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CHAPTER ONE

 
 
Many ages ago one of the greatest of offences was committed by a faction of God’s angels. They became enchanted by the women of man and took many of them as lovers. The results of these illicit unions were hybrid offspring. Abominations. The nephilim.
Blessed with the gifts of their angelic fathers but cursed with the mortality of their human mothers, the nephilim are offered a choice: live a human life or take your place among your father’s kind by serving either the light or the dark. Sounds simple enough. If only it were.
Those nephilim that chose to live as human were stripped of their gifts. And then they were hunted and killed. The angels of the dark, the demons, wouldn’t stand for rejection by those they considered to be rightfully theirs.
The undecided nephilim were also an unfortunate bunch. The gift of free will meant being able to make one’s own choice. Because of this the undecided were heavily sought after by the dark. Lucky me. I was one of them.
 
* * * *
 
“I’m on my way, Jett. Soon. I promise. I just have something to take care of first.”
I did my best to reassure my best friend, Jett Savage, that I wasn’t ditching out on practice. Our band had been selected to participate in the annual Battle of the Bands event held by the local rock radio station, The Fox, at The Spirit Room. Jett had been a real drill sergeant about it since we’d gotten the good news.
“What could be more important than being ready for the first night of the competition? We’re the only chicks playing this thing, Spike. We have to wipe the floor with those guys.” The sound of a lighter being flicked was followed by a deep exhalation of breath as Jett lit a cigarette.
I bit back a curse when a man, rushing down the sidewalk past me, almost knocked me into the street. Clutching my phone tight, I said, “Since when do you worry about being better than the boys? We rock as hard as any of them do.”
A glance at the street sign on the corner revealed that I was just a block away from my destination. I wasn’t really sure what the hell I was doing. Apparently I was following the orders of an angel who enjoyed giving the vaguest descriptions ever.
“Chicks always have to prove themselves in these male-dominated industries. It’s fucking bullshit.” Her tone dripped acid. I knew her dark eyes would be flashing with the fierceness of her wolf.
“Tell me about it. Try being a female nephilim. I’m sick to death of hearing how rare and special I am. Special? What the hell does that even mean?” Having a werewolf for a best friend meant I could say such things.
“I know, right?” The slam of a car door echoed in the background. “I’m heading over to the jam space now. Don’t be late, or it’s your turn to buy booze.”
She hung up before I could toss a quip back at her. Just as well. She was distracting me anyway. I stuffed the phone back into my cute little purse. It was a heart with black bat wings, one of my favorites.
Turning my attention back to the street ahead, I scoured the people milling about, searching for the woman I’d been sent to find. According to Cinder, I would know her when I saw her: red hair, provocative clothing, a working girl. She was in trouble, and I was here to try to encourage her not to make a huge mistake, one that could cost this woman her life.
I was putting a lot of trust in Cinder here. He insisted I could do this.
Sure, that was easy for him to say. He was an angel. What came easily to him did not come so easily to me, especially the confidence needed for such a task. I wanted to help though. Really, I did. Growing up being able to see and feel angels and demons had made it impossible for me to live in ignorance of their ways. Officially I had yet to pick a side to serve. I did my share of bad shit on a daily basis, as we all did, so I always jumped at a chance to help Cinder when I could.
He was a good friend. He’d been there for me when I thought I was losing my mind in the hard teen years. When I hit my twenties, joined a rock band, and started partying way too hard, he was still there. He still believed in me. And I didn’t want to let him down.
I slowed as I drew closer to my destination. Scanning the street, I didn’t see anything amiss. A convenience store on the corner was relatively busy as was the liquor store next door.
This wasn’t the best part of town, and soon a john pulled up beside me. “Looking for a date?” barked the middle-aged guy in the minivan.
I barely repressed a shudder. My gaze went to his hand where there was a very obvious wedding ring indent. The car seat in the backseat made me want to vomit. Cinder always said it wasn’t our place to judge, but how the hell could I not?
“Hell no,” I said with a sneer. “And you shouldn’t be either from the looks of it.”
I nodded toward the empty car seat. The guy looked momentarily embarrassed, then he scowled and flipped me his middle finger before speeding off with a screech of tires.
I glanced down at my attire, wondering if I looked like I was selling myself. A black, knee-length skirt paired with a Halestorm tank and black, knee-high boots summed up my rocker-chick look. It was badass, and I was offended that he’d seen it as an advertisement.
“Says more about you than it does about me, buddy,” I muttered beneath my breath.
Then I saw her, a ginger-haired woman that looked to be a few years older than my twenty-four years. She wore a tiny, tube-like dress that barely covered her ass. Leaning against a bus shelter, she stared into a small makeup mirror and reapplied bright red lipstick.
Nerves stopped me in my tracks. What the hell was I supposed to say to her? Cinder had only told me that I needed to encourage her not to get into a black sports car without infringing upon her free will.
I took a few deep breaths, but my heart pounded hard inside my chest. This sure hadn’t been how I’d expected to start my evening when I rolled out of bed this afternoon. Being self-employed made it way too easy to stay out late with Jett and the girls. Sleeping the day away was such a waste, but it felt so good.
Fear of failure made my mouth dry. Too many what-ifs danced through my head. The worst kind of fear starts with “what if…” So I took another deep breath and started toward her.
My plan was to engage her in conversation. What to do from there, I had no clue.
Before I reached her a black car pulled up to the curb beside her, ignoring the fact that it was bus parking only. She eyed the driver who leaned over to speak to her through the passenger window. When he passed whatever silent test she was putting him through, she sauntered over to talk to him.
I quickened my pace, ready to break into a full-out run if I had to. I reached her as she grabbed for the door handle.
“Wait, please,” I gasped, skidding to a stop beside her. “I need to talk to you.”
She looked up in surprise, which quickly turned to hostility. “Who the hell are you?”
I wasn’t sure what to say. The man inside the car looked pensive, trying to decide if my appearance was a good or bad thing. However, it was the demon, standing a few feet away and watching, that made the blood rush from my face.
Nobody else could see him, but he knew damn well that I could. The fact that I could see him meant that he was a lower-level demon. I couldn’t see the higher ups unless they wanted me to. However, that didn’t make him any less dangerous than the others. He stood there waiting to see what I would do. With arms crossed and black wings tucked in against his back, he wore a mask of malice.
“I’m Spike,” I said. “I was sent here to talk to you. Can I buy you a coffee? Or a drink?”
Her gaze narrowed in suspicion. “Who sent you?”
“A friend. You don’t know him, but he knows you, and if you will just trust me—”
“I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you better get the hell off my corner before I gut you. Tell your friend to fuck off.” She elbowed me aside and opened the car door.
I grabbed hold of her arm and jerked her back. It was desperate. Maybe I was crossing a line, but I panicked. She whirled around to give me a shove, but I stood my ground, refusing to let go.
“Get the hell off me, bitch.”
We scuffled there on the sidewalk in front of a john and a demon. She tried to shake me off, but I wouldn’t let go. Pleading with her to listen only made her angrier. The demon was laughing, enjoying my impending failure.
When the scuffle began to attract the attention of passersby, the guy in the fast car sped off. I was elated to see him go, so much so that I wasn’t ready for the fist that pounded my face.
“Bitch, do you know how much money you just cost me? That was a well paying trick you just chased away.” The woman didn’t look tough, but she knew how to throw a punch.
I backed away before she could hit me again. I tasted blood and discovered it came from a gash on the inside of my lip.
“Look, I just wanted to help. I’m sorry but if you would just let me explain—”
She hissed, “If I ever see your face down here again I’ll curb stomp it until you’re unrecognizable.” With a glance at those watching our exchange, she spun on a stiletto heel to storm away.
“Come on, Gina, please. Just listen to me.” The name popped out of my mouth unbidden. It stopped her in her tracks.
She turned back to me, her eyes wide. “How do you know that name?”
I had no friggin’ clue. I was as shocked as she was. “I told you, I was sent by a friend.”
My words had the opposite effect of what I intended. Rather than calm her, they only seemed to rile her up even more. The demon drew closer. His black eyes were like two sunken pits as he studied us closely.
“I don’t know who sent you, but you can tell them to stay the fuck away from me. I want to be left alone.” Gina’s shout was shrill. Clutching her tiny handbag tight, she made an awkward retreat, walking backwards until she was far enough away to turn and run without me at her back.
She wouldn’t get much speed out of those high heels, though I had no intention of giving chase. I’d been told to try to keep her from choosing to get in the car, and I’d done what I could. Cinder had said that sometimes our lives were steered in certain directions by higher powers because it was best for us, even though we often couldn’t see that until after the fact.
I watched her go, and the demon watched me. When there was nobody within earshot, I acknowledged him. “You don’t intimidate me.”
“I don’t need to,” he replied with a voice as smooth and creamy as soft butter. “That wasn’t my job.”
Intimidation certainly seemed to be their job most times I encountered them. “Your job was to make sure she got into the car?”
“No. Merely to make sure she had the choice.”
The lack of emotion on his face was unnerving. He exuded this eerie calm that made my palms tingle, which they only did when I felt defensive and was about to use my occasionally useful angelic gifts. The last thing I wanted to do was throw down with a demon though his threatening proximity made me wary.
His admittance made it all sound so simple. Perhaps it was. He’d come to exploit a broken woman’s free will, knowing it could end in death.
“I had a job to do too,” I said, though I wasn’t feeling particularly thrilled about my victory. It felt like a blundered outcome. The look on Gina’s face when I’d said her name came from a place of secrets and horrors. I felt sad for her.
The demon stared down his angular nose at me and smiled. “Yes, well, sometimes when you win, you lose.”
 



CHAPTER TWO

 
 
The riff that screamed out of my guitar was perfect. It was strong and powerful, a sound that could bring me to my knees. The rush I got when the music flowed from my fingertips was better than sex.
The song was new and still coming together, but so far it was falling into place like the last few pieces of a puzzle. The sound reverberated through the rented storage facility that my band, Crimson Sin, used as a jam space. It was therapeutic, a place where I could just let go and forget about the demon whose words haunted me.
“That sounds fucking awesome, Spike,” Jett gushed, a cigarette in one hand and a microphone in the other. The stack of Marshall amps pounded the sound out with a volume that would make the average person cringe. Jett absorbed it like a dry flower absorbed water.
My long, black locks fell forward to hide my face. They were a far cry from the punk rock mohawk that had earned me my nickname, but the name remained just the same.
Laying back on the second-hand store couch we’d shoved into the corner, Jett dragged on her cigarette. I played through the riff one more time before joining her.
I plucked the smoke from Jett’s hand. “Where the hell is Tash?”
“She’s on her way.” Rubi beat out a rhythm on the drums that sounded like jungle tribe music. “One of her classes ran late. Or so she says.”
“Boring.” Jett helped herself to a beer from the small, hotel-style fridge. Our jam space was small and bare, but stocked with booze and a couch, we could have lived there. And we certainly spent more than a few nights there working through a song until it felt just right.
“Well, one of us should have a fall back plan. Who else will support all of our asses when we’re old, dried-up rockers? It might as well be Tash.” With a Cheshire Cat grin, Rubi shrugged. Even though she too was a university student, she didn’t quite share Tash’s intense level of dedication. Although I was willing to bet Tash was late because of other reasons, the boyfriend kind.
“Agreed. Tash it is.” Raising her beer to that, Jett tossed a purple lock of hair out of her eyes. “Do you guys think we should try the new song this weekend? I wish we had a little more time, but I think it’s great. We should do it.”
The door burst open, and Tash rushed in with a large guitar case housing her bass slung over her shoulder. “I’m here! Sorry.”
Jett smirked. “You were with that douchebag Mr. Country again, weren’t you?”
“Screw you, Jett. Just because you think all boys are toys doesn’t mean the rest of us do.” With a roll of her eyes, Tash plugged in her bass.
I raised a hand and cleared my throat. “I do. You know, just for the record.”
After the many times I’d been burned, I was done with guys. Sure they were good for a few things, but being trusted with my heart wasn’t one of them. Not anymore. Of course, that was easy to say when there was no current hottie on my radar.
“Fine. Spike, you and Jett can have all the toys you like. Just because my boyfriend prefers country music doesn’t mean he’s a douchebag.” Tash stuck her tongue out, and Jett threw an empty beer can at her in response.
“Actually, Tash,” I snickered. “Yes it does. And when you get tired of his big dick, you’ll accept that.”
“Whatever, bitches. Are we jamming?”
Jett snickered and lit another cigarette before picking up her mic. “Yeah, let’s run through `Vegas Baby’ a few more times. I think it would be a good opener for this weekend.”
We were just a day away from playing the first night of the battle of the bands, a four-part event that kicked off this weekend. The winning band would get the opportunity to record an album with a well-reputed rock record label and open for one of their headlining rock acts when they visited the city on tour. It was a chance we couldn’t pass up.
“Yeah, I like that one. Nice work, Jett.” The sound of my guitar was fantastically loud as I tuned it down a step. “I’m surprised you remember enough of Vegas to write a song about it. I think you were wasted from the time the plane landed until take off four days later.”
Jett replied, “That’s what pictures are for. To fill in the blanks.”
The opening riff poured from my sweet Gibson. The drums came in next with a sudden crash. Both Jett and Tash came in together, the vocal starting with the first bass note. The sound was just as good as anticipated. As different as each of us were, we all brought something to the table that made Crimson Sin the powerhouse it was. A take no shit badass, a wild child looking for a thrill, a born musician, and even the good girl, we were a colorful assortment, and we had a hell of a lot of fun doing it. And only two of us were human.
Jett sang her heart out. Her throaty growl and raspy voice packed each lyric with such energy and emotion. Most people would never have guessed that she was a werewolf.
Looking around at my girls, I couldn’t have been happier with my band mates. Tash’s red hair was a scarlet flag, whipping around in time with the music. With our combined differences and similarities, we were able to bring out a sound that could never have been achieved without the four of us together.
It was a damn good thing that the jam space was in a warehouse district that operated primarily during the day. We owned the night in this neighborhood.
Just past one in the morning, we called it quits for the night. We packed up our gear, talking excitedly about the upcoming battle. Jett and I hung back when the others left. She stared at me with a fierce, take no shit expression.
“So? Did you save the day?”
I nodded. My good mood soured. “I think so. I mean, I did what Cinder asked, but the demon who was there, he said something that made me think maybe I fucked up.”
“Well, yeah, of course he did. He wants to make you doubt yourself.” Jett pursed her glossy lips and studied me. “Honestly, Spike, finding your place in this fucked up world doesn’t sound like a bad thing to me. Not yet anyway. You’re special. Embrace it.”
“Yeah, real fucking special. I’m not even supposed to exist. And now this?” I fumbled to light a cigarette, seeking comfort in that first drag. “Something bad is going to happen to me. I just know it.”
“Stop being such a fucking cynic.” She snatched the cigarette from my hand and stuck it between her lips. A plume of smoke filled the space between us. “You’re half angel. Do you have any idea how friggin’ cool that is? You gotta own it, girl.”
“And if I don’t want to?” I peered out at her from behind a curtain of black.
Being a nephilim was something I’d accepted long ago, mostly because I hadn’t had a choice. My mother had feared the demons would come for me, so she told me the truth as soon as I was old enough to understand that my father was an angel. Together they had committed one of the greatest crimes, a forbidden romantic union that resulted in a forbidden offspring. Me.
My father may have been an angel at the time of my conception, but of course that changed everything for him, causing him to fall from grace. Now I was the one who had to choose between the light and the dark. To be honest, I was terrified of both sides. But then again, I had serious commitment issues.
Jett blew a series of smoke rings. “You don’t have a choice. Trust me. I’ve been there.”
“You have not. You love being a werewolf.”
“We bust our asses to stand apart. To proclaim through our image and sound that we’re not like everybody else. Because we really aren’t. And that’s fucking rad.”
I laughed at her ridiculous use of the word rad. I slipped into my comfortable, worn leather jacket and slung my guitar bag over my shoulder.
Satisfied that everything was turned off and secure, I followed Jett out the door. The moon hung high overhead, a sliver against the backdrop of the city sky. It drew her gaze.
“One thing I can tell you, Spike, is that it only hurts worse if you fight it.”
An uneasy feeling captured my attention. I felt like there were unseen eyes upon me. “Thanks for the pep talk, all knowing one. I’ll see you tomorrow. You bring the beer money.”
Flashing me a peace sign, Jett darted across the parking lot to her swanky new Mustang convertible. It had been a birthday gift from her deadbeat dad, a guy who was never around enough to notice the changes in his daughter. But he’d given her a fat trust fund and now a car, so she saw it as a chance to focus solely on music instead of getting a real job like the rest of us. She squealed out of the parking lot with a screech of tires and a heavy bass beat.
I took my time getting to my old 1971 Chevy Nova. Jett had given it the nickname: The Piece. As in, the piece of shit. That beater had been one of my first serious purchases. It was loud, reeked of oil and other fluids, and was in serious need of a paint job. But I loved it. The Piece had caught my eye one day during a lengthy and unbearable bus commute. Sitting in an overgrown yard in a sketchy neighborhood, it hadn’t moved for months. Passing it everyday, it began to grow on me. Then a for-sale sign stuck in the window got me thinking.
Logic was against the purchase. When I picked my way through the dandelion-laden yard to the screen door that hung ominously off its hinges, I knew I was going to regret it. Some guy in a stained bathrobe answered the door. He wasn’t even sure The Piece would start. It did. Barely. The rest is history.
As I crammed my guitar case into the spacious trunk, I resisted the urge to watch over my shoulder. When Cinder appeared beside me, I still jumped even though I’d been aware of his unseen presence.
“Dammit, Cinder,” I scolded. “Don’t do that shit when I’m alone in an empty parking lot in the middle of the night. Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
The angel had the nerve to laugh. Then he plucked the cigarette pack from the pocket of my jacket and waved it in my face.
“These are going to stop your heart long before I ever do.” He let me swipe the pack from his hand. Studying me while pretending he wasn’t, he added, “I was sure you sensed me. Your body language changed. You tensed up.”
I slammed the trunk closed and turned to face him. Nothing about his appearance gave away his identity. Other than the wings, of course. Those, however, were invisible to the mortal eye unless he wanted them to be seen.
With his short but slightly shaggy haircut and his chiseled good looks, Cinder wore the illusion of the average college-aged guy. I could never decide if his hair was light brown or dark blond. At times it seemed a little of both. His nose was slightly too big for his face, but it gave him an edgy look as opposed to being purely Abercrombie & Fitch. Adding to that edge, a two-inch scar slashed down his forehead and through his right eyebrow. Naturally I was curious as to how an angel could be scarred. I always wanted to ask, but he seemed reluctant to discuss it.
“I did sense you.” I peered past him into the dark. “I couldn’t tell it was you though. As soon as I get that feeling, I can’t help but be paranoid that it’s one of them.”
Them. Demons. I’d spent my entire life living in fear of them. My mother’s deep-rooted terror of the dark ones had infected me at an early age. She’d always feared they would come for me. And they had, eventually. In a manner of speaking.
Cinder’s smile faded, and a graveness overtook him. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Ember.”
I flinched at his use of my real name. Nobody called me that other than my mother. And unfortunately, Cinder. Ember Evans was the name that appeared on my legal documents but nowhere else.
“That’s not something you can guarantee, and you know it. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going home to a hot shower and a comfy bed.” I tugged my keys free of my pocket with a loud jingle. “I feel like I fucked things up with Gina. I may have trampled her free will somewhat by grabbing onto her so she couldn’t get in the car. The demon there, he made it seem like I botched the whole thing.”
“Self doubt is one of the most destructive forces in this world. He can plant the seeds, but only you can make them grow.” Cinder’s wise advice put things into perspective, as it often did. I couldn’t argue with that. He reached to gently touch my swollen lip. “You did good tonight, Ember. You will learn all you need to know. In time.”
The door of the Nova creaked as I opened it. The noise was an assault to the ears, especially in the quiet of one a.m.
He continued, “You would make a valuable addition to the light.” When he leaned against the car and crossed his arms, his casual stance didn’t match his reason for coming. “Have you given it any further thought?” Great, more pressure to make my decision.
He spoke as if I hadn’t been thinking about it for a while already. Cinder had come into my life on the night of my sixteenth birthday, just over eight years ago. Introducing himself as my friend and guide, he’d said that it was in my best interest to take my place as my father’s daughter among his kind, that I was a rare female in the densely male nephilim world, and that a special path was laid out before me.
I wasn’t so sure. Despite having angelic parentage, I’d never considered myself one of them. I was mortal, paranoid, and as far from perfect as one could get. It seemed ridiculous that I had a place among the angels. Of course, choosing the light or the dark had its perks. Not only would I be protected by the side I chose, but my supernatural gifts would grow.
On the other hand, living a human existence would mean giving up my inborn link to the supernatural realm entirely. No longer distracted by angels and demons, I could focus on my music career, or lack thereof, and work on growing my graphic design business. Maybe I’d find time to get The Piece a tune up.
Given my alternatives, the choice to join humanity seemed easy enough. But I would always know what I’d given up, and of course, there was always a catch. Choosing the human route didn’t mean I was free and clear of my angelic heritage. The dark sought to exterminate those who chose humanity. I would be a dead woman walking.
“I spend all of my free time thinking about it. It’s not exactly breaking news, you know. But I’m just not ready yet, so don’t pester me about it.” I lit a cigarette, needing to do something with my hands other than jingle my keys.
Cinder grimaced in disgust and wrinkled his nose. “It’s dangerous to put it off. You can’t do it indefinitely. Sooner is better than later.”
No rule stated that we had to make our choice by any specific time. The choice was entirely mine. I wasn’t being forced into anything more than saying yes or no.
But I understood where Cinder’s concern came from. It was dangerous to remain undecided, thus sought after by the dark. They weren’t quite as respectful of free will as the light.
It should have been an easy choice, but it wasn’t. Between work and writing music, I spent most of my time partying and screwing around with my friends. The girls and I had made some fantastic memories. On one hand, I wasn’t sure I could trade that for fighting demons and darkness. On the other, I didn’t want to be a piece of shit who achieved nothing of significance. And besides, was there really a place for a rock n’ roll junkie like me among the light?
“Sooner is better than later.” I nodded, sucking smoke into my lungs. I blew a cloud up toward the sky and got into the car. “Got it.”
Cinder stopped me from swinging the door shut. A frown creased his brow. “Ember, I don’t think you appreciate the gravity of the situation. I’m not here to convince you either way, merely to guide and inform.”
Cigarette hanging between my lips, I fumbled with the radio. Maybe he was right; maybe I wasn’t taking life’s possibilities seriously enough. But I’d spent my entire childhood with a mother who lived in constant fear. If I couldn’t shrug off my fear of demons, I would turn into the same anxiety-riddled basket case that she was. And I already had enough issues.
“Trust me, I know this is serious shit,” I assured him. “Do you think it’s easy for me to make this choice? I haven’t exactly led a normal life so far, you know.”
Plucking the cigarette from my lips, Cinder dropped it on the ground and crushed it beneath his heel. He leaned down so I was forced to look into his pale violet eyes. The color was so pale that they could be mistaken for grey. I’d seen them in the sunlight. Definitely violet.
He looked grave as he said, “There’s more to it than just serving the side you feel you belong with, light or dark. Most importantly, you must follow your heart.”



