ok, so they had the right person. But I didn’t know what they were looking for. As the demon picking through my hair drew closer to the feather tied within it, I struggled harder.

I brought my leg up behind me and, with the heel of my boot, nailed the one holding me right in the groin. A whoosh of breath escaped him, and he doubled over. It weakened his hold enough that I was able to jerk free. I followed up with a good old fireball right in the face of the one pawing at me. He recoiled with a shriek.

The demon that held Jett backed off without putting up a fight. This whole demons fearing me thing was starting to freak me out. Fear could drive people to do things far deadlier than any other emotion.

Wary of having a bar patron happen along, I didn’t throw anymore fire. But I was ready. Rather than engage, the demons backed away, looking at one another.

“Did you see anything?” asked the one who’d held Jett.

“No, nothing. I don’t think it’s there. Maybe it’s not her.”

“It’s definitely her.”

They were gone as fast as they’d come, slipping back into the shadows where they disappeared entirely. I exchanged a confused look with Jett who continued to puff away on the joint.

“You don’t know what they were looking for?” She waited for my headshake and then said, “It’s time to have a sit down with Cinder. He needs to tell you everything.”

“I could tell you a few things,” came a familiar voice from behind me. Koda stood there, leaning against the building, hands stuffed in his pockets. Mischief crawled over his face to settle on his lips. “Miss me?”

I might have missed his familiarity, but that evil sparkle in his eyes? Not a chance. “You know, Koda, I have about reached my quota for demon stalkers this week. Maybe try next week. I’ll see if I can pencil you in.” My snarky attitude was encouraged by the chuckle of my best friend.

My strange relationship with Koda, if you could call it that, had undergone a metamorphosis of sorts. I suspected it was still in transition and had not yet reached its final form. Whatever that might be.

“Maybe it’s time I tell you why I’ve been watching you,” Koda said with a deadpan, serious expression. The muscles in his forearms bulged as he crossed them over his chest. “You deserve a fighting chance.”

The downside to having your own personal demon was having this annoying pain in the ass that knew exactly how to get under your skin because they’d invested years learning what buttons to push. I hated how much I wanted him to continue. Knowing that he wanted me to request more, I resisted.

“Don't expect me to fall for that. Cinder is going to tell me everything anyway, and I already know enough to know you probably don’t have as much information as you think you do.” Retrieving my dropped phone, I dusted off the screen, checking for cracks.

“Try me. You might be surprised. There’s a lot going on that you don’t know about, Spike.” That unsettling scarlet stare followed us as we walked away. It crawled all over me like a ghost hand that couldn’t be grabbed.

As much as I wanted to know what, if anything, Koda might know, demons are known liars. I’d be an idiot to believe anything that came out of his mouth. Tightly restraining the part of me that wanted to pummel information out of him, I walked right back inside.

“Spike,” Koda called after me but he didn’t pursue. What was with all these demons throwing me changeups lately? “There’s speculation on our side that the rebellion you lead will be against the angels. You can’t trust them.”

It felt as if he’d just punched me in the sternum. My lungs seized, and I had to remind myself to breathe. “I can’t trust your side either.”

“Then I guess you’re in quite the predicament. You have friends on both sides. Whether or not you want to believe it.” Knowing the type of reaction such a remark would get, Koda vanished before I could let him have it.

Demons weren’t friends. They didn’t know the meaning of the word. They couldn’t even trust one another. If Koda’s interest in me had anything to do with the rebellion prophecy, then it was entirely self-serving. 

“Fuck him. Let’s go inside.” Hooking her arm through mine, Jett led me back to the front street entrance. 

My free hand went to my head, and I rubbed lightly at my scalp. What kind of mark had they been looking for? And what the hell would I do if I had it? 
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SPARRING WITH CINDER didn’t usually result in me landing so many blows. Either he was off his game or I was really having a great day.

Using the hook and flick technique he himself had taught me, I parried his weapon out of his grasp. It clattered to the floor of the gym where we booked our private training sessions. No windows and no cameras. It was just about the safest place we could get for this kind of training.

Personally, I suspected that Cinder’s shaky hand was due to the fact that he’d promised to tell me what else he knew about the rebellion prophecy. Something he’d been putting off until the tour had passed. Now I was home and I wanted to hear it all.

“Ok, Cinder. I’d say I’ve bested you this round, but I need a break. Seeing as you’re not quite the breathless type, you can do the talking.” After an hour of high-exertion sparring, I was a dripping mess gasping for breath. Cinder had barely broken a sweat.

Retreating to the bench where my water bottle awaited, I drank back half of it and plopped down on the seat. Patting the spot next to me, I said, “Come sit. We have to stop putting this off.”

Cinder gathered his dropped sword and leaned it against the bench before sitting next to me. There was a fatigue in his violet eyes that I’d never seen before. That weariness didn’t belong in his gaze.