CHAPTER THREE

 
 
So many bands rarely played the same stage on the same night. The current band launched into their next song with a crash of symbols and the scream of guitars. It was loud, powerful. I was impressed. And because I’d been watching their entire set, I was also worried. Molly’s Chamber was our biggest competition.
I studied each band member in turn, lingering on the black-haired singer commanding center stage. Everyone in the local rock scene knew of Arrow Lynch. Something about him struck me as familiar because he was like me, a nephilim. I couldn’t decide if this ability to sense one another was good or bad. It seemed to be both, as our kind were greater in number than most might think.
I’d seen him around. We had never spoken, and I hoped to keep it that way. Unfortunately, most nephilim chose the dark, which spelled danger for anyone who wasn’t part of the darkness, human or otherwise.
I turned to Jett and shouted to be heard over the music, “What do you think?”
She pursed her lips, scrutinizing the guys on stage. “I think I need a cigarette. Let’s go.”
We both knew that Molly’s Chamber was the second best band in the competition, after us of course. However, we were the only all-girl band, and as shitty as it was, that meant we had something to prove.
Smoking was prohibited in public places in Edmonton, so we headed outside for one of several smoke breaks we would take tonight. Tash and Rubi were upstairs in the dressing rooms that the participating bands shared. I’d been more interested in checking out the competition than drinking backstage.
As we stood up to leave, the song ended with the drunken cries and the applause of a crowd who just wanted to rock. The singer shouted encouragingly to the rockers gathered around the stage, getting them all worked up. He was smooth and poised, exuding an arrogant confidence.
However, the bass player sparked my personal interest. He rocked a vibrant blue mohawk. The front was long enough to hang in his eyes, with the rest spiked up. In a leather jacket and tight black jeans, he was easily the hottest guy in the room.
“Come on.” Jett tugged on my arm before following my gaze to the stage. “Oh, no you don’t. Yeah, he’s sexy and all. Right now, he’s also the enemy. Besides, I thought you’d sworn off guys for a while.”
I let her pull me along outside. As our set time drew closer, I began to get a case of the nerves. That always happened right before a show, but this time was different. The stakes were higher. We had to kick ass.
A group of people loitered along the street outside the nightclub, smoking and talking in loud, obnoxious tones. We walked away, heading down the block.
Jett fired up a joint, took a pull, and handed it to me. I accepted it absently, hoping it would calm my nerves. I felt disappointed when it only heightened my anxiety instead.
“Stop stressing out, Spike.” She nudged me with an elbow. “It smells sour. Don’t doubt for a minute that we’ll win this.”
“Gross, dude. Don’t smell me. That’s creepy.”
“Shut up. I can’t help it. It’s the wolf. You wouldn’t believe the shit I can smell. It’s not all cupcakes and roses.”
We passed the joint back and forth, talking as we walked. I considered telling her about seeing Cinder but decided this wasn’t the best time to bring it up. That wasn’t the way to calm my racked nerves. Since his mildly unpleasant visit, I’d done my best not to think about it.
Instead, I said, “One more band after Molly’s Chamber, and then it’s our turn. Try not to do anything that will end up on the internet.” I laughed, recalling the time Jett threw a beer bottle into the crowd at a heckler.
“Hey, that video got a thousand views the first night and drove traffic to our website. I know what I’m doing.”
We stopped at the end of the street, far enough away from the cluster around the door to allow us to talk and smoke in private.
A series of hoots and whistles from the crowd around the door announced the arrival of the Molly’s Chamber boys. Friends, acquaintances, and wannabe groupies praised their performance with loud expletives and hand slaps. They drank in the compliments. And who could blame them? They were one of the best bands in town, and they knew it.
“Look at those cocky bastards.” Jett scowled down the street at them. “I bet they think they’ve got this thing.”
“Fuck ’em. We’ve got this. What matters most is that we beat Something Like Sorrow.” Holding the joint between my lips, I adjusted my boobs, shoving them around inside my push up bra and Ramones top. “Does my cleavage look even?”
“Yeah, your tits are amazing. Stop showing off.” She plucked the joint from my lips and sucked down the rest of it. “And don’t say that name again. You know it’s forbidden.”
Something Like Sorrow was Jett’s ex-boyfriend’s band. Though they’d broken up more than six months ago, she was still holding a grudge. I didn’t consider them much of a threat. They were mediocre at best, a power-chord band really.
The Molly’s Chamber boys made their way to the bus stop bench near the club. Their voices were loud, carrying down the street toward us. They carried on about how great their set had been, how they were going to win this thing.
“Gotta admire their confidence,” Jett mused, her heavily painted, red lips pursed in judgment. “I hope it doesn’t scar them too badly when we kick their asses.”
I smirked, but my snarky reply was interrupted by the vibration in the back pocket of my jeans. I retrieved my phone and read the text message from Tash demanding we get back inside immediately.
“Tash is having a fit,” I said. “She wants us back inside.”
“Yeah, yeah. We’ll get there. Tell her to have a drink. It’s the best way to numb out the nerves.”
I typed a brief reply that we were on our way. We had plenty of time until our turn to play, but Tash always got antsy right before each show. On stage, once the low, heavy tones rolled out of her bass, she was all good.
I watched as a few girls walked by the bus bench, receiving a few catcalls and whistles. One of the guys called out, “Hello, ladies.”
All of the girls ignored him but one. She called back with a flirty, “Hi, Sam.”
Without waiting for the girls to move out of earshot, Arrow nudged his buddy and loudly said, “Didn’t you bone that chick after The Pretty Reckless show last month?”
“Yep.” Sam chuckled. He had the tact to wait for them to move on before saying, “She got all weird and started calling me Daddy about halfway through. It was kind of fucked.”
The hot bass player with the mohawk laughed, spewing a stream of smoke from between his lips. “And yet, you know you’d do it again.”
Sam laughed as if his friend had told the best joke. “Well, yeah. What can I say? She was eager to please.”
“Classy bunch of guys,” Jett muttered, tossing the remains of the joint aside. “Let’s go back inside before Tash has a meltdown.”
I studied the bass player. His smile lit up his face as if a light were shining within him. It made him look a little less badass, like he might actually be a nice guy.
“Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”
Jett gave me an appraising glance and nodded, her smile sly. “Ah, I see. Looking to get your world rocked, Spike?”
“Possibly. Doesn’t hurt to keep my options open.” My smile was more playful than sly.
“Just remember, he’s the enemy. For now anyway. No pussy for him until it’s all over.”
“Jett!” I protested, loud enough to draw Arrow’s gaze my way. Our eyes met, and for a moment, everything froze. He looked away before I could, a disconcerting relief.
We walked back down the street toward The Spirit Room. Jett continued inside while I fished a cigarette from my pocket and strutted up to the bus bench. Ignoring the other three guys present, I focused my attention on the bass player. I wasn’t about to be chased off by his nephilim friend.
“Got a light?” I asked, holding up my unlit smoke.
“Yeah, no problem.” He fumbled in the pocket of his tight pants and produced a lighter.
“I saw you guys play earlier.” I tossed my long, black bangs out of my eyes and leaned down so he could light the cigarette for me. I eyed the tip of a black tattooed feather that peeked out from beneath the collar of his jacket. “I liked it.”
I smiled, a flirtatious tug of my red lips. Ignoring the others who watched the exchange in amused silence, I enjoyed the way he looked me over with obvious interest. His eyes were a heart-stopping, fiery, amber gold. His gaze traveled over me, lingering on my cleavage before returning to my face.
“Thanks. I like that you liked it.” He watched me stick the cigarette between my full lips and take a drag.
“But as good are you are, we’re going to kick your ass.” I blew out a plume of smoke, watching it disappear into the night. “Seriously though, at this point, I think you guys might be our only competition.”
“Oh yeah? Well forgive me if we don’t take it easy on you.”
Arrow scoffed and snickered but didn’t say anything. I ignored him, feeling uneasy so close to him. The weight of his stare was intended to intimidate me. Well, fuck him.
“I’m Spike.” I offered the hottie a hand tipped with perfectly polished, black nails. That would only last until I picked up my guitar. Then it would become a flaky mess. “I’m the guitarist for Crimson Sin.”
“Rowen Cruz. I’ve heard good things about you guys. And I guess you already know that I play bass in Molly’s Chamber. This is Arrow, Sam, and Greyson.” He took my hand and gave it a warm squeeze while gesturing to his buddies with the other. “So… may the best band win.”
Goosebumps rose up on my arms. My stomach flipped. It could have been the natural response to a cute guy eyeing me up, but it felt like something else, like my subconscious was trying to communicate a message that my conscious mind didn’t want to receive.
“Most definitely.” I nodded a greeting to his friends, finding it hard to meet Arrow’s eyes. Being in such close proximity to him gave me the fuzzy sensation of static electricity. “Thanks for the light. Maybe I’ll run into you later. You can buy me a drink.”
Turning on a heel, I gave Rowen a flirty wink and sauntered off. Right away his friends started in on him, making inappropriate jokes. I could feel them watching as I went. Arrow’s gaze felt heaviest though.
Suppressing a shudder, I disappeared into The Spirit Room.
I joined the girls in the dressing room just upstairs from the back of the stage. It wasn’t the biggest, most luxurious dressing area, but it was divided into two rooms, one of which Rubi and Tash had claimed as “girls only.”
We spent the next thirty minutes psyching each other up and putting last minute touch ups on our hair and makeup. I peered at my reflection in the mirror that lined one entire wall. Scrutinizing the heavy, black-and-silver shadow framing my greyish-blue eyes, I decided it was in no need of work. I reapplied my favorite cherry red lipstick and spritzed on the citrus perfume that I loved but Jett hated. Leather cuff bracelets adorned my wrists. A spiked collar around my neck and giant hoop earrings made up the rest of my accessories.
“You should’ve worn something that shows off your wings,” Rubi said, catching my eye in the mirror as she ran a brush through her short, dark bob.
Wings were not a feature the nephilim were born with, much to my great childhood disappointment. According to Cinder, they manifested after one chose a side, when a certain level of maturity had been reached, or whatever. I didn’t really understand how it worked.
At the age of eighteen I’d been feeling rather dramatic about the whole awkward identity thing. So I’d gone out and gotten wings tattooed on my back. They were beautifully done. The black, precisely detailed feathers ended low on my back, on the curve of my ass. The only other tattoos I possessed was a small dragonfly on the side of my leg and the word `truth’ in a lovely script on the back of my neck.
Other than my ears, I was piercing free. Tash was the least modified of the group, having no tattoos or piercings at all. Jett was covered in ink but lacked piercings. They weren’t werewolf friendly according to her. The most notable tattoo she bore was the crescent moon on the left side of her neck, which marked her as a member of the local Doghead wolf pack.
“I was feeling mysterious tonight.” I turned to show Rubi the tips of my wings that peeked out through the space between the hem of my top and the low-slung waist of my jeans.
When we were all draped in leather, lace, and a hell of a lot of eyeliner, we headed downstairs to set up our gear. Jett conveniently disappeared to the bar. Singers were so spoiled sometimes.
We ran through sound check while a DJ kept the crowd occupied with some hard rock tunes. I tuned my guitar, plucking my way through the strings until they sounded just right. Jett returned right on time, with a waitress carrying a tray of shooters trailing her.
“Pre-show shot time,” Jett announced, swiping something pink and creamy from the tray and downing it without waiting for us to join her.
I helped myself to a Gladiator. The mix of Amaretto and Grand Marnier was one of my favorites. After a few of those, my nerves began to numb out. Tash grabbed one as well while Rubi abstained. She preferred to do her drinking after we played.
The stage lights dimmed, and the emcee stepped up to the microphone. We got into position, ready and thrumming with anticipation. I stroked a hand lovingly along the neck of my lovely, black Gibson Les Paul guitar. It was my baby, the one thing I could not leave home without.
The emcee had barely said our name when the drums thundered into a steady rhythm. I joined in, and the sound was sudden, loud, and extreme. The stage lights came on, and we all but blew the roof off the place.
Our music was raw and in your face, but it was also catchy. The crowd was definitely into it. It tickled me when a handful of people crowded around the stage to sing along. They knew our original material, and a few of them even wore Crimson Sin t-shirts purchased from the merchandise booth run by Tash’s sister. Playing around the city for the past few years was starting to pay off.
Jett’s vocals were rough and gritty, her voice raspy and sexy but melodic as she sang:
 
Don’t tell me how to feel
We both know this isn’t real
If we don’t walk away
It becomes more than a game.
 
Jett was a real wild child, throwing herself down on the stage in a dramatic fashion before getting up and leaping into the cheering audience. She crowd surfed like a pro, eating up all the attention.
I was in the middle of a solo piece that I was particularly proud of when I felt that I was being watched. It was a ridiculous sensation considering that hundreds of people were watching us play. But this wasn’t that kind of watchful feeling. It was heavier, almost oppressive, like I was being studied.
Sweat broke out on my brow. My fingers flew over the frets, and the solo poured out of me. It had taken a shitload of practice to master the piece, and I couldn’t help the proud grin that lit up my face when it came out flawless.
I glanced up to scan the crowd. Right away my gaze landed on the Molly’s Chamber boys. They were gathered around a drink-laden table in the back. All of them were watching us very attentively, though none as intently as Arrow.
It was his studious stare I could feel crawling all over me. I felt something sinister in it. Our eyes met across the distance, but he continued to stare at me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was trying to make me fuck up our set. Well, fuck him. Some guys just can’t handle women that give them a run for their money.
No way in hell was I going to let the competition throw me off my game. Redirecting my focus to the crowd jumping up and down in front of the stage with hands in the air, I let the music sweep me away.
By the time we launched into the last song of our set, I’d pretty much forgotten about Arrow. The crowd was screaming. One guy shouted out, “I love you, Jett.” She blew him a kiss.
Unfortunately, that brought out the ugly side of a few audience members. An empty beer bottle flew through the air, hurtling toward me. Using the neck of my guitar, I deflected it like a champ. When a second bottle followed, Jett stopped singing and searched the crowd for the culprit.
“Got a fucking problem, asshole?” Jett spoke clearly into the mic, staring down into the crowd.
The rest of us kept the music going. It was going to take more than a pussy with a beer bottle to chase us away.
“What the fuck did you say to me?” Jett laughed, and the sound was deadly. “I don’t see you up here, cocksucker.”
Another insult was directed at her. The words “suck” and “trashwhore” could be clearly heard. Jett moved fast. She leaped into the crowd with fists flying. There was a commotion as people closest to the action rushed to get out of the way.
There was no suppressing my laughter. This was not the first time Jett had unraveled on a heckler.
We watched as Jett lay a beating on the loudmouthed idiot. Once she got him down, she straddled the guy and fed shots into his face with an aggression I wouldn’t have believed if I wasn’t seeing it. Security moved quickly to drag her off. Jett’s heckler lay on the floor with blood gushing from his nose.
Jett pulled free of the bouncer’s hold and ran back to the stage. The crowd cheered her on, feeding off the excitement of the fast beat down they’d just witnessed. The security guys looked uncertain, but in the end, they gave the heckler the choice to stay or leave. Embarrassed, he headed for the door. It was a safe bet that he wouldn’t mess with Jett again.
“Now that that’s taken care of, are we done, or does anyone else want to step up?” Despite her words, there was a smile on Jett’s face. She’d enjoyed that little incident.
We made it to the end of the song without further interruption. My blood was running hot when we finished. The crowd was all worked up, having enjoyed the display of violent werewolf temper.
I left the stage feeling damn good about our performance overall. Now that our set was over, it was time to party. Heading straight to the bar for a drink, I noticed Rowen nearby talking with a few friends. He glanced about, looking for someone. Me?
Instead of heading to the table that the girls had claimed near the stage, I slinked up behind Rowen. Feeling bold, I said, “Sex on the beach.”
“Is that so?” He turned with a laugh, a raised brow, and his flirtatious smile. “Sounds good to me.”
I glanced pointedly toward the bar and smirked. “My drink. That’s what you can get me. Double vodka.”
“You guys really kicked ass up there.” Rowen waved over a passing waitress and ordered drinks. “But I’m sure you already know that.”
“I certainly do. But thanks for saying so. A lot of guys don’t have the balls. I think we intimidate them.” With a suddenly serious expression, I leaned in close. “Do I intimidate you, Rowen?”
He studied me for a moment, his smile playful and quirky. “You know… I’m not sure.”
I playfully tapped him on the nose. “You’re cute. I like you.”
We stood side by side, waiting for the last band to play. That strange feeling that I was missing something resurfaced. It was like I should know him from somewhere, but I couldn’t figure out where. The waitress returned with our drinks, and I was glad to have a way to busy my hands.
“The singer has no range,” I said when the final band kicked off their first song. “It’s really not helping the lack of a talented lead guitar.” I lifted the cherry from my glass and sucked the alcohol from it before dropping it back into the drink.
Rowen watched with stunned intrigue before shouting, “Right. And the drummer seems too talented to match well with the rest of them. But hey, I guess that works in our favor.” Rowen spied Sam approaching and shot him a look to keep on moving. I pretended not to notice.
“I guess we’ll know any time now.”
I was happy to stand there with him, drinking and waiting for the judges to announce which bands were moving to the next round. The loud music and crowd eased the pressure of making small talk. We leaned back against a small partition wall and waited.
The tension was mounting. It all seemed too much like the results portion of a reality TV show for my liking. When the last band finished, the stage lights came up, and my stomach tightened. The DJ kept the music going, but the tension in the room began to thicken as several eager young musicians waited impatiently.
Minutes felt like hours. I shot Rowen a questioning look and played with the cherry from my drink. “Feeling lucky, sucker?”
Rowen watched me slip the cherry in my mouth, then back out again. “I don’t think lucky quite sums it up. But yeah, I’m feeling pretty confident right now.”
His friends were still gathered around their table. Catching Arrow’s eye, Rowen held his drink up in a gesture of camaraderie. Arrow didn’t look too pleased to see us standing there together, so I smiled brightly at him.
The lights dimmed, and everyone grew quiet. The spotlight lit up the emcee when he stepped up with a list of names in hand. My palms grew sweaty, and I held my breath.
Only four bands were going through. Crimson Sin was the first one announced. Relief rushed through me. I could have collapsed in a puddle of happy on the floor. I let out a little whoop and downed the last of my drink.
Rowen waited anxiously with his eyes locked on the emcee. His expression soured when the next band announced wasn’t his. Two more to go. When the third band’s name still wasn’t Molly’s Chamber, Rowen’s gaze dropped to his drink.
I found myself hoping they would get through despite the fact that I should have been pulling for them to fail.
“Molly’s Chamber.” The emcee said their name, and Rowen slumped in relief.
“Congrats, cutie.” I raised my empty glass to him in cheers before popping the lonely cherry back into my mouth.
“Thanks. Congrats to you too. You really deserve it.”
Arrow, Greyson, and Sam were suddenly there, voices raised in excitement.
“Fucking rights!” Sam shouted. “Just one step closer to a record deal.”
Rowen looked embarrassed by his buddies and their intrusive yelling. It was time for me to vacate and head back to my girls.
I pulled the cherry from my mouth and dangled it by the stem. Still attached to the cherry, the stem was tied in a perfect knot. Dropping the cherry into Rowen’s glass, I grinned slyly. “Congratulations, boys. I guess I’ll be seeing you next weekend. I can hardly wait.”



CHAPTER FOUR

 
 
My head pounded. My eyes hurt though I hadn’t even opened them yet. Rolling over in bed, I groped around blindly for my cell phone, dragging it off the nightstand and across my pillow.
Through bleary vision I made out the time. Almost noon. The scent of bacon helped me shake off the last remnants of sleep. My stomach growled, and I sat up, blinking until my vision cleared. What a night.
I slipped into a pair of soft, roomy PJ pants with little hearts all over them. Not very rock n’ roll but comfy enough that it didn’t matter. I peeked around the doorway into the kitchen. As I’d expected, Cinder was in there fixing me one of his amazing hangover breakfasts. Well, he didn’t call them that, but I sure did.
I crept through the living room and adjoined kitchen to the bathroom. Hoping Cinder’s back would stay turned, I wanted to make it into the shower without a row of questioning. I was just swinging the bathroom door shut when he called after me.
“How was your night?”
I hesitated with the bathroom door cracked just a few inches. “It was good. We got through to the next round.”
“That’s great. And?”
“And? I’m jumping in the shower. Do you mind putting on a pot of coffee?”
I closed the door and turned gratefully toward the tub. Only after I’d taken a hot shower and brushed my teeth did I start to feel like myself again. I’d gone a little too hard on the celebratory drinks. My stomach rolled, and I promised myself that I’d never do it again. But I knew that was just one of those lies I told myself in a moment of regret.
In sweatpants and my Clash t-shirt, I gathered my wet hair into a ponytail and emerged from the bathroom feeling less like the walking dead than I had when I’d gone in. Cinder had a plate sitting on the kitchen table complete with a steaming cup of coffee. I eyed the cheese omelet, bacon, and toast, sighing with contentment.
“You’re the best, Cinder,” I said around a mouthful of eggs. We both knew that he only made such wake-up calls when he had something important to discuss. Since I wasn’t in a hurry to find out what that was, I used eating as a way to avoid conversation.
He slid into the seat across from me with only a coffee in hand. He watched me in silence as I shoveled food into my mouth. His expression was neutral. If he was thinking that I ate like a pig, it didn’t show on his face.
“So,” he said when I had all but licked the plate clean. “Tell me about your night.”
I took my time, sipping the precious life giving fluid that is coffee. Cinder was patient. In fact, I’d only seen him show frustration a few times in all the time I’d known him. He merely regarded me with a raised brow and an expectant quirk to his smile.
“Well, we got through, like I said. It was great.” I pondered him, wondering what it was he was trying to get me to spill. “Jett jumped into the crowd and punched a heckler. I don’t condone her casual violence, but this time it was justified.”
“I’m sure it was.” Cinder smiled and waved a hand for me to continue.
“Don’t pull that shit with me, Cinder,” I said, spooning some extra sugar into my mug. “What’s your deal?”
“My deal?” He feigned misunderstanding, which he often did when I used slang or inappropriate language with him.
I sighed, melodramatic and more exasperated than I really was. My spoon clinked too loudly against the mug, and I winced as my head throbbed. “There’s obviously something you’re waiting for me to say. So why don’t you just ask and save me the headache of guessing? I have zombie brain right now.”
Cinder grabbed my empty plate and took it to the dishwasher. His tendency to cook and clean for me had once made me feel very uncomfortable. And a little like a child. I’d come to learn over the years that he enjoyed the mundane human tasks. It was like watching a high-up authority figure for the first time joining the commoners in their day-to-day tasks and finding it joyful simply because he’d never had to do it before. I didn’t get it, but it was cool with me. I hated housework.
He was dressed like a college kid in baggy jeans and a U of A hoodie though he’d clearly never attended. His shaggy hair was hidden beneath a backwards cap. No white robe or halo, it wasn’t how I would have envisioned an angel. Maybe the robe and halo were reserved for special occasions.
Cinder’s human look was always changing. It wasn’t unlike him to drop in wearing a fedora one day and a turtleneck the next. I liked it best when he looked like an Abercrombie and Fitch ad. I never tired of teasing him.
“You know I don’t like to tail you, right? It’s just that sometimes I have to. It’s my job.” He paused, giving me a chance to anticipate where this was going. “Ember, you know I would never give you an order or in any way interfere with your free will.”
“Yes,” I said slowly, dragging the one word out as if it were several syllables long. “You’re super fantabulous with cherries on top. What’s your point?”
He held the coffee pot up. “Refill?”
“Hit me.” I raised my mug to accept the offering.
I waited with growing impatience as he refilled my mug and then puttered around the kitchen, killing time. Finally, after I’d huffed loudly a few times, he returned to the table and sat down.
“Ember, I dropped by the show last night. You girls were outstanding, by the way. A lot of fun to watch. However, I noticed you were quite friendly with Rowen Cruz.”
I sat there staring at him, trying to decide if it was good news that he knew who Rowen was or bad. Most likely bad.
“What can I say? He’s a hottie.” I shrugged and drank my coffee.
This was the part where Cinder told me something I didn’t want to hear. It wouldn’t be the first time, nor the last I’m sure. It no longer bothered me that Cinder occasionally dropped in where I was. It had when I was certain he was out to cramp my style like the no-fun police seeking to write me up for enjoying myself. That was never the case though. Cinder had a job to do. Protecting me was part of it.
“It’s not advisable for you to become romantically involved with him, Ember. I’m sorry. I hate having to say that.”
“It’s not advisable?” I repeated. Nothing annoyed me more than being told I should or shouldn’t do something, not even Cinder’s insistent use of my real name. “I thought we agreed that my personal life is off limits.”
“We did.” He nodded. “It is. With this exception.”
I groaned. The eggs sat heavily in my stomach. Intuition told me he was about to say something I’d rather not hear.
“Why? What’s so special about Rowen that makes him off limits? Don’t tell me he’s some prodigal chosen one or something equally stupid.” When Cinder stared at me in thoughtful silence, I sighed. “Of course he is. Well, you might as well tell me.”
“I’m not supposed to tell you. Not until you make your decision.”
“Can I guess? Does that work?” When he didn’t answer right away, I rushed on. “Rowen isn’t human, is he? No, of course he’s not. That explains the weird feeling that I knew him from somewhere.”
Cinder fiddled with the fading Star Wars logo on his mug, scratching a nail over it. “Nobody is supposed to see him as anything other than human. He’s under protection right now.”
I sat back in my chair, replaying my meeting with Rowen. Nothing had clearly indicated that he was anything other than human. It was a bummer to discover otherwise. This city was crawling with the supernatural, like much of the world, but couldn’t I just dig a normal dude?
“He’s nephilim, isn’t he?” I guessed, certain that he must be if Cinder was in on it. “He must be a big fucking deal to have his identity hidden.”
“Ember, you shouldn’t swear like that. It’s filthy.”
“It is. I know. It’s a bad habit. Stop avoiding my question. If you can tell me not to get the warm and fuzzies for him, then I’m sure you can tell me why.” I chugged back the rest of the coffee. My body cried out for the caffeine rush though my stomach protested.
“I’m not at liberty to discuss the details with you. Rowen doesn’t know who he is. Not yet. His talents are contained until it is his time to choose. He is highly sought after by the dark, which is why his identity must remain hidden.”
I stared at Cinder, waiting to feel some sense of disbelief. When it never surfaced, I surmised that I was jaded by this shit already. “Well his daddy must be somebody pretty damn special then. Don’t tell me he’s a Throne or something.”
A Throne was just one of the nine classes in the angel hierarchy. The hierarchy was divided into three levels with three classes in each. A Throne was of the first class, a level so high that its angels were often occupied with extremely vital tasks greater than most humans could fathom, according to Cinder anyway. It was unheard of for a level one angel to commit such a sin as bedding a mortal.
The demon hierarchy mirrored that of the angels. When an angel fell from grace, he remained in the same class, forsaking the honorable duty once bestowed upon him and taking up the nasty tasks of his new kin. Despite the various levels and classes of both angels and demons, there was no such thing as a weak or harmless one. They were all exceptionally created, all of them a force to be reckoned with.
Cinder himself was a Dominion, the highest of level two angels. He oversaw the activities of other angels and nephilim. He had great responsibility in seeking out undecided nephilim, like me, and guiding us into the fold, should we be willing.
Cinder shook his head but remained quiet. He looked worried, like he was afraid he’d shared too much. It’s not like I was going to tell anyone.
Something occurred to me then. “Does Arrow know? It can’t be a coincidence that they’re friends.”
Cinder’s dark-blond brows rose, causing his scar to wrinkle. “No, I’m sure it isn’t. I’m sorry. I wish I could tell you what I know, Ember.”
“Spike,” I growled, grumpy and annoyed. “It’s Spike.”
“Ember is a lovely name. Your father gave you that name.”
“Yeah? And where is he now? Oh, right. He’s locked up in a holding cell in hell.” I would never have uttered such a phrase in front of my mother. I kept the bitterness I felt about my parentage and the circumstances surrounding it to myself, until it spilled out at moments like this.
Cinder drifted back into the kitchen where he tidied the counter and pretty much invented reasons not to speak. My brain hurt too badly to think this over. I glanced around the living room, and my gaze landed on the empty terrarium in the corner.
“Where’s Seth?” I asked, scouring the floor for any sign of the tiny tortoise.
“I saw him heading for the couch. He’s probably underneath.”
A search beneath the fake leather couch revealed my little, shelled friend. I pulled him out, making kissy faces at him until Cinder laughed. Then I set Seth back down and let him slowly shuffle off toward a throw pillow on the floor near the TV.
I’d made a passing comment to my mother in a pet store about how cute I thought he was. A week later, she brought him over, citing him as a gift. My mother had spent much of my life spoiling me. Not because she thought I deserved it but because she felt guilty. I wasn’t normal enough for her, so she fought tooth and nail to make my life as normal as possible.
Our relationship had become strained since my father’s heritage had really manifested itself at eighteen. Being around me when I accidentally started a fire was too much for her. The accidents had stopped when I grew into my abilities, but I moved out anyway. Now we spoke on the phone more than we saw one another. It was easier that way for both of us.
I didn’t hold any grudges against my mother. She’d done her best with what she had to work with. And now, so must I.
“So what’s it going to take for me to get some answers out of you?” I went to stand near the kitchen, blocking Cinder’s path when he tried to reach around me to the pantry.
“Not until you make your choice,” he said with a shake of his head. “Since it’s bothering you so much, I will tell you one thing.”
He paused, and I wasn’t sure if it was to be dramatic or if he was merely second guessing his decision. I waved a hand for him to spit it out.
Then I reached past him to the cupboard where the painkillers were. My head was absolutely banging. I poured two pills into my hand and filled a glass with water from the cooler. Thinking Godspeed, little pills, I swallowed them down and fixed Cinder with a stern stare.
“You could inadvertently draw others to him,” Cinder said finally. “Especially while the dark is working so hard to recruit you. They aren’t supposed to know who he is. That is just one reason why you shouldn’t become romantic with him.”
“And what’s the other one?” I dared to prod, my curiosity piqued.
Cinder stared at the checker pattern on the linoleum floor. He seemed to be wrestling with how much he could tell me without breaking his oath of secrecy. He finally stated, “If you join the light, helping with Rowen’s protection was to be your first major assignment.”
I was surprised. As sharp as my intuition was these days, I hadn’t anticipated that one. I stared at Cinder, mouth agape, at a loss for words.
“Oh,” I managed. “I see.”