“You’re sure you want to discuss this now?” he asked.

“I’m pretty sure that you don’t ever want to discuss this, which makes me definitely want to discuss it right now. What is it that you don’t want to tell me?” Maybe I should’ve been nervous or afraid, but in Cinder’s presence I almost never felt those things. I’d had enough time to stew on all this. Keeping myself in the dark was stupid.

He ran both hands over his dirty-blond hair, and it fell right back into its trendy style. “The mark those demons were looking for, it’s a mark on the head or neck that’s supposed to identify the rebel leader. However, nobody knows for sure if it’s a birthmark, a scar, or an immortal symbol. It could be anything, and it may be something the rebel leader doesn’t currently possess. Not until some time in the future.”

I had made Jett take a solid look through my hair for any weird birthmarks on my head or anything potentially suspect. She’d found nothing, much to my relief.

“We both know it’s me, Cinder. Let’s just call it what it is. I’m the rebel leader. I just wish I knew what it was that I’m rebelling against.” Koda’s remark about the angels had been dwelling in the back of my mind. I couldn’t imagine a scenario worse than that.

“We can only take this one day at a time.” Lips pressed into a tight thin line, Cinder pushed to his feet like he couldn’t sit still. “Although, as things stand, I sadly wouldn’t be surprised if Koda’s theory is correct. The Brotherhood has been known to start many battles in order to carry out their own agenda. Although I’d rather not entertain the thought of what they might do that would be horrid enough to cause a rebellion.” 

The tight hunch to his shoulders and the impatience in his gait portrayed a Cinder with a secret. I could always tell when there was something he wasn’t sharing with me. I also knew that he must be working his way up to it. It didn’t make me any less nervous.

“And why are so many demons suddenly afraid of me?” I wondered aloud, wiping the sweat from my brow with a towel. “I’ve got to say, it creeps me out.”

“The demons are scared of you because they don’t know what to expect. Nobody does. It’s the same reason the Brotherhood is afraid of you.” Cinder managed to look disgusted despite having a face far too angelic for that kind of emotion.

“You mean Aster is afraid of me. I wish I knew why, but I’m not too keen on going to the source on that one.” I sprinkled a few drops of water into my hand and splashed it on my face. A cool shower would be bliss right about now. “It’s got to be about more than my relationship with Arrow.”

There was a long pause before Cinder turned to face me, anguish etched on his face. “Yeah about that... I need to tell you something. About Arrow and Rowen. It’s what confirmed to me that the prophecy really is about you.”

I sat up straighter on the bench, fingertips clutching the edges. “Ok, now you’re freaking me out.”

“The prophecy mentions two brothers, one light and one dark. They will both serve the rebel leader until division causes them to turn on one another, putting the entire rebellion in jeopardy.” Cinder paused to let me absorb that while he paced inside a circle painted on the gym floor.

“Are you sure?” I barely had the drive to give voice to the words. This fucking prophecy had just confirmed one of my worst fears.

Solemnly Cinder nodded. He was absolutely crestfallen. “I didn’t want to tell you in front of them. I thought it best that you tell them when the time feels right. Perhaps it could alter the course of what lies ahead.”

“And if it doesn’t?” So many dark scenarios played out in my head. I couldn’t stand to run through them all.

“It’s too soon to ask that question, and it’s certainly much too soon to jump to conclusions about any of this. We must be patient and we must be prepared.”

Suddenly, I didn’t want to hear anything else about the rebellion prophecy, the Brotherhood, or anything else at all. I gathered my things quickly, needing to just be alone with my thoughts. “I’m gonna take off. This is a bit much for me. I just need some time.”

“Of course. I won’t stop digging for more information. You’re not alone in any of this, Ember. Remember that.”

Wasn’t I though? Because from what I’d been hearing, a whole lot of crazy was headed my way. The brothers I loved would take their rivalry as far as it could go. I had to find a way to keep that from happening.

* * * *
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THE EIGHT OF US SAT around the big brown conference table in Joe’s office. Molly’s Chamber sat across from us ladies. Nobody spoke as we waited for Joe. The cryptic call that he wanted to see us in person had launched an entire night and day of worry. 

Across the table Arrow caught my eye and winked. Despite his playful nature, I could tell that he was afraid of what this might mean. Rowen wore a bitter frown, as if he had better places to be. The rest of us were stone faced. 

The sound of the door opening made half of us jump when Joe burst into the room. Right away Joe’s demeanor set the tone. Brow furrowed, mouth curved downward, our manager wasn’t happy.