CHAPTER FIVE

 
 
I stared in stupid silence at Cinder while he politely gave me a few minutes to process what I’d heard. Many times I’d let my imagination run wild, concocting all sorts of wild tasks I might be entrusted with if I were to choose a side. Espionage, intel, assassination, all outrageous things straight out of the movies. I hadn’t anticipated that guarding someone from my everyday life would be part of it.
“You’re not bullshitting me, are you?” I said when the shock wore off.
Cinder frowned at my obscenity and shook his blond head. “Of course not. I would never do that. Not about something so serious.”
“So is this a thing then? Assignments are directly related to our regular life? That seems like a good way to really fuck things up.” I frowned, and the small act of knitting my eyebrows caused my head to hurt. Or perhaps it was the thinking. Yeah, that. The thinking really hurt.
“Quite the contrary, actually. Giving nephilim assignments that relate to their lives ensures a higher chance of success. It makes sense, really. You have to do what you can wherever you’re at in life. Given that you are so fully immersed in the local music scene, as is Rowen, you’re naturally our first pick to keep an eye on him.”
“Ok.” I held up a hand to stop him from continuing. “I’ve heard enough. My head can’t possibly take another word about Rowen or assignments or anything else. It’s a hangover day. I just want to crawl back into bed.”
“What about training?” Cinder questioned, getting that pinched look that usually meant he was about to scold me. “You skipped out on our last session. You promised not to do that again.”
I leaned heavily against the counter, trying to conjure up a valid excuse since hangover obviously wasn’t going to cut it. Cinder stared at me, expecting an argument.
I’d grown to enjoy and appreciate our training sessions. Cinder said that learning to fight and to hone my skills was essential whether I joined a side or not. Even if I tried to live a human life, the creatures of the dark would hunt me down. I needed to know how to defend myself.
“I have a show at The Wicked Kiss tonight, and I really need to grab a nap first…” I began, trailing off as his stare became a glower. “Forget it. Just let me get changed. But you better take it easy on me today.”
I retrieved Seth, who was attempting to climb over an especially large stuffed elephant that I’d won at last year’s summer carnival, and set him back inside the safety of his terrarium. After ensuring he had clean water and some fresh lettuce, I grumbled my way into the bedroom to change into yoga pants and a tank top.
We did most of our training at the gym a few blocks away. They offered room rentals for those in need of a private exercise area.
By the time I dragged my gear to the Nova and then into the facility, I was ready to drop. Cinder, however, seemed especially pleased. He watched me drag the heavy bag of swords, throwing stars, and other various weaponry inside with a wry smile.
“Not feeling so good about the drunken shenanigans now, are you?” He smirked though it lacked true malice.
I pulled a water bottle from my bag and drank half in a few swallows. Dehydration was going to kick my ass. Stifling the urge to complain, I opened the bag and pulled out the two wooden practice swords.
“Can we use these?” I asked. “If we use real metal, you’re probably going to cut my head off. I’m not feeling too energetic today.”
Cinder picked up one of the blunt wooden swords. “You know, it is possible to have a good time without drinking yourself blind.”
“Is it? Maybe I’ll give that a try sometime.” I cracked a smile, knowing he didn’t find it funny. “Really, Cinder, why do you put up with me? How can I possibly be of use? I’m a flawed woman.” I said it as if I were joking, but an element of truth colored my statement. I failed to understand how I could assist the light. I was very much equipped to live a life of darkness—not that I wanted to join them, of course. I was just so damn far from perfect.
“The greatest people in God’s kingdom were flawed. There are no perfect people, Ember. The greater the flaws, the greater the potential for goodness.” He tossed the other wooden sword to me, faster and harder than I’d anticipated. “Now, are you ready to begin?”
The sword slapped my fingertips before clattering to the floor. “Ouch. Son of a bitch.”
Needless to say, it wasn’t my best training day. Cinder didn’t take it easy on me either. He came at me hard and fast, forcing me to block repeatedly, giving me no opportunity for an offensive move. If it had been real combat, I would have been dead several times over.
When he succeeded in knocking the sword from my hand and delivered the fake killing blow, I saw anger in his violet eyes. “I hope you’re taking note of how the poisons you joyfully consumed last night have weakened you. It’s not a simple matter to be brushed off. If you get yourself killed, it’s going to reflect very badly on me.”
We’d been through this before. For the most part Cinder was a lot of fun, a good friend and a funny guy. But that Cinder ended where the hard-ass Cinder began. And that side of him was not nearly as pleasant to be around.
Feeling grumpy and tired, I retorted, “But I’ll be the one who’s dead.”
“Yes. You will be. Tell me, why exactly do you want that?”
“I don’t.”
He snapped, “Then grow up and take responsibility for yourself.” Immediately his anger vanished, and he dropped the wooden sword. “I’m sorry, Ember. It worries me that you’re so willing to compromise yourself. I don’t mean to be a jerk. Let’s call it quits for the day.”
I felt bad. Guilt was an emotion saved for my mother and for Cinder. It wasn’t because they forced it out of me in some unjust manner. It was because they were right, and I knew it. I was letting my guard down too much.
“Cinder, you know I don’t mean to be such a pain in the ass,” I started. “It’s hard to meet the standard you think I should be at. I’m in my twenties. I just want to have a good time before I’m old and senile.”
Arms crossed, head cocked studiously, Cinder regarded me with a strange calm. “I understand. Unfortunately, most nephilim don’t live long enough to be old and senile. You might want to think about that.” When I tried to speak, he stopped me. “I’ll talk to you soon. Have fun tonight.”
The sound of wings accompanied his departure. He left me standing there alone in the middle of the large training room. I stared at my reflection in the mirrored wall to my right. I hadn’t meant to piss him off. With an exaggerated sigh and a few choice words to my reflection, I gathered up my things and dragged the heavy bag back to the car. Maybe I could squeeze in a nap before I had to get ready for the show tonight.
 
* * * *
 
A three-hour nap and another pot of coffee later, I was starting to feel like myself again. I stood in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, scrutinizing my outfit.
I wore a pair of ripped, skinny jeans and a sheer, black top that hung off one shoulder. My Victoria’s Secret, leopard print bra was slightly visible through the mesh, fishnet-like material. A chunky, black onyx bracelet encircled my wrist, and a spiked collar adorned my neck.
After teasing up my hair until it was wild and untamable, I made the black liner framing my eyes even thicker before selecting a deep, wine-red lipstick. Not bad for being hungover. Nobody would even notice.
I ignored my ringing phone, knowing that Jett was calling to bitch at me for not being at the venue yet. I was running on the late side and rushing to get out the door. At least if I answered while I was dragging my guitar down to the car, I could say I was on my way without lying.
The drive to The Wicked Kiss didn’t take all that long. Once I crossed the river, it was just a few minutes to the venue. Traffic was busy but manageable. I parked close to the staff door on the side of the building where the other girls were unloading our amps from the back of Tash’s mom’s minivan.
The Wicked Kiss wasn’t your typical bar. In fact, it was so far from typical that even we needed some time to get used to playing there. It was a vampire bar, which is exactly what it sounds like, a place for vampires to feed from willing victims, and there were a hell of a lot of willing victims.
The place had given me the creeps right from the start, but Jett assured us it was worth it to have a regular, paying gig. We’d become somewhat of a featured act at The Wicked Kiss due to our willingness to play surrounded by vampires. The club owner was a nice, if a little shady, vampire-werewolf hybrid who paid us well, which was what really mattered. So far, it had been good for us.
I pulled my guitar case from the backseat of the Nova and turned to go inside. When I sensed movement beside me, I turned to find a demon standing there expectantly. He was a tall, imposing figure who brought with him the stink of sulfur.
“I really don’t have time for this right now,” I said to Koda, trying to muscle by him with my guitar case.
The demon blocked my path, hands up to stop me should I try to resist. His blood-red eyes were like deep, gaping chasms. “You’re always in such a rush. Would it really hurt you to take a few minutes to chat with an old pal?”
Koda smiled as if we were friends when in fact he was nothing more than a distraction. His entire job description, as far as I was concerned, was to be a distraction. Really, it was to persuade me to join the dark. He’d come into my life around the time Cinder had. Where Cinder tried to guide and strengthen me, Koda sought to mislead and weaken me. A manipulative demon brimming with evil, Koda had made my life hell for a time, until Cinder stepped in at my request. Now Koda was limited, able to do only so much to get inside my head. It was very much like having the Freudian angel and demon on each shoulder, each of them fighting to be heard over the other.
“Koda, please. I’m late. And I’m really not in the mood to humor you today.” I sidestepped around him, but he stepped to block me. Frustrated, I counted to ten since losing it and getting mad would only encourage him.
“I just wanted to pop by, to touch base with you. It’s been a while since we’ve spoken.” He spoke in a friendly lilt, the kind of tone reserved for acquaintances when you bump into them unexpectedly.
“I don’t want to talk to you.”
“Aww, don’t be like that. We used to be friends.”
I gawked at him. Demons didn’t handle rejection well. I’d discovered that over the years. Their pride just couldn’t take it. “We were never friends. I am not your friend. I am your job.”
Koda had done a good job of convincing me that maybe he wasn’t such a bad guy after all. Young and stupid, I’d fallen for his tricks, his lies and half-truths as they were. Koda had a way of making the most horrific things seem perfectly acceptable. Cinder had helped me to see through his act, but having the demon constantly gunning for me was difficult. Depressing. And Cinder wonders why I drink.
“Job? You are much more than that to me. I could love you if you’d let me.”
I snorted. This was his latest thing, trying to convince me that he loved me and that, if only I joined the dark, then we could be together. Crappily ever after.
“Oh, my God, Koda that is fucking pathetic.” I enjoyed throwing the big G word around when Koda was near. Occasionally I could make him wince. “I’m not a starry-eyed fourteen year old who’s going to fall for that shit. It just makes you look like an idiot.”
Koda drew himself to his full height and glared down at me. “Well, I must say, you seem to be more suited to our side every time we speak. You’ve got a nasty mouth on you, girl.” He smoothed back his short, black hair before straightening the sleeves of his long jacket. Fussing with his appearance was one of his tells. It meant he was digging for something, trying to find a way to keep me talking.
“You’re in my way,” I said, glaring up at him. At well over six feet, he towered over me. It had once frightened me. Koda still scared me, but I’d learned how to deal with him over the years.
“Spike,” he said my name carefully, as if it were fragile. He liked to make a point of using the name that Cinder refused to use, as if that would win him some points with me. “You can’t avoid me forever.”
“I’m aware.” I readjusted the guitar case on my shoulder. “This thing is getting heavy. So move it or lose it.”
Losing his phony, friendly tone, he warned, “You don’t want to make the dark your enemy.”
“I’ve got a show to play right now, but I’ll try to keep that in mind. Feel free to come inside and enjoy the tunes if you’re so inclined. And if not, have a nice night.” I smiled as I pushed by him. This time he let me go.
Demons didn’t often enter The Wicked Kiss. When I’d asked, Cinder had told me that was because of the club’s owner. Something about her made her different from others like her. She had a link to the light that unsettled demons. And that was just fine with me.
Jett was all worked up by the time I joined her. “Where the hell have you been?” she demanded, shaking a fist at me. The silver bangles stacked on her wrist jangled threateningly.
“I got held up. Koda.” I didn’t have to say anything else. That name was enough.
“Oh, well I hope you told him to fuck off.”
“Yep. Like I always do.”
We got busy dragging our gear on stage. The place was starting to fill up. The Wicked Kiss had changed over the years, but the crowd was always busy and loud, just the way we liked it.
We were well received. Once we took the stage, the crowd gravitated closer, filling the dance floor in front of us. People sang along, which was a thrill that couldn’t be matched by anything else. Watching the lyrics Jett and I had written on the lips of both humans and vampires was enough to make me a little giddy.
It was no surprise when a fight broke out. I couldn’t recall a single night we’d been here without some kind of commotion. Two vampires started brawling over a human trophy. Or perhaps there was more to it.
Jett shouted at the crowd, drawing their distracted attention back to her. On her knees, with her purple hair whipping about, she soon had more eyes upon her than on the fight.
Halfway through our set, our friend, a Goth kid named Gabriel, caught my eye. I’d never seen him here before. In fact, as far as I knew, he was adamant about staying as far away from this place as possible. So what the hell was up?
My fingers flew over the frets of my guitar, the riff so deeply ingrained in me that I could have played it in my sleep. My gaze stayed on Gabriel though. Something was up with him. Something was… different.
I wasn’t close enough to get a read off him. Far from average, he always felt different than the other humans. He’d been born with abilities that some would imagine a gift though he considered his gift a curse. Not only was he magically inclined, he was precognitive as well. He could see the future of those he touched.
With long, black hair and dark eyes, Gabriel was tall and thin, a little on the lanky side. He was a hottie though. Jett had hooked up with him once, even though I’d given her a hard time about their five-year age difference.
“He’s nineteen,” she’d said. “Totally legal. Besides I think it takes more than a five-year difference to make me a cougar.”
“Definitely the wrong animal,” I’d replied.
They had never been more than a drunken hook up though, as far as I knew. Shooting a glance at Jett, she too was watching Gabriel. For a split-second, her expression held more alarm than curiosity. Then it was gone as she threw herself back into her performance.
My curiosity was piqued. By the time we finished our set and exited the stage, I was eager to speak with him.
Jett grabbed my arm before I could wade into the crowd to find him. “Spike, wait. Did you see Gabriel?”
“Yeah, I was going to go find him. He never comes in here.”
“That’s because he was never a vampire before,” she said, her eyes dangerously close to becoming wolf. She was all fired up and anxious.
I nodded slowly. “So that’s what’s different.”
“Better be careful. Don’t let him get too close. You know, just in case. I’m going to give the others a heads up.”
Tash and Rubi had taken the news about the many creatures of our city surprisingly well. It had never been an option to hide our true natures from them. Those girls were like sisters to Jett and me. Though Jett and I couldn’t share everything with them, Tash and Rubi needed to know what kind of world they were walking in.
When Jett and I had told her everything, Rubi had said, “Well, that explains everything. I always knew there was something fucked up about this city. No wonder they call it Deadmonton.”
I navigated my way through the crowd, shaking my head at more than one vampire who approached me with a hungry grin. Thankfully most of them weren’t total assholes about it, although on occasion they would get out of hand. Security at The Wicked Kiss was serious though, and they quickly dealt with those who didn’t want to play by the house rules.
I spied Gabriel speaking with the club owner near the back exit that led into the private area where vampires took their snacks. I had never been back there and fully intended to keep it that way.
I lingered near the bar where he could see me, waiting for a chance to talk to him. Whatever they were talking about, it didn’t seem to make him very happy. When he broke away from her, he was muttering beneath his breath.
“Hey,” I stepped out in front of him, forcing him to see me. “Where’ve you been? Or is the answer to that question obvious?”
Gabriel jerked to a halt. He seemed nervous, glancing about as if expecting someone to jump at him. “Spike, hey. Sorry I missed the show last night. I was busy.”
“Busy drinking blood?” I asked, unafraid to get to the point. “Is this why you’ve been so weird lately?”
“It’s part of it.” He stood at a distance, making it hard to hear him.
I noticed he was wearing leather gloves, something he did only when the precognitive stuff was driving him crazy. I wondered how vampirism affected that.
“So, what happened?” I asked.
I wasn’t afraid of Gabriel, but I was afraid of what he was. Up close I easily detected that inhuman vibe he now had. He was also insanely beautiful, the way most vampires were, with smooth, pale skin and eyes that seemed to glow with wretched hunger.
As I looked at him, I began to feel strange. I wanted to climb all over him, just to touch him and maybe even to bleed for him. It was disorienting and entirely fucked up. Some vampires had the kind of allure that would turn the most uptight of prudes into wanton sex slaves. Just one of many reasons to stay the hell away from vampires.
“It’s a long story. Let’s just say demons always get what they want. So make sure they never have a reason to want anything from you.” His dark eyes scanned my face before dropping to my neck, seeking my pulse, which lay hidden beneath my spiked collar.
“Um, do you remember my history? They already want me. So why not tell me the truth? You used to share this shit with me.” There had been a time when Gabriel confided in me about the demon he’d gotten himself involved with, but that had come to a stop. Now I saw why. He was in too deep.
“It’s too late for me, Spike. Ok? That’s all I can tell you. A demon wanted this for me. He wanted me to be hard to kill with a power boost. So here I am, with the blood of the most powerful vampire in the city running through my veins. You know how demons operate. I didn’t stand a fucking chance.” There was no anguish in his voice. He tossed his long hair out of his face and tried to stare anywhere but at my neck.
“Who is this demon, Gabriel? If you tell me his name, maybe I can help you. I could talk to Cinder—”
“No!” The word exploded out. “You have enough demon problems of your own. I can handle this.” He glanced over my shoulder, and I followed his gaze. Jett was weaving her way through the crowd toward us. “I’ve gotta go.”
“Wait.” I reached to grab his arm. When he jerked out of reach, his eyes flashed with such monstrosity that I recoiled.
“I don’t want to talk to you guys right now,” he said. “It’s not a good time for me if you catch my drift. I don’t want to hurt you. I’ll call you, ok?”
“But, but…” I fumbled for words as he tried to make a quick getaway. “I wanted to ask you about Arrow Lynch. You know him, right?”
Gabriel paused a few feet away and glanced back long enough to say, “Stay away from Arrow. In fact, stay away from the dark altogether. I mean it, Spike. Do yourself a favor. Choose the light.”
Then he was gone, a black blur moving through the busy nightclub. I stared after him, feeling cold inside.



CHAPTER SIX

 
 
“I can’t believe he just took off like that. I mean, I know I never called him after our fling, but I didn’t think he really expected me to. What’s his fucking deal?”
I lay on the couch in our jam space, listening to Jett rant. Once she got into the booze stash in the fridge, she’d gotten all worked up over Gabriel’s hasty disappearing act.
“His fucking deal, Jett, is that he’s a vampire. A fucking vampire.” Tash’s voice was shrill, echoing in our rented space. “Cut the guy some slack. You didn’t want him anyway.”
Jett pouted, twisting a lock of purple hair around a finger. “I know. But I wanted him to want me.” Because Jett was her own biggest fan, she launched into an acapella rendition of Cheap Trick’s `I Want You To Want Me’.
I rolled my eyes and dragged on a cigarette. It was only my third of the day because I was trying to quit. Cinder was right. I needed to take things more seriously.
After our show at The Wicked Kiss, we’d promptly headed over to the jam space to practice. We never stayed long after a show at the vampire bar. It just wasn’t our scene.
“Oh, I’m sure he does want you,” I said, remembering the way Gabriel had ogled my neck like I was food. “But I’m pretty sure it’s a lot more than a good fuck he’s after now.”
“I can’t even believe that happened to him.” Tash shook her head. “It’s so sad.”
It certainly was. Though considering that he was involved with a demon, it was nothing short of a miracle that it hadn’t been worse. I’d seen what demons could do to a person. Hell, I had my very own demon trying to do it to me.
I thought about Arrow and his friendship with Rowen. To Rowen it was a genuine thing, two guys bonding over whatever the hell guys bond over: sex, beer, video games, music. But to Arrow hanging with Rowen was a job, getting inside Rowen’s head to ensnare him for the dark. It made me feel ill to think about.
“It’s fucked up is what it is. Good ol’ Deadmonton. City of evil.” Jett tapped a finger against her mic. The sound was loud through the amps.
Rubi twirled a drumstick between her fingers. “Hey, I love this city. You two talk so much shit about it, but for us regular folk, it’s still a great place. And there’s no way this stuff only goes on here. It’s gotta be world wide.”
“Muggle,” Jett muttered.
Rubi smirked. “Bitch.”
After listening to the two of them trade insults until it was clear they had no intention of stopping, I rolled off the couch and picked up my guitar. To show off a little and to shut them up, I cranked up the volume and played the opening riff to `Sweet Child O’ Mine’.
The bass line was next, and Tash came in right on time. Smoke between my lips and black hair hanging in my face, I channeled my inner Slash. The notes danced out of my fingertips as I played one of my favorite songs by one of the greatest rock bands of all time. I was in my element.
Rubi came in with the steady beat of drums, and everything clicked. Music was a deeply ingrained part of me. Would I have to give it up if I joined Cinder and the light? God, I hoped not. When I played, I became the music. And it felt like a gift.
A goofy smile lit Jett’s face. She watched us like a proud mother, nodding her head in time to the music. She opened her mouth to sing, but then the door opened.
Arrow stood in the doorway. The music stumbled to a stop as we all took notice of him. I blinked a few times, unable to believe my eyes. What in the ever-loving crap was he doing here?
Jett recovered from the surprise interruption first. “What the fuck are you doing here? You wouldn’t happen to be stalking us, would you?”
Her dark eyes became wolf, and I half expected her to bare fangs at him. She didn’t. The predatory stare she fixed on Arrow brought a wan smile to his face.
With a half-assed shrug he said, “Sorry. I knocked, but you guys couldn’t hear me. It’s no big secret that you jam here. My buddy’s band jams at the other end of the lot. I came by, saw the cars outside, and thought I’d say hello.”
Jett and I exchanged a look. She was the only one who knew what Arrow was. Keeping it from Tash and Rubi had been for their own safety. Knowing of the nephilim was one thing but knowing who they were could get you killed.
“Bullshit,” I said, eyeing him with suspicion.
He turned his hazel eyes on me, and they sparkled with mischief. “Ok, it’s bullshit. I came to talk to you. But you could humor me, offer me a drink or something.” He pointed at the beer in Jett’s hand.
“Get out.” My tone was harsh with sudden, thinly veiled vehemence. Arrow was a ballsy piece of shit, that was for sure. I despised him, and I barely knew him.
Unfazed by my rude demand, Arrow strode inside and took the seat on the couch I’d just vacated. The chains hanging from his jeans clinked as he sat. Pulling a pack of smokes from a back pocket, he pulled one out, acting surprised when a small bag of white powder fell out with it. Holding the bag up, he shook it as if it were filled with the secrets of the universe. To some people, perhaps it was.
Sticking the cigarette between his lips, he asked, “Anyone interested? I always give free samples to first time buyers.”
I glanced at the other girls, finding they all wore similar expressions of distaste. A few years back, when the band had first formed, we’d gone through a rough time that included some heavy drug use that went far beyond the mellow buzz of marijuana. It had left us all feeling less than satisfied with ourselves. Knowing we were better than that, we’d sworn off the hard stuff.
“Not interested,” I answered for all of us. “Not today. Not ever.”
Arrow looked long and hard at me. He stared so long without saying anything that the tension in the room grew tangibly thick.
It came as no shock that Arrow was peddling hard street drugs. It seemed to be the type of thing his kind would do. He held the bag up a moment longer before stuffing it back into his smoke pack.
“Ok then,” he said, his gaze still upon me. “The offer always stands if you change your mind.”
“So, I guess you’ll just be on your way now.” Jett pointed with the mic at the open door.
Arrow rose, but he didn’t leave. Instead, he helped himself to a beer from our fridge. I stared at him, aghast. This little voice inside me cried out that he was the enemy. It became undeniably clear in that moment that, should I choose to live as a human, Arrow and others like him would still be creeping around, planting seeds of addiction and suffering and God only knew what else. That wouldn’t change.
“Dude, who the fuck do you think you are?” Jett was getting mad now. She spoke around a set of fangs that still looked as menacing as they had the first time I saw them.
Arrow popped the cap off the beer and smirked. “I’m pretty sure you know exactly who I am.”
Rubi and Tash watched Jett with trepidation. Her reaction to Arrow was telling, making it obvious that there was more to him than met the eye. Keeping his attention off them was important.
“You said you wanted to talk to me?” I took off my guitar and placed it in a stand. “Then let’s talk. Outside.”
I stood beside the open door. Arrow, enjoying the awkward tension he was causing, took his time ambling out. He paused to glance back at the girls with a slimy smile before disappearing outside.
Jett dropped her mic. “You are not going out there alone with him.”
I gave her a look, or at least I tried to. She was being too obvious. “It’s cool. He’s just a drug dealing douchebag. I’ll be right back.”
I followed Arrow out and closed the door behind me before Jett could argue. I heard Rubi say, “What the fuck was that all about?”
I held the doorknob until I was sure Jett wasn’t about to burst out behind me in a flurry of fangs and claws. When she didn’t, I followed Arrow into the parking lot.
Before he could speak, I said, “Don’t ever come here again. In fact, don’t ever come near me at all.”
“Big words from the undecided angel girl.” He dragged on his cigarette and regarded me with both amusement and hostility. “You don’t get to make the rules, Spike. Haven’t you figured that part out yet?”
“Why?” I asked, having no retort to that. “Why are you here? What do you want?”
Arrow’s black hair spilled out from beneath the knit cap that hung off the back of his head. A smudge of eyeliner beneath his eyes gave him a haunted appearance. He was heavily tattooed, his arms a mass of color one would have to study closely to pick apart. A winding vine with a black rose wound its way from beneath his t-shirt up the side of his neck.
He caught me looking at it. “That one is my newest. Turned out pretty good, huh? Nice wings by the way. I bet that took a long time. You could have real wings, you know. One day.”
“Yes. I know.” I spoke through clenched teeth. “I’m undecided not some ignorant newbie. So if you came to fuck with my head, let me save you some time. Don’t bother. I’m on to you.” Feeling self-conscious in my sheer top that revealed the wings spanning my back, I angled my body so that he couldn’t see even a smidge of them.
“Are you?” He breathed the words, low and menacing, exhaling smoke as he did so. He leaned in close so I could smell the musky scent of his cologne mingled with beer. “If you want to get all over me, baby, there’s no resistance here.”
I frowned and somehow managed to suppress a shudder. In a cool, calm tone, I said, “Everything about you repulses me.”
“You don’t know everything about me. Be careful what you say. You may have to eat those words.” He laughed then, revealing a tongue stud, his only visible piercing.
“You’re dark. That’s all I need to know.” I crossed my arms so they weren’t hanging awkwardly at my sides. I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. All I knew was that I wasn’t ready to take him on. Cinder’s warnings echoed in my head. I was so inexperienced.
“Does that mean you’ve made your choice?” Arrow studied me with an intensity that made my skin crawl. When I didn’t answer, his gaze dropped, taking in all of me. “Women are rare among our kind. It would be a damn shame to lose a fox like you to the light.”
“Ew, you’re kidding, right?” I sneered. “Me and you? It’s never gonna happen, dude.”
Standing there while he ogled me wasn’t easy. I knew he was just trying to rattle me. Either that or he was a total pervy dick, or maybe both. But I stared in stony silence at him while he looked me over like a used car he was thinking about buying.
“Do you have any idea how amazing a night together would be? Fucking a nephilim is a trip for a human. Ever wonder what it is about us that gets them so hot?” Arrow puffed on his cigarette, blowing a cloud of smoke up toward the sky that stretched black above us.
His sleazy nature did nothing to incite my interest. It did however, bring to mind my last boyfriend’s claim that sex with me was so intense that it was like an out of body experience. He’d described it like a drug trip. I had never been with another nephilim. Judging by the lecherous way Arrow was eyeing me, neither had he.
“I am not fucking you,” I said, unable to keep the disgust from my tone. Was this going to be a thing? Would male nephilim be constantly seeking me out for a good time? Fuck that shit.
“Because you’re into Rowen,” he said with a knowing head bob.
I had no idea what Arrow knew about Rowen. If this was some ploy to get me to spill what I knew, then the joke was on Arrow because I didn’t really know shit.
“I barely know Rowen. And I sure as hell don’t know you, and I don’t really want to.” A tingle started in my palms, so I clenched my hands into fists.
“Might as well get used to it. We’re part of the same world. You’re going to get to know me whether you like it or not.” Arrow cocked his head to one side and grinned. “Besides, I’m not such a bad guy. Really. You’ll see.”
A sinking sensation settled in my stomach. I had a horrible feeling that he was right, that this wasn’t the last I’d be seeing of Arrow.
“Why did you really come here?” I demanded. “Don’t tell me it was just to see if you could bang me. You could’ve tried that at The Spirit Room.”
He wasn’t fooling me. I was starting to suspect that he’d been sent to talk to me, or at least, sent to scope me out and gather some dirt. Whatever it was, I didn’t like it. Wasn’t Koda enough? Did the dark really have to send Arrow of all people?
“I just wanted to chat with you. Remind you that you have options that you need to consider carefully.” He reached out to run a finger along my side, around to my lower back, over the edge of a tattooed feather.
Adrenaline pounded through my veins, and I jumped back out of reach. A streak of fire shot through the sky overhead. A moment later sparks began to rain down around us. Over the years I’d had a lot of practice controlling my fire, but nothing could set it off like an emotional outburst. Like most times I’d unintentionally caused something to happen, I felt both embarrassed and afraid.
Arrow glanced up at the falling fire before dropping his smoke and squishing it with a Converse-clad foot. “So the girl can make fire,” he commented casually. “You and I would make a great team. Just wait until you see what I can do.”
“You’re assuming I’ll choose a side,” I countered, clenching my fists tight. “Maybe I’ll just say fuck the whole thing and play human for the rest of my life.”
Arrow laughed bitterly, and something like anger flashed in his eyes. Then he was his sardonic self again. “You can try, but you’ll be a sitting duck, just waiting to be picked off. Might as well join a side and have a fighting chance.”
“You’ve made your choice.” I shivered from the chill of the fall night or perhaps from my growing unease. “I’ll make mine. Nothing you say or do is going to sway my decision.”
He held up a hand in surrender. In the other hand he held the beer he’d swiped. “Not here to sway. Just to invite.”
“Yeah, well you can take your invitation and shove it up your ass.” Goosebumps prickled on my arms. I rubbed them briskly and squinted up into the night sky. I should’ve set Arrow on fire instead.
“Up the ass, huh? I’ll keep that in mind.” Arrow finished the beer and tossed the empty bottle at the large garbage bin near the edge of the parking lot. It smashed against the open lid.
My temper was normally relatively stable. It took a lot to really piss me off. Something about Arrow, however, threw my mental calm out the window. Just looking at his smug face made me livid.
The tingle in my palms returned, growing quickly into an itch. Though I feared starting one hell of a fire, I wanted to drive Arrow off. He watched with something that looked a little like gleeful anticipation, like he wanted me to take a shot at him.
Neither of us got the chance to find out what kind of damage I could do, if any at all. The air moved unnaturally with the telltale current of either an angel or demon. We were no longer alone.
My heart tripped in an unsteady beat as I feared the worst. If Arrow hadn’t come alone, I was screwed. But he appeared just as wary as I was at the sensation.
“Your guardian came to chase me off,” Arrow said, glancing about expectantly, waiting for our unseen visitor to appear. “Must be nice to have a white lighter come riding to your rescue.”
When Cinder appeared next to me, I was relieved at first but then mortified. He never stood in front of me nor behind, instead showing that he regarded me as an equal by standing beside me. Still, the damage was done. His arrival effectively ended the conversation with Arrow while making it seem like I couldn’t handle things on my own.
Arrow was already stalking across the parking lot to the metallic-black BMW parked next to Jett’s convertible. Selling drugs was apparently quite the moneymaker for him.
He swung the door open and paused long enough to say, “See ya on Saturday, Spike.”
“What’s on Saturday?” Cinder asked, his voice low and his gaze fixed on the black car as it sped out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires.
I watched the taillights of Arrow’s car until they could no longer be seen. “Round two of the Battle of the Bands at The Spirit Room.”
“You shouldn’t go,” Cinder stated, short, clipped, and matter of fact.
“Oh, I’m going. We have a real chance to win this thing. There’s no way I’m going to cower at home and let Arrow have it.”
“I don’t trust him. He’s up to something.”
I snapped, “No shit, Sherlock. What was your first clue?” At Cinder’s wide-eyed expression, I added, “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve that. I’m just pissed off and taking it out on the wrong person. But I am playing that show. You can’t stop me.”
Cinder was silent for so long that I began to grow uneasy. His demeanor was so aggressive that he looked more street thug than Abercrombie model.
“No,” he finally said. “I can’t stop you. I don’t even want to. I want only to keep you safe as long as it’s within my power to do so.”
“It isn’t anymore though, is it?” Years ago, when I first discovered what I was, the moment of choice had seemed so far off. It had been easy to shove it aside, promising myself I’d think about it later. The luxury of later was an illusion.
Cinder sighed, a deep, tired sound. It worried me. He asked, “We train tomorrow?”
“Yes. I’ll be there. I promise.”
The door opened, and Jett poked her head out. The fierce expression on her face changed to one of subdued calm at the sight of Cinder. She nodded and closed the door.
When I looked back to Cinder, he was gone. I stood out there, alone in the dimly lit parking lot, shivering. The countdown was on.