Dropping his laptop bag on the table so it hit with a resounding smack, Joe sat heavily in the leather chair at the table’s head. “I wish I could congratulate you on a successful tour run. Unfortunately, fights with both audience members and fellow musicians doesn’t look great for your first time out. Not to mention the narcotics, the social media backlash the promoter had to deal with. I know it’s rock n’ roll, guys, but you should’ve known better.”

Clasping his hands together, Joe eyed each of us. He gave the worst of his stink eye to Jett and Arrow. Nobody said a word. I sat there with my butt clenched nervously, hoping like hell that he didn’t have anything linking us to the demise of Storm and Blue. Punishment for bad behavior I could handle.

At least, I thought I could. Until Joe kept speaking.

“I’m sorry but the label has decided to drop both of you.” He delivered this awful news like he recited a bad weather report. It was just business to him. “I’ll get all of the related paperwork together. You’ll still be paid for your time on tour and any royalties earned on album sales. Any questions?”

There were murmurs among the others. Greyson asked a question about the rights to our songs. Next to me Jett hissed obscenities. I tuned out. 

At first I couldn’t decide how I felt. Crushed? Relieved? Some of each I think. 

“Fuck ’em then. We’ll stay indie.” Jett tried to reassure us when we stood outside Joe's office in the parking lot. “A lot of great bands are indie. Maybe that’s the reason they’re great. No label breathing down their neck, telling them what to do all the time.”

I knew she was upset about it, but seeing as her little jump into the crowd to throw punches was part of the reason we got the boot, she angled for a positive way to look at the situation. Nobody in our band blamed her. We all wanted to beat the shit out of the guy Jett took on. She did get a little out of hand at times though.

Rubi was on her way to a university degree, so the news seemed to come with some relief for her. She wasn’t the only one.

Something about it confirmed to me what I’d already known. I would never be able to live the double life I had longed for. Maybe I didn’t even want to anymore.

Rowen, however, didn’t seem to feel the same way. “Why can’t you ever take the high road?” he snapped at Arrow. “The label made this decision the moment they found out that you’d beat Blue to a bloody pulp.”

“This is my fault?” Hazel eyes flashing with fury, Arrow took a menacing step toward his brother. “That sick fuck put his hands on Spike. I’d go back and do it again if I could. I’m not sorry.”

Rowen’s head bobbed, his hands flexing into fists. “You’re not sorry? That’s not exactly breaking news. When are you ever?”

Both Jett and I moved closer, ready to intervene. Greyson and Sam watched with mixed expressions. They were both understandably bummed out, but neither of them seemed angry. Right now Sam had bigger issues. Still they hovered close enough to help split up the fight that we all knew was going to happen.

“Fighting it out in Joe’s parking lot isn’t going to convince him that the label made the wrong choice,” I said, trying to reason with them both. My insides twisted as Cinder’s words flitted through my head yet again. I couldn’t stand by and watch their animosity for one another grow.

“They’re not the only ones making shit choices around here,” Rowen muttered. He yanked car keys from a pocket and stormed over to the black Dodge Charger across the lot.

Even though that insult had been aimed at both of us, Arrow took the most offense. “It’s not like you’re such a fucking saint, Rowen. I guess your mistakes aren’t as bad as mine. That’s some pretty self-righteous shit, dude.”

Rowen turned back long enough to flip Arrow a middle finger before unlocking his car and throwing the driver door open angrily. When Arrow started after him, Jett, Sam, and I all grabbed for him.

“Let him go, babe. He needs time to process and cool down.” I slipped my fingers through Arrow’s and tugged him back toward the BMW.

On the outside I projected the calm that I needed Arrow to feel. Inside I was quaking. I didn’t want to watch them turn on each other. But I was afraid it was too late for that. 
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“CAN YOU BELIEVE THAT dick hasn’t taken a call or returned a message in almost four days?” Sneering at his phone in annoyance, Arrow shoved the offending device into his back pocket.

I sipped from a vodka and Sprite, not bothering to add that Rowen hadn’t replied to the few messages I’d sent him either. Arrow and I had slipped away to the upstairs room at The Spirit Room that occasionally served as the backstage area. It also doubled as a private party zone. Currently we had it to ourselves for what would most likely be an incredibly short few minutes.

“Don’t let it get to you. I’m sure Rowen will come around. He’s just in need of some time alone. It will be good for him. Maybe for both of you.” It felt like a piss poor attempt at reassurance. I wondered if it sounded as empty as it felt.

“Yeah... Maybe. I can’t help but worry about the future of the band. Despite losing our label, we’re doing better than ever. I’d hate to see Rowen throw that all away over such petty issues.” Arrow leaned back on the couch, tugging the beanie off his head to rake a hand roughly through his hair.

To my surprise both of our bands had benefited from the social media hype. Album downloads were steady, and social media followers were growing by the day. Two weeks hadn’t been much, but it had helped put us on the rock world radar beyond this city. It was bittersweet. I wanted to enjoy it, but seeing as I apparently had a damn rebellion to lead, I didn’t let myself.