CHAPTER SEVEN

 
 
The week passed quickly. Too quickly. Between evening jam sessions with the girls and squeezing in work and training with Cinder during the day, I kept busy. As a freelance graphic designer, I could pay my bills and set my own schedule. It was a good job. It kept me busy. I enjoyed the art though it didn’t inspire the passion I felt with music. Unfortunately, busy made the time fly by.
When I woke up on Saturday morning, my stomach was a mess of butterflies that even Cinder’s delicious strawberry and whipped cream waffles couldn’t settle. I ignored Jett’s repeated demands that we get together for one more jam before our set that evening. Instead I paced the length of my small apartment, pausing to talk to Seth only to hear the sound of a human voice.
Cinder had left after breakfast but not without making me promise not to let Arrow, or anyone dark, get me alone. Knowing we would have to share a dressing room with the other bands, I opted to get ready at home. The thought of being in that small dressing area with Rowen and Arrow was suffocating.
As I rolled a thigh-high, fishnet stocking up my leg, I replayed the conversation with Arrow outside the jam space in my mind. He was up to something, and I suspected it had to do with more than merely screwing another nephilim. My instincts had been right about him. As soon as I saw him, I had known he was trouble. The conceited dick had tried to add me on Facebook. I had promptly denied the request.
Feeling feminine, I chose a fluffy, black, tulle tutu that ended at the top of my stockings. A black bustier gave me more cleavage than I really had, a handy little illusion. My only accessory was an angel wing pendant made of amethyst. It had been a gift from my mother.
I curled my hair, finding comfort in the slow, meticulous repetition of the act. When my eyes were lined with thick liner and silver shadow and my lips painted as red as possible, I was ready. And then the nerves struck hard.
Deep, calming breaths didn’t do a damn thing. So I gathered my things, stuck an unlit cigarette between my lips, and headed out the door to meet my cab. It was almost show time.
Smoking and talking, people mingled outside The Spirit Room when I arrived. The strains of a guitar being tuned made its way out onto the street as the first band prepared to play. I peered intently at the leather-clad rockers who arrived in droves to see the four bands face off. One of which wouldn’t be going to next week’s semi-finals, but it wouldn’t be Crimson Sin getting the boot. I refused to believe otherwise.
The sound of my name drew my attention to a couple of young guys standing near the door. One of them held a Crimson Sin CD out with a hopeful expression. I didn’t even know people bought our CDs anymore now that our music was online.
“Sorry to bother you, Spike. I was hoping you’d sign this for me.”
He even had a Sharpie ready. People didn’t ask for my autograph often. How could I possibly refuse? It was always humbling to have someone approach and show an interest in our music.
“It’s no bother at all.” With a wink, I took the marker and scrawled my name on the cover jacket. I saw that Jett had already done the same. “If you want to grab the other girls for an autograph, don’t hesitate. It’s cool. We love to hear from you guys.”
“Wicked, thanks. You guys kick ass. If you don’t win this, it will be fucking robbery.”
I smiled to myself, watching them walk away. Funny how something so simple and brief could make my whole night brighter. It pumped me up, and suddenly I was impatient and eager to be on stage.
The first band was doing sound check. The ladies running the beer tubs and handing out shooters were already busy. People kept streaming into the building. Perfect.
Arrow was just leaving the dressing room when I entered. He was wearing a Nine Inch Nails t-shirt and a sneer to go with it. I smirked but didn’t waste a breath on him.
The girls sat chatting with one of the Sacred Stone guys. I was annoyed with the small space that all four bands were expected to share, but of course the girls wanted to hang there.
“I hate this fucking dressing room.” I couldn’t resist a peek in the mirror though I’d just done my makeup less than an hour ago. “I already feel like you’re all sucking up the air.”
Tash laughed and swigged from a beer. “Yeah it’s definitely not for the claustrophobic.”
“Are you guys coming to the party at Arrow’s after?” This from Jett, who rolled a joint on the small coffee table in front of the couch.
“Yes,” Rubi spoke quickly, looking at Tash as if expecting an argument. “We are. Right, girls?”
Tash shrugged her agreement. When I didn’t respond, they all looked to me.
“Really?” I asked. “A party at Arrow’s? But he’s such a dick.”
“Right. So let’s go to his place and drink his beer.” Jett was flippant, like it just made sense.
A party at Arrow’s might not be such a bad idea. There would be enough people there to avoid having him catch me alone. And Rowen would be there. Now his Facebook friend request I had accepted. A chance to speak with him again would be nice.
“Sure, whatever,” I said with a nod. “I’m up for an after party.”
“Ok, bitches. I’m going to go start drinking. You coming?” Jett waited for a response.
I set my guitar down in the corner next to Tash’s bass. We still had to unload our amps from her van, but there was always time for a drink first. “Right behind you.”
“We’ll meet you down there,” Rubi said to our retreating forms though her gaze was on the Sacred Stone drummer.
Jett started the night off with a round of shots, her usual. We each had two Alabama Slammers, a yummy shot that left me feeling warm and tingly. We moved through the bar, mingling with friends and acquaintances.
The emcee stepped up to the microphone to announce the first band, and the crowd cheered.
“Isn’t that your boy over there?” Jett nudged me and pointed through the mass of people.
Rowen sat at a table with the rest of his band mates. I allowed myself a moment to enjoy the view. His mohawk was perfect; that long piece falling in his eyes was so damn sexy. Then my gaze settled on the perky blonde chatting him up, and my bubble popped.
Disappointed, I said, “Looks like he’s busy.” Maybe it was for the best. I wasn’t supposed to be interested in him anyway.
“Screw that. They’re just talking. You can go talk to him too.” Jett smiled, her glossy lips curving mischievously. “Tequila him.”
I eyed Rowen thoughtfully and chuckled. “Oh, Jett, that’s so bad.”
“And it’ll work like a charm. Go on. Work it, bitch.” She gave me a shove toward the bar. It was all the encouragement I needed.
As I waited in line at the bar, I glanced back at Rowen again. He was shaking his head at the blonde, who didn’t appear to be too steady on her feet. She reached for his arm, but he shook her off, frowning in annoyance. Perhaps he wasn’t busy after all. Watching them interact I became certain that she was an ex.
I ordered two tequila shots, grabbed two slices of lime and a saltshaker, and made my way toward the Molly’s Chamber table. My pulse sped up as I neared. Ignoring Arrow was going to be difficult, but I wasn’t interested in him, which was about to become very clear.
I sidled up to Rowen, coming up on his other side, opposite the nagging ex-girlfriend. I nodded a quick hello to his friends, refusing to meet Arrow’s eyes.
“Dude, you’re totally missing out on tequila shots.” Holding a shot glass out to him, I turned a phony smile on the girl clinging to his arm.
“Hey, Spike.” Rowen brightened at my arrival. He glanced at the drinks I held. “Thanks but I don’t really drink tequila.”
Without missing a beat, I tilted my head and sprinkled salt on the side of my exposed neck. I shot Rowen a daring look. “You do now.”
I sensed his intrigue, which turned to discomfort, and took joy in knowing it was a game and that he would play. The blonde gaped at me. Rowen glanced between the two of us before he took the shot glass and stood up, leaning in to lick the salt from my neck.
The warmth and heat of his tongue on my sensitive flesh caused me to quiver. Did he feel it? I hoped so. Rowen lingered for just a moment, his tongue sweeping across my skin a second time.
That’s when I met Arrow’s watchful gaze. I raised a brow and smirked. He stared, his expression unreadable.
Rowen tossed back the shot and accepted the lime I offered. He sucked it into his mouth, and my gaze dropped to his lips. Damn I wanted to kiss him. My face felt flushed, and I knew my cheeks were pink. The sensation of his mouth on my neck had lit a fire inside me.
The blonde made a noise of disgust before spinning on a heel and drunkenly storming off.
I asked, “Ex-girlfriend?”
“Was it that obvious?”
“Yeah. Most guys don’t look like they’re in that much pain when talking to a chick in a skirt that short.”
Rowen ran a hand over his hair and grinned. A faint blush colored his cheeks. “Thanks for the save. And the shot.”
“Anytime.” Heat flooded me, leaving me slightly breathless. The fire he’d started could only be extinguished one way. Our moment had been too brief, and I craved more.
Rowen offered me his seat and swiped another for himself from the next table. I settled in with the Molly’s Chamber boys, beaming brightly when I caught Arrow scowling in my direction.
For the next hour I sat there, talking and joking, getting to know Rowen. We exchanged our craziest show stories and shared our experiences in the rock scene so far. When we compared our favorite bands, we learned that we had both been raised on ’70s rock like Black Sabbath and KISS.
Sam, seated on my other side, joined in our conversation, but due to the noise Arrow and Greyson talked among themselves. For the most part Arrow did a good job pretending there was no reason for tension between us. Just twice I caught him looking at me with thinly veiled contempt.
The first band wrapped up their set, my cue to leave. “Thanks for the seat,” I said, gesturing to my chair as I stood, smoothing my skirt into place. “We’re up next so I’m out of here.”
Rowen stopped me with a hand on mine. His palm was warm, kick starting my libido. “You’re coming to the party after, right?” He turned his hopeful amber eyes on me.
I melted under that gaze. I could feel Arrow’s sudden interest as he awaited my response. Resisting the urge to laugh in his stupid face, I said, “I’ll be there.”
“Break a leg,” Rowen added as I turned to go.
“Break both legs,” Arrow muttered loud enough to be heard over the noise. Then he laughed as if it had been a joke.
I laughed it off, which wasn’t easy. If I fell off the stage and broke my damn legs or something equally screwed up, I’d know who cursed me. And he would pay.
I fetched my guitar from upstairs before rushing outside to help the girls unload the van. We hauled our stuff on stage and plugged in. As usual Jett was off schmoozing and drinking while we did the work. The stage lights were dim, leaving us in shadows as we did a sound check.
I could feel the weight of a gaze upon me, but this time I knew it was Arrow. Nothing he could say or do was going to bring me down from this high. The rush of Rowen’s gaze and the memory of his tongue on my skin elevated me to a level of giddy that no drug could replicate.
I kept reminding myself that I wasn’t interested in dating. Relationships were for suckers, and I was done being a sucker.
By the time Jett joined us, she was tipsy and overflowing with enough excited energy to keep us all going. She rambled on about the hottie guitarist from Sacred Stone who chatted her up while I was with Rowen. She used the word delicious so many times, I had to laugh.
Turning one of the tuning pegs on my guitar until it was just right, I said, “I can’t tell if you want to fuck him or eat him.”
Jett flashed a secretive smile. “I haven’t decided yet.”
“It’s about time you found yourself a new toy.” And it was. Jett had been steering clear of guys since her breakup, which made her a nagging pain in the ass when any of the rest of us showed interest in a guy, especially poor Tash.
“True enough.” Jett shrugged and checked that her mic was hooked up. “He’s a fox. He’ll make a good way to kill some time. I think it’ll be fun.”
“What if they kick our ass? Will you still fuck him then?”
“If they win… then I might have to eat him.”
We shared a laugh.
Moments later the emcee announced us. The crowd settled down until the moment we began to play. Then they erupted in shouts and cheers so loud I thought they might blow the roof off the place.
The notes poured out of my fingers, coming from deep within me, projected out through my guitar, becoming something to be shared with the rowdy audience. I forgot all about Arrow and even Rowen. In that moment I was caught up in something greater. And it was amazing.
 
* * * *
 
Arrow’s house wasn’t as big as I’d anticipated. It wasn’t small either though. A two-level house in a nice neighborhood with a finished basement, it seemed like more of a family home than a bachelor pad… until we got inside.
The heavy masculine aroma was instant and strong. The place wasn’t a mess, but it did border on untidy. It was bare of any real sense of décor. The mismatched furniture appeared comfortable at least. Posters adorned the walls, everything from The Beatles to a Playboy Playmate.
The lively sound of celebration filled Arrow’s house. After another night of fighting for a dream, three bands were going to the semi-finals: Molly’s Chamber, Sacred Stone, and Crimson Sin. I could have fainted with relief when the emcee called our name.
The drugs and alcohol flowed freely, accompanied by a steady stream of live music. People littered the house from top to bottom. The majority congregated in the basement, which Arrow had turned into a jam space.
On our way down the stairs to join in on the music, we passed Rowen on his way up with an armful of empty bottles and cans. He gestured with a head tilt for me to join him, so I promptly abandoned the girls.
I followed him into the kitchen where he opened a back door and tossed the empties into a large, plastic bin.
Teasing, I asked, “Do you usually clean up while the party is still going on? Seems like an exercise in futility.”
He laughed, a soothing sound that made me want to hear more. “Well, you’re not wrong there. But if I don’t at least try to keep up on it, then it’s going to be so much worse tomorrow. Arrow sucks for cleaning. He’ll let it pile up until I just do it.”
It dawned on me then that the two of them were roommates. Oh how very unfortunate. I hid my dismay behind a neutral smile.
The floor vibrated beneath our feet from the high volume in the basement. Several voices blended in to make a cacophony of noise. “Sounds like we showed up at a good time. Congratulations, by the way, on your big win.”
“Thanks.” His grin couldn’t possibly be any brighter. “You too. Don’t tell Arrow I said this, but I think you guys are going to be the last band standing.”
“Aww.” A blush warmed my face. It had been a long time since I’d had butterflies like this. The infatuated rush of attraction left me dizzy. “That’s so nice of you to say.”
“I mean it.” Back inside the kitchen, Rowen dug around in a cupboard before producing a bottle of Jack Daniels. He held it up for my appraisal. “Are you a whiskey girl?”
Though my drink of choice tended to involve clear spirits, I was up for anything. “I can be.”
“Great. Do you want it mixed or anything?”
“Surprise me.”
With a shrug Rowen closed the cupboard, unscrewed the lid, and swigged straight out of the bottle. I accepted the bottle when he offered it and took a burning swallow.
“I’d take you downstairs, but honestly, I’d rather keep you to myself.” His laugh was a caress on my skin.
“No complaints here.” I followed him into the living room, delighted at the chance to speak to him one on one away from the noisy bar scene. Cinder’s warning resurfaced in my thoughts, reminding me that this wasn’t supposed to be happening.
But I haven’t done anything wrong, I thought. We’re just hanging out. Besides, the last thing I wanted was something serious. Relationships and I didn’t go together so well.
Rowen fetched a guitar from the many littering the house, and we sat alone in the living room. The noise from downstairs was tremendous, and the poker game in the dining room was filled with loud chatter and cursing. I was oblivious, happy to drink whiskey and watch Rowen play guitar.
“I think you look better with the bass,” I said with a coy smile. “But I like this too. What else can you play?”
He hung his head so that the long piece of his mohawk fell into his eyes. It was so damn irresistible that I had to fight the urge to brush it back.
“I’ve been known to sing on occasion. I kind of prefer not to be the front man though. Bass is my favorite. It’s where all the soul is.”
Rowen strummed the guitar with the touch of a lover, making me envious of the instrument. I could have watched endlessly. It seemed to come so naturally to him.
“What about you?” he asked. “How long have you been playing?”
We passed both the bottle and the guitar back and forth. While one of us drank, the other strummed. We talked and we played, and it was fantastic. I learned that Rowen was a mechanic by day. His love of cars and rock music showed through his infectious enthusiasm. For a while I even forgot that we weren’t really two regular people who happened to share a love of music. What we shared went beyond this world. And Rowen didn’t even know it yet.
The spell was broken when Arrow pounded his way drunkenly up the stairs. He stumbled his way over to us with an unlit cigarette in one hand. He sat heavily on the floor next to me, snapping the cigarette in the process.
“Son of a bitch.” Tossing the smoke aside, he grabbed the bottle from me and took a large drink. “You’ve got a smoke I can get off you, right?”
“Seriously?” I sat up straighter, wary now, and gave him an appraising glance. “Maybe. But don’t jack the last of the whiskey, bitch.”
Holding a finger up, Arrow dug around in his jeans pocket until he pulled out a joint. “Peace offering?”
As Rowen played a song, I lit the joint and began to pass it around our small group of three. The Jack Daniels bottle followed. The tune he played was good. I wasn’t sure I’d heard it before.
“Is that a Molly’s Chamber song?” I asked. “It’s really good.”
“No.” Rowen shook his head and blushed. “Just something new I’ve been working on.”
Arrow made a show of gagging. “Did you write a song for your new crush here? How fucking sweet.”
Rowen grumbled, “Shut up. You heard it already, and you said it was good, so eat ass.”
New crush? That gave me pause. Surely Arrow was joking. Rowen and I had just met a week ago. Letting my hair fall forward, I studied him from behind a veil of black. Turning his attention back to the guitar, Rowen continued to play.
“I think it’s beautiful, Rowen.” My words sparked a light in his eyes, and I smiled. I was starting to really adore this guy. That could get dangerous.
Arrow studied us, looking from me to Rowen. “You guys do realize that there’s an extremely good chance our bands will go head to head in the finals. Right?”
I shot him a daring look. “And your point is?”
“That this little fling you two are working up to may not be so fun when that happens.” With an indifferent shrug, Arrow blew out a puff of smoke and eyed us knowingly. He was such a dick.
“Who says it has to just be a fling?” Rowen challenged, and I looked at him sharply.
“Oh no.” Arrow lay back on the floor, stretching languorously. “Not this again. You’ve got to give up on this ridiculous pursuit of love, Rowen. It’s not good for you.” To me he added, “No offense.”
We stared in tense silence at one another. I didn’t want Rowen to pick up on the unspoken animosity simmering between Arrow and I, so I said, “None taken.” I smiled, a brittle twist of my lips that made my face ache. “I wouldn’t expect you to know the first thing about love.”
“Whatever, Spike. That battle is ours. Love be damned.”
Rowen strummed a little louder, as if trying to drown out the awkward conversation. I sat back, leaning on one hand while puffing slowly on the joint with the other. My head swam, and I handed it off to Arrow, feeling like I’d had enough.
He tried to pass me the whiskey bottle, but I held up a hand and shook my head. My tongue felt heavy and thick. It was hard to form a thought. I knew I was drunk, but I didn’t think I was that drunk yet. Still a thick fog cloaked my brain.
Arrow watched me closely, and I knew then that he’d done something. He’d added something sketchy to the joint or the whiskey. Rowen set the guitar aside and leaned back against the wall. He said something, but it didn’t compute. Whatever it was, Arrow replied, his tone smooth and even. What the hell was going on?
My mouth was dry. I needed some water. Unable to put my need into words, I tried to get up. The world turned. The room shifted suddenly, and like a dropped camera, I was looking at everything from the wrong angle.
Deep inside me, where a sober thought still dwelled, I knew this was wrong. I knew I needed to fight, but that coherent certainty couldn’t surface from the depths. Hazy and out of focus, each slow blink made my vision darken a bit more until there was only black.



CHAPTER EIGHT

 
 
I blacked out. Not the unconscious, snoring, passed out kind of black out, but the still functioning with no idea what the hell was going on kind of black out. The dangerous kind.
Everything was a blur, a jumble of random images and sensations that made no sense: Rowen slumped against the wall. The overpowering stench of whiskey. Someone whispering in my ear.
The scent of cologne filled my nostrils at one point. The heat of a mouth on mine followed. It was all very disorienting. I knew I didn’t want my first kiss with Rowen to be like this. It was all wrong. When I felt the smooth touch of a steel tongue stud against my bottom lip, I panicked.
These things came rushing back to me when I woke up several hours later.
Worst. Hangover. Ever.
My head felt heavy, and when I felt a pillow beneath my cheek, I was afraid to open my eyes. Then I was afraid not to.
Shame slithered through me before I had even assessed the situation. I was in a bed, that much was clear. Beside me I felt the weight and warmth of another person. It had been a long time since I’d woken up beside someone with no recollection of the previous night. It wasn’t something I made a habit of. As far as one night stands go, I’d only had one, and I had hoped to keep it that way.
My pulse pounded as I lifted my head and prepared to face my poor choices. The sheets slid against my skin. I was dressed in only my bra and underwear. Still, that was promising.
Holding my breath, I turned to my companion, and my heart sank. Arrow was passed out beside me. Arm flung up over his face, sheets bunched around his waist, he slumbered. He was very obviously naked, and I swallowed hard at the sight of what the sheets barely hid.
“This can’t be happening,” I whispered. Unable to look away, I stared at him.
The collage of skulls, roses, and winged creatures tattooed on his arms was not the end of his ink. Song lyrics were written on his side in script. Low on his hip sat a raven, it’s wings spread as if about to take flight. He was well built for his frame. Not bulky but hard in all the right places.
I realized I was gawking at him and suddenly worried that he would feel it and wake up. Casting a frantic glance about the room, I spied my clothes on the floor near the door. Now if I could just get to them without waking Arrow… I slid off the bed, slowly, inch by inch. Only when I was on my feet did I breathe again.
My head spun, and I needed a moment to get my balance. Each step I took was carefully calculated. I kept glancing back at Arrow, afraid to take my eyes off him. I could puzzle out what the hell happened later. I just needed to get out of there.
I bent to pick my clothes up. Sliding my skirt up my legs, I heard motion in the bed behind me and froze.
With his voice husky with sleep, Arrow asked, “Leaving already?” I turned to find him lying there facing me, his head propped up on one hand. Hair disheveled and cocky grin in place, he raised an inquisitive brow.
Confused and horrified, I stammered my reply. “I did not—We didn’t—Don’t even try to tell me that we—?”
“Fucked? No. We didn’t. You passed out. But you wanted it.”
I shook my head in disbelief, and the simple action sent a jolt of pain slamming through my skull. “Bullshit. You drugged me. There’s no way I would willingly get into bed with you otherwise.”
“I’m sure you really want to believe that.” As I hurriedly finished dressing, he watched me with the intensity of a predator about to pounce.
“I knew you were dark, but I didn’t think you were such a pig.” I searched the room until I found my purse, then double-checked that my things were still safely inside.
“That’s right,” he said, sitting up in the bed. “I’m dark. Which means I’m committed to my agenda. I’ll do whatever it takes to fulfill that commitment.” He reached out, caught hold of my arm, and dragged me onto the bed beside him.
I shoved him away with both hands on his warm, firm chest and jumped off the bed before he could grab for me again. “Keep your hands off me, Arrow. I can only imagine what kind of sick shit you did to me last night.”
He regarded me from his place in the bed, an evil light in his hazel eyes. “I told you. Nothing happened. We made out a little. That’s about it. It’s not too late to change that though.” When I continued to stare at him with contempt, he shrugged and added, “Seriously. I’m not a rapist. Besides, you have to be willing. You’re nephilim. I can’t take you against your will. Not without punishment.”
I had no way of knowing if that was true, but I didn’t get the feeling that he was lying. “Yeah? Well, good. I am very much not willing.”
My hand was on the doorknob when his next words froze me in my tracks. “Sure. But it doesn’t look that way in this photo I took. A photo that might accidentally get sent to Rowen.” Arrow waved his phone around, jerking it back out of my grasp when I reached for it. He held it close enough for me to see the picture he’d taken of me asleep in his bed in my underwear.
It was bad. Just one look gave the impression that more had gone on in that bed between us than what actually had. If Rowen saw it, he would believe I’d screwed his best friend.
“Why did you take that?” I asked, trying to act like it didn’t bother me. “What are you trying to achieve?”
“At the moment, I’m trying to achieve some blackmail.” Arrow tucked the phone under his pillow. “Stay away from Rowen, and I won’t show it to him.”
I was flabbergasted. “Why do you care if I’m interested in Rowen? Don’t tell me this is about who fucks a nephilim first.”
Arrow rolled his eyes and gave me a look that implied I was an idiot. “As much as I’d enjoy tapping that fine, angelic ass of yours, this is about something bigger. I have a job to do. Right now it includes keeping you away from Rowen.”
“Why?” Between Cinder and Arrow, I was getting fed up with people trying to stop me from getting closer to Rowen. I barely knew him, but I wanted to. Why was that so wrong?
“That’s for me to know. Unless you want to tell me everything you already know about him?” Brow raised, Arrow leaned back against the headboard and crossed his arms. There was no telling what he was capable of. Though he looked like any other rock n’ roller in the scene, he likely had skills that reached into another world, skills far greater than my undecided abilities.
Either Arrow knew everything I knew about Rowen, or he was trying to trick me into spilling something. He’d already made enough of an idiot out of me. I wasn’t telling him shit.
“What’s there to know?” I cringed at the sound of my phone, a shrill blast of electric guitars that disturbed the relative quiet. Silencing it with a finger, I kept my gaze on Arrow, studying him for a sign that he knew Rowen was nephilim.
Arrow’s expression was a neutral mask, revealing nothing. “Here’s what I do know about Rowen. He would never get involved with a chick who got so loaded at a party that she went to bed with his buddy.”
The blood drained from my face. My head pounded, but whether from the hangover or from sudden rage, I didn’t know. Raw hatred had me seeing red. My palms tingled, the sensation creeping up my arms.
He taunted, “What are you gonna do, Spike? Light a candle? I’ve got years of experience on you, and you’re still undecided. Don’t embarrass yourself.”
The pressure inside my head increased. I wanted to kill him. He was such a vile, nasty piece of crap. Dark. He was so dark that he reeked of it. Staring at Arrow, seeing his evil for what it was, I was downright disgusted.
In response to my utter vehemence, the pillow I’d slept on burst into flames. He quickly vacated the bed and grabbed a glass of water from the nightstand. It was just enough to kill the small fire.
Arrow turned to me, naked and angry. “You crazy bitch. Are you trying to burn my house down?”
That was why my father had named me Ember. Even before I was born, he had known that one of my greatest weapons would be fire. I’d gotten it from him.
I stared steadily at Arrow’s face until circumstance demanded that I check out his package. It was right there. How could I not? So I did. And I did it slowly, appraisingly, hoping that he hated it. It wasn’t bad, in all honesty. Nothing to brag about but nothing to be ashamed of either. Still, I twisted my lips into a judgmental smirk, as if I found it lacking.
“You’re going to be sorry that you underestimated me, Arrow.” It was a threat that I had no idea of how to fulfill. But I would.
I made the safest decision, leaving before things could escalate. Except I really headed for the door because I feared Rowen would discover me there in Arrow’s bedroom. Hastily, I made my way out of the house, moving swift and light on my feet.
A couple of guys I didn’t know were passed out in the living room. I didn’t see Rowen but assumed him to be in his bedroom. I didn’t stop moving until I was a full block away and out of sight of the house. Then I called a cab and waited. I felt very much like I’d just done a walk of shame though I had nothing to be ashamed of.
As I waited for the cab, I began to plot. Arrow had crossed a line I didn’t know I had when he opted for blackmail. It was just so low and underhanded, so devious.
My phone rang again, reminding me that I had missed a call. It was Jett.
“Hey, bitch!” she shouted, sounding far better than I felt. “What the hell happened to you last night? I came upstairs looking for you, but someone said you left with a guy. Did you hook up with somebody? Please tell me it was Rowen.”
“I didn’t hook up with anyone. Except that I kind of did.” I explained what had happened and how I was sure that Arrow had drugged me. “I think he did it to Rowen too, maybe to get him out of the way for the night. Anyway, he’s holding a photo of me in his bed hostage. He said he’d show it to Rowen and tell him we slept together unless I back off from Rowen.”
Jett let loose a steady stream of curse words. Her description of Arrow went on so long I almost laughed. Except I was too mad to laugh.
All too seriously, she asked, “Do you want me to kill him? I’ll fucking kill him for you, Spike. Nobody threatens my bestie and gets away with it.” She wasn’t joking. Maybe she wasn’t as violent as she liked to pretend to be, but Jett was dangerously protective of those she loved.
“No killing. He’s not worth it. I’ll find another way to deal with him.” Now if only I knew what that would be.
“Where are you? Do you want me to come over and hang out for a bit? We can scheme together.”
Her hopeful tone brought a smile to my face. I spied my yellow taxi in the distance and sighed with relief. “I’m heading home to shower and change before Cinder pops in. I’ll catch up with you later.”
“Ok, but don’t forget that we have plans tonight. We have to celebrate how far we’ve come.” She paused, the flick of a lighter audible in the background.
The cab pulled to a stop beside me. I opened the door and sank into the backseat. “I’ll be there.”
 
* * * *
 
Whatever Arrow had slipped us, it was lingering. I popped a painkiller for my headache before grabbing a shower. Dressed in sweats, I threw a sandwich together and quickly scarfed it down before gathering my gym bag. I paused long enough to give Seth some love, fresh food and water.
What I really wanted to do was head for my bed and sleep the day away. Until today I hadn’t had any idea what my choice would be. I still wasn’t ready to make my decision, but I was a step closer. Thanks, Arrow.
I headed for the gym. It didn’t take me long to work up a sweat. I did some yoga, ran on the treadmill, and then ran through some sword practice moves. With every swing of my blade, I pictured Arrow on the receiving end. Instead of tiring, I grew more energized, more aggressive. I muttered every bad word I knew, even combining a few to make whole new swear words. It had been some time since I’d been this pissed off.
I sensed Cinder seconds before he materialized. Whirling to face him, I swung my wooden practice sword, aiming for his neck. He met my swing with his own sword held ready. Since it was real, it sliced through my wooden one, leaving me holding a stub.
“That was impressive,” he commented with an admiring nod. “I must admit, I wasn’t expecting to find you here.”
I tossed the remains of my sword aside. Bouncing off the bench against the wall, it clattered loudly in the relative quiet. “Yeah, well, that makes two of us.”
“Are you ok, Ember?” He laid a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Tell me what happened to get you so worked up.”
Breathing hard, I pushed my messy ponytail off my shoulder and sighed. “Arrow happened.”
Cinder sat down on the bench, patting the spot beside him. “I take it last night didn’t go so well.”
“It started great. We kicked ass. Made it through to the next round.” I sat heavily beside him and leaned my head on his shoulder. “We went to an after party at Arrow’s. What a fucking mistake that was.”
Cinder didn’t even lecture me about swearing or give me a look. He sat there and listened while I told him everything. Every time I told someone, I relived the parts that I remembered, which fed my seething rage.
“Arrow is doing what he feels he must. As we all do. I’m sorry he did that to you.” Cinder’s arm slipped around me, warm and comforting.
I angled myself on the bench so I could meet his gaze. “It’s ok. I’ve had years to get used to this, but I didn’t actually think I knew what I wanted until this morning.”
Cinder blinked a few times, as if he’d expected me to say something else. He clasped one of my hands in both of his. His emotional reaction was not entirely unexpected. If I chose a human life or, God forbid, the dark, my journey with Cinder would end. His deep concern meant so much to me. He was the kind of friend I only hoped to be.
He asked, “What does that mean?”
“It means that I’m not ready to choose, but I’m ready to get serious about choosing. If that makes any sense. I can’t pretend to be human knowing everything I know. Being a nephilim is who I am. And if Arrow is any indication of what being dark is like, then I know I don’t want to be part of that.”
He hugged me so tightly to him that he squeezed the breath from me. Cinder kissed my forehead. “It overjoys me to hear that. I understand your fears, but please know that the reward will be greater than the risk.” He pulled back and studied me, smoothing back a strand of hair that had escaped my ponytail.
His kind words delivered such comfort that I didn’t mind the inability to breathe. Something small and special blossomed into something vast and strong. I hugged Cinder, holding him as if he would disappear if I didn’t. “Thank you for always being so patient with me. For letting me make this decision in my own time.”
He brushed a gentle hand down the side of my face. “I just want you to embrace who you were meant to be.”



CHAPTER NINE

 
 