I still hadn’t been able to bring myself to tell Arrow what Cinder had said about the two of them. How was I supposed to recognize the right time when I didn’t think there ever could be such a thing? Being the bearer of such foreboding news had left me finding it hard to sleep. The weight crushed me.

Placing my drink on the coffee table in the center of the mismatched furniture, I tried to steer the conversation in a lighter direction. I turned to Arrow with a flirtatious grin. Right away he perked up.

I wiggled my eyebrows playfully and slid a hand onto his thigh. “Let’s not worry about that right now. Instead let’s take advantage of the fact that we are all alone in here.”

“Seriously? Here? You say no every time I’ve mentioned it.” When our risky public shenanigans had started, Arrow had pushed for a Spirit Room encounter. I’d resisted on account of our friends and acquaintances constantly hanging about, not to mention Rowen himself. Which was exactly what made it so appealing to Arrow.

But Rowen had been keeping his distance from Spirit. From all of us. Maybe it was just as well. I didn’t know what to say to him right now either.

Glancing toward the partially closed door, I could see if anyone came up the stairs. We were still in the clear. “It feels like a good time to say yes.”

It had been a good night to wear a little black dress. I shimmied out of my underwear and tucked them into my purse before climbing atop Arrow’s lap. Capturing his face in my hands, I kissed him long and deep. Saying all the things I still didn’t always know how to say.

Arrow’s hands were on me, sliding beneath my skirt to grab my bare ass before his fingers slipped between my legs, sparking my excitement. Raw, hot passion poured through his kiss. My hands worked his belt. Knowing we were limited on time, I rushed to free him from his jeans.

He pressed a condom into my hand, and I quickly sheathed him within it. Rising up high enough to take him inside me, I watched Arrow’s face as I slid down the length of him. His pupils dilated, and a gentle smirk graced his lips.

“I fucking love you, angel girl. Never doubt it.” His words were accompanied by a soft groan. Letting his head fall back against the couch, Arrow watched me move atop him with this dopey, fascinated expression.

I kissed him again as I took him deep into me. I loved Arrow more than I would have ever thought possible. I loved him too much to tell him that this conflict with Rowen would only get worse. And I loved him too much to keep it from him. Which put me in a painful position. I would tell Arrow. I just didn’t know when.

His arms went around my waist, and he pulled me tight against him, pressing his face to my chest. The private intimacy of the moment was greatly contrasted with the pounding music reverberating up from below. Any second somebody could open the door and start up here. The rush of the risk encouraged my enthusiasm. Pleasure built steadily as I found the perfect rhythm for us both.

When the door did open, bringing with it a mixture of loud voices, we had just put ourselves back together. Arrow and I exchanged a satisfied smile and a thumbs up.

Jett and Sam bustled in, followed by half a dozen others seeking a private place to smoke a joint and kick back away from the noise and chaos of downstairs. The second Jett stepped into the room, she shot us both a knowing grin and wagged her finger like we were naughty children.

“I was wondering where you two had gotten off to.” She swiped my drink from the table and finished it off. “Or should I say, where you were getting off.”

“Shut up, dude,” I laughed, squishing closer to Arrow on the couch as everyone piled in.

Loud drunken conversation filled the room. A few different discussions got going at once. I was just happy to cuddle close to Arrow and enjoy the familiarity. I worried that all too soon it would come to an end. Surely there was no time for drinks with friends when one had a rebellion to lead.

I laughed as Jett told the story about the fight that got us kicked off our label. She was such a feisty thing. I wondered how Sam would handle the wolf. In just a couple weeks, we would find out. Jett and Sam were solid though, and I didn’t worry for a moment about the two of them. They would find their way through this and come out the other side stronger for it.

I believed that I could say the same about Arrow and me. Our relationship felt strong. A true foundation we could stand on when the storms finally came our way. Because they would.

Already we had opposition, those who didn’t want us to be together. From Rowen to the Brotherhood to Koda, and who knew who else? There were more people against us than for us. That didn’t discourage me. If anything it drove me to prove them all wrong. Arrow and I, we wouldn’t let ourselves be defined by the labels and rules other people had decided for us. We would set our own rules no matter what we faced.

Arrow slung an arm around my shoulder and pulled me tighter against him. I tipped my face up to receive his kiss, savoring every second.

The future remained uncertain. But this, what we had, I’d never felt more sure of anything. If the Brotherhood forced me to defend it, if they forced me to rebel against their archaic rules... then so be it. 

I would stand against them, and I knew that I wouldn’t stand alone. 

~ ~ ~ ~
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Spike’s story continues in Rebel Heart Book 7, Prophecy Girl.

~ ~ ~ ~
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