Strobe lights lit up the stage. The incessant shrieks of hundreds of women drowned out the music. A smoke machine generated a cloud of dramatic fog. The silhouette of a man in fire fighting gear sent the shrieks to a deafening decibel.
Our ladies’ night out had been Jett’s idea. We sat around a table near the stage with Tash and Rubi, eagerly awaiting some sexy male entertainment. It had been ages since we’d done this. It wasn’t a bad way to celebrate our most recent Battle of the Bands achievement.
After my talk with Cinder, I’d been so concerned with training that I’d begged him to spend the day with me. He had lovingly refused, insisting that I spend some time with my friends. At first, when Jett announced her plan to take us to the male strippers, I’d been reluctant. Now that I was here, watching a hard-bodied dancer move in ways I never dreamed a man could move, I was happy for the escape.
As each man came out and gyrated for us, the screams seemed to get louder. Perhaps loudest of them all was Jett. She waved a five-dollar bill overhead, whooping in glee when the fireman danced over to our table. She stuffed the cash in his tiny g-string, taking the opportunity to run her hands over his chest. Then she plucked another bill from her purse and waved it over my head, shouting, “Over here, big boy.”
Before I knew what was happening, he lifted me out of my seat and wrapped my legs around his waist. While the crowd of ecstatic women watched, he ground his groin against me in a dirty dance that made me both mortified and hysterical with giggles.
By the time he put me down, my face was hot with embarrassment. I didn’t know how I was going to get Jett back for that one, but her day would come.
“Oh, I’m jealous,” Rubi gushed. “He’s sexy. Did he smell good? I bet he smelled good.”
I’d been so horrified by what was happening that I hadn’t taken note of his smell.
Laughing along with the girls was exactly what I needed after the previous night. I wasn’t sure today could get any better.
But then it did.
My phone vibrated in my purse. Since I was already with my closest friends, I assumed it was my mother, even though we’d spoken earlier. When I saw that it was a text from Rowen, my heart stuttered.
I’m sure you’re busy but what are the odds that I could see you tonight?
I didn’t know what to say, so I stared stupidly at the screen feeling both delighted and disappointed. Though I had yet to make a commitment to the light, I was sure that Cinder would frown upon me spending time with Rowen. Then again, if he was to be my first task, wouldn’t spending time with him be beneficial? It could be a good way to get to know him, to build trust.
With a glance at my crazy friends, who were completely losing their minds over a choreographed routine featuring three men dressed as cowboys, I replied to Rowen that I was occupied at the moment but possibly later we could meet up.
Nervously I awaited a response, toying with the silver cross pendant hanging from my neck. Cinder had given it to me with the instruction to wear it after dark, when demons were at their strongest. I kept checking my phone even though the vibration would alert me to a new message. It felt like forever before he replied with a simple: Let me know when you’re free.
After a few cocktails and a few more wildly entertaining dances, the four of us had lost any sense of what was proper, not that we’d had it to begin with. Even so we still had nothing on the group of middle-aged soccer moms over at the next table. They screamed their hearts out like they were fifteen-year-olds at a boy band concert. Their antics were every bit as entertaining as the men.
I eased off the drinks early. Still recovering from last night, I knew I’d have time for more drunken shenanigans later.
The host announced a small intermission, encouraging us all to flock to the bar. In tandem, we pulled out our phones, checking for messages and posting goofball selfies to Twitter.
“Shit,” Jett said, frowning at her phone. “Ladies, I’m sorry. I have to go.”
“What’s up?”
“It’s pack stuff. I’m not sure what’s going on, but they want me at the clubhouse.” She vacated her seat and gathered her things in a rush. “Sorry, girls. I owe you one.”
“No worries. I’m kind of tired anyway.” I waved her away, unable to believe my luck. The Doghead pack seldom demanded Jett’s full attention, but when it did, she never hesitated. Seeing an opportunity, I told Rubi and Tash, “If you guys want to call it a night, that’s totally cool with me.”
They exchanged a look. Rubi shrugged. “I have a psych assignment due. I don’t mind heading home early.”
Tash said, “Riley wanted to hang out tonight, but I told him I had plans. I’ll just give him a call and tell him to pick me up.”
That was easy enough. Ditching my friends hadn’t been the plan, but I was ridiculously eager to see Rowen one on one, away from the bar and Arrow. Rubi’s university studies and Tash’s country music-loving boyfriend gave me the perfect escape.
“Sounds good.” I tried to keep my hands still so I wouldn’t send a rushed text to Rowen. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow at the jam space then.”
I laughed when Jett leaned in to press a giant kiss to my cheek. “I know that look,” she purred in my ear. “You’re going to see that boy. I expect to hear all about it tomorrow. Don’t do anything I would do.”
“That’s kind of my personal motto.” I grinned and wiped her red lipstick mark from my cheek with a napkin.
I waited patiently for my friends to vanish through the exit before I followed. My fingers flew over the screen as I texted Rowen. He responded fast, as if he’d been waiting on me. We agreed to meet at the coffee shop across the street, giving me ample time to touch up my hair and makeup in the ladies room.
The tickle of butterfly wings had me stifling a nervous giggle as I scrutinized my stay-put, red lipstick that was really staying put. Nice. It wasn’t often that a product did what it claimed. I would be putting that brand in my regular rotation.
I ran my fingers through my black hair, satisfied that it looked shiny and sleek. It wasn’t my original color, not by a long shot. It had been years since I’d seen my natural hair color. From what I could recall, it was some kind of dirty blond or light brown. After going through the rainbow in my late teen years, I’d gone black during a Goth phase, and it had stuck.
My dress was simple, black with a cinched waist and skirt that moved freely just above my knees. Steel-toed boots with four-inch heels took the dress from modest to badass. Just the way I liked it.
I left behind the gyrating men and the screaming housewives. Crossing the street to the coffee shop, each step brought me closer and made my heart race faster. Geez, it was just a coffee date with a guy. What was with me?
Whatever it was, it likely had something to do with the fact that the one and only guy I’d ever loved had dumped me for my ex-best friend when I was twenty. Since then I’d been avoiding anything serious with the opposite sex. It just wasn’t worth the risk. And really, nobody had caused my pulse to jump in ages. Until now.
Of course, several months had passed since I’d seen any action. I had the occasional hook up, but they were few and far between. Not one to sleep around, I was picky in that area. Since my one and only one-night stand a year ago, I had decided that nameless sex wasn’t what I wanted. And since love wasn’t what I wanted either, I’d been on a self-imposed celibacy. But Rowen, he sure did tempt me to break that unspoken vow.
Waiting for him to walk in was unbearable. I fidgeted with my hair, my mocha latte, and especially with my phone. Anticipating the first glimpse of him, I also prayed that he hadn’t seen Arrow’s picture of me. If he had… No, I couldn’t entertain that thought.
I was scrolling through tweets when he walked in. I knew it was him even before I looked up. My heart flip-flopped awkwardly, choking off my breath.
A lazy smile lifted the corner of his mouth. It was crazy sexy. His striking blue mohawk contrasted with his amber gold eyes, making them almost glow.
He raised a hand in a small wave before angling toward the barista. The next few minutes were agony. I continued to sneak peeks at him while he waited for his drink to be prepared. Damn, why did he have to look so good?
“How’s it going?” Rowen asked as he plopped down on the chair opposite me. “I’m not late am I?” He fished his phone out of his jeans and checked the time. “Here, this is for you.”
He tossed a thumb drive on the table between us. I stared at it, blinking in surprise before I picked it up.
“What is it?”
“It’s a song.” His smile turned sheepish. “It’s the one I played for you. Watching you play kind of inspired it.”
This guy just got better and better. I was quiet for a moment, processing this little nugget of information. I tucked the thumb drive away into my bat-winged heart purse.
“That is the sweetest thing ever,” I said, unable to contain the goofy joy of receiving such an item. “Thank you, Rowen. That’s so thoughtful of you.”
“Don’t tell Arrow I gave it to you. He’d shit a brick.”
I grimaced. Just thinking about Arrow made my blood boil. “Trust me. I have no intention of talking to that douchebag if I can help it.”
Rowen’s smile faded. A strange tension settled. “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to you last night. I don’t remember much of it.”
My lungs burned, and I realized I was holding my breath. He didn’t seem to have seen the photo. What a relief.
“Me neither. Funny how things got foggy after Arrow came upstairs.” I pursed my lips in silent judgment. “I don’t understand why you’d want to live with someone like that. But he’s your buddy, so what do I know?”
“He’s crossed the line a few times,” Rowen admitted, his face expressionless. “I’m sorry about that. Honestly, I don’t know why I still put up with his shit. We’ve been friends since junior high. More like brothers really. I guess I feel like I have to look out for him. Make sure he doesn’t get himself into some serious trouble. You know?”
My bubble of joy popped with those words. The two of them had a full-on bromance going. That didn’t sound promising for my crush on Rowen.
He seemed uneasy as an awkward silence settled. For a moment I thought he was going to bail.
He asked, “So is it too late or can I take you to a movie? If we hurry we can catch a midnight showing. You can pick the movie.” I certainly wasn’t expecting him to ask me out.
Those soulful eyes captured me, and I swooned. This was some seriously cheesy rom-com territory here. But I didn’t care; I was walking on clouds.
“Ok, let’s go.”
We walked down the street, coffee in hand, chatting amiably on the way to his car. He asked me how my day went, and I entertained him with tales of the rowdy ladies at the male strip club. I hated that I couldn’t tell him the rest, the parts that really mattered.
Taillights flashed as Rowen pressed the key fob. A black Dodge Charger awaited us. He reached for the passenger door, holding it open for me. I slid into the car with a shy, “Thank you.” I’d never had such a simple but gentlemanly act performed for me before. It felt nice.
I took a moment to check out the car. The interior was vast and clean. Matte black rally stripes on the hood shone silver in the streetlight. It made me cringe at the thought of my old junker.
“What year is this?” I asked as Rowen pulled the big car into traffic.
“2007,” he said, turning the radio down so we didn’t have to shout over it. “I bought it used a few months ago. Traded in my Focus for something with a little more power.”
“Does it have a Hemi?” I listened to the engine’s purr, wishing my old monster of a car sounded half as smooth.
“Damn rights it does.” Rowen chuckled. “Are you into cars? What do you drive?”
The small talk was pointless really, doing little more than filling the space, but it was the highlight of my entire day so far. “I’m into muscle cars. That’s about it. I have an old Nova, but it’s a real piece of shit at the moment. I’m hoping to be able to restore it one day. But it runs, and that’s something.”
Talking cars gave us a common interest other than music. We bantered back and forth about which was better, Dodge or Chevy. By the time we arrived at the movie theatre, I was laughing harder than I had in ages.
The theatre didn’t offer a lot of selection. Only two movies remained that hadn’t yet started. My choices were some superhero action movie or an exorcism horror flick. Since I’d already reached my demon quota for one lifetime, or so I liked to think, I chose the superhero movie.
Comic book heroes had never really been my thing. That didn’t matter though. Sitting in the dark with Rowen so unbearably close made it the best movie ever. The scent of his cologne teased me. It was masculine but not overpowering, a subtle and sexy aroma that made me want to bury my face in his neck and inhale.
We shared a bag of popcorn, and I did my best to enjoy it even though I was paranoid about having kernels stuck in my teeth. That wasn’t exactly the look I was going for tonight.
I kept wondering if he was going to try anything, like a cheesy, stretch-and-yawn move. He was too smooth for that. Rowen didn’t mess around with a lame move. He reached for my hand and slipped his fingers through mine. Adrenaline gave me a warming jolt, and I smiled, glad the darkened theatre hid my blush.
“I saw that coming a mile away,” Rowen leaned in close to whisper with a head nod toward the screen. The warmth of his breath tickled my ear in a spine-tingling way. I nodded in agreement though I’d missed whatever he was referring to.
The theatre was almost empty. A group of teenage boys down in front laughed and chattered amongst themselves. Another couple sat in the very back row, making out like it was an Olympic sport. Rowen’s amber gaze strayed to them, and his upper lip lifted in a quirky grin. I was both relieved and disappointed when he didn’t try to kiss me.
By the time the movie ended, I was convinced that Cinder would discover this date and that he would be terribly unhappy about it. I was also that much more determined to enjoy it simply because of that. This might be my only date with Rowen.
“Can I give you a lift home?” he asked as we crossed through the lobby on our way out.
Since Rubi had picked me up tonight, I was conveniently without wheels. “You sure can. Thanks.”
At two in the morning, the streets were quiet. People filtered out of the movie theatre, making the only sound other than the occasional car passing by. We held hands as we walked. My day hadn’t gotten off to such a hot start, but it had ended on a high note.
My cheeks were starting to hurt. My smile had been non-stop, genuine though. Rowen’s quips and jokes revealed the fun personality inside his sexy exterior, which made me fall so much more in like with him than I already had. Damn.
We had almost reached Rowen’s car. The attack was sudden. Vicious. I was flung to the ground, torn away from Rowen. The stench of sulfur was sudden and strong. A sneeze exploded forth as I got to my feet. My knees stung from where they’d skidded on the sidewalk. I shoved my black tresses out of my eyes in time to see the demon target Rowen.
It was Koda. He flung Rowen against the car and pinned him tight with an arm across his throat. Rowen flailed against the demon.
“Koda, what the hell are you doing?” I grabbed his arm and pulled, but he wouldn’t be budged.
“Just making a point,” he said, shoving me aside with his free hand.
I fell with arms flailing but got right back up. A side of me that I didn’t know I had took over, and the training I’d done with Cinder surfaced. I kicked the back of Koda’s knee with my steel-toed boots. His leg buckled, giving me the second I needed to punch him in the neck.
Lacking a weapon put me at an even greater disadvantage. I hadn’t taken Cinder seriously enough when he told me to carry one. Lesson learned.
“Don’t make me hurt you, Spike,” Koda snarled. “That’s not what this is about.”
“So what’s it about then?” I grabbed hold of his arm and fought to break his hold on Rowen, who was turning red in the face. I still couldn’t budge the demon.
Frustrated and afraid, my fingers tingled seconds before the flames burst forth. They crawled up Koda’s arm to engulf him in supernatural fire. He let out a shout and stumbled back, releasing Rowen. I put myself between them, guarding Rowen as he gasped for air.
“You’re making the wrong choice, girl,” Koda said, giving himself a shake like a dog getting out of water. The flames quickly burned out. Other than a few scorch marks, which promptly healed, he was unharmed. “Being seen with this guy will get you killed.”
“You know this dude?” Rowen coughed out. His eyes were wide, his chest heaving. I sure hoped there was no rule about using my gifts in front of him. Too late now.
I held up a hand to keep Koda at a distance. There wasn’t a lot I could do, but I’d fight as hard as I had to. “I’ll spend time with whomever I damn well please, thank you.”
Koda’s dark brows knit together as he studied me. “You don’t know what you’re getting involved in. Being anywhere near him is dangerous.” He nodded his dark head toward Rowen.
“Dangerous?” Rowen spat. “Me? Are you fucking crazy?”
“He’ll get you killed, Spike. Walk away right now, and I’ll take it from here.” Koda must have thought I was delusional. He stepped forward, large and intimidating.
My hand flew to the cross hanging from my neck. I pulled it free and thrust it toward him. “Back off.”
Koda stopped. His red gaze flicked to the pendant in my grasp. “Oh, come on now. Really?”
I sure hoped I didn’t look as pitiful as I felt. Like a scream queen in an old vampire movie, I held the cross up as if it would save me when, in fact, it did little more than piss off the demon staring down at me.
Anticipating Koda’s grab for the pendant, I lunged forward and slapped it against his forehead. Smoke rose up from the demon’s skin. It stank of sulfur. I yanked the cross away, and some flesh came with it. Bile rose in my throat, but I choked it back and held tight.
Koda gave an anguished cry, fury written all over his face. “Bitch.”
“Leave here,” I commanded, my voice starting to shake. “Now.”
Pointing a finger at me, Koda hissed, “I warned you.”
Then he was gone, vanishing from sight with the sound of wings. My shoulders sagged, and my breath came fast. Adrenaline created a roar of white noise in my ears. That had been absolutely terrifying.
“What the fuck was that all about?” Rowen demanded, incredulous. “That motherfucker had red eyes. And the flames? Why do I feel like I’ve seen that kind of thing somewhere before?”
“You most likely have.” I didn’t know what to say. What I couldn’t do was tell a lie. Since Cinder hadn’t coached me on this, I decided honesty was best. “Let’s go back to my place. I’ll tell you as much as I can.”



CHAPTER TEN

 
 
I stared at the coffee maker on the counter before opting for the bottle of vodka in the freezer. Half a pitcher of raspberry lemonade accompanied it when I returned to the kitchen table.
Rowen accepted his empty glass with a nod.
I smiled apologetically. “Sorry about the girly drink. You can drink it straight if you prefer.”
“No, this is good. Thanks.” He poured twice as much vodka as juice and promptly took a large gulp.
I mixed my drink, my hands shaking even though we were now safely inside my apartment. Cinder had blessed it with protective wards when I moved in, ensuring nothing demonic could freely enter. My safe haven was a relief but also somewhat nerve racking, as I had to go out again sometime.
“I’m sorry about Koda. He’s a dick.” It was the lamest thing I could muster, but I was afraid. Could having Rowen here get me in seriously deep shit? Or even worse, could it put him in danger?
My pulse raced as I tried to decide how much I could safely share. Rowen was one of us. Why couldn’t he know?
“And a demon.” Rowen shook his head in wonder and shoved the long piece of blue mohawk out of his eyes. “I feel like I should be more shocked than I am. Is that weird? Never mind, none of this is weird to you, is it? Why is that?”
“Trust me, it’s all weird to me,” I said, drinking down more of the vodka lemonade. “I wish I had more answers for you. Unfortunately, I have a lot of questions myself.”
Rowen finished his drink and poured another one. He peered at me from behind that blue fringe. “Are you a demon? I mean, what’s with the fire?”
“I’m a nephilim,” I heard myself say. Considering what he’d just seen, I knew I had to be honest. A lie wouldn’t protect anyone. “Half-human, half-angel. It sounds crazy, I know.”
I waited for him to laugh or sneer, but he was quiet, watching me in thoughtful silence. We sat there drinking as the minutes passed. I didn’t want to say anything more until I saw how he processed that information.
When we were on our third drink, Rowen said, “Ok. I can accept that. But what about me? Why would the demon say that I was dangerous?”
Inwardly I groaned. Cinder was going to be so mad. “I don’t know. Not really. I wish I did.” I shrugged, feeling awkward. Rowen was going to think I was such a sketch case.
So I was surprised when he said, “Can I show you something?” At my nod, he continued. “I can do something too.”
Rowen held his hand out, palm up. A small light began to glow in the center. It started as a tiny orb that grew into a perfectly formed ball of white light. So Rowen was a light bearer? A lovely gift. I stared in awe, wondering how it was possible that he could do this if his talents were contained like Cinder had said. The light orb hovered over his palm as if awaiting instruction. I reached out then hesitated.
Our eyes met, and I searched him for a sign that he knew more than he was letting on. I saw only a flicker of confusion there.
Tentatively I touched the orb. It was warm and seemed to brighten at my touch. Then slowly it began to fade.
He took my hand and held tight. “That’s been happening for a while now,” Rowen said, looking perplexed. “I’ve never shown this to anyone before. Not even Arrow.”
Keeping a neutral expression was tough. It was almost painful to keep from blurting out a warning about Arrow.
Rowen’s gaze fell to our joined hands. He shoulders slumped as if he breathed a silent sigh of relief. “So what does this mean? That I’m a nephilim too? I never knew either of my biological parents. I was adopted.”
I groaned and ran my free hand through my hair. “It means that I’m going to tell you something that I’m probably going to get in shit for.”
He waited patiently for me to choose my words. The liquor in his glass disappeared while I stared at the table, wondering if I was making a mistake. It was too late for that. Rowen knew enough on his own. If keeping him safe was my goal, then he needed to know. Simple as that.
I needed a cigarette something fierce. After finishing my drink, I rose and gave his hand a gentle tug. “Let’s go out on the balcony. I’m supposed to be quitting, but I really need a smoke right now.”
The balcony gave me a great view of the city at night. All was quiet at this late hour. Far enough away from the high traffic areas, my neighborhood was calm. We leaned on the metal railing, staring out at nothing while we shared a cigarette.
“You are a nephilim, Rowen,” I began, hoping like hell my mouth wasn’t writing a check my ass couldn’t cash. “The gifts start to manifest after the age of eighteen. At some point, you will have to make a choice. Live as human and give up the gifts, or embrace them and choose a side to serve. It’s not an easy decision to make.”
He mulled this over, taking deep drags off the cigarette. Tension held him tight. His knuckles were white where he gripped the railing.
“Are you telling me that you haven’t made your choice yet?” Curiosity flickered through his amber eyes at this realization.
“I’ve made choices. I know I don’t want to give up my gifts, but, no I haven’t made the choice. Not yet.” There was a great sense of freedom in sharing this with someone who was like me. Jett understood what it was to be different, but she and I were worlds apart.
“Well, that kind of explains some of what Koda said and did.” Rowen passed me the cigarette, his gaze lingering as I placed it between my lips. “I knew there was something about you, something different that I connected with right away.”
I was puzzled. How could he have known about me when he seemingly had no clue about Arrow? They lived together. Surely at some point Arrow would have slipped up.
“Oh? Just me?”
“Just you.” He grinned, and it lit up his face in a way that made my knees weak. “Why do you think that is?”
Good question. Considering he lived with a nephilim and clearly had no idea, I couldn’t imagine what it was about me that triggered his awareness. Maybe it was because we were both undecided.
“I have no idea. Look, Rowen, I have to be honest. I was told that your gifts were being contained until the time was right to tell you who you are. I don’t know what that means. All I know is that you could be in danger if the wrong person finds out. You have to keep this secret.”
We faced each other, the view beyond the balcony forgotten. I dropped the cigarette butt into the ashtray on the small patio table. It had left a bad taste in my mouth. I really did need to quit.
“Who told you this?” He reached to brush a lock of hair out of my face, and his hand lingered.
My insides grew warm and fuzzy. Heat crept over my face. Damn, it had been a long time since someone so easily gave me the tingles. “An angel. Cinder. He’s a friend.”
Rowen lightly ran a finger down the side of my face. “It’s kind of a relief. To know I’m not a freak. It’s surreal though.”
“I know.”
His lips were on mine before I could anticipate the kiss. A pleasant surprise, it sent a rush of white noise roaring through my ears along with an exciting jolt of adrenaline. The touch of his tongue was delicate, almost hesitant. Slow and gentle, Rowen kissed me as if he’d been waiting all night to do so. I slid my arms around his neck and reveled in the way it felt to be pressed against him. I would be replaying the memory of this moment for the next week.
We stood there for several blissfully long, silent moments once the kiss ended. I lay my head on his shoulder and hoped so hard that this wouldn’t blow up in my face. I kept seeing that photo of me scantily clad in Arrow’s bed.
The chill in the air finally got to me. I pulled back and rubbed my arms briskly. “I don’t know about you, but I could go for another drink.”
Rowen consulted his phone for the time, and I noticed a missed call from Arrow. “I’d love one. But maybe I should get going. It’s late.”
“You can’t drive. You’ve already had too much. I guess you’ll have to stay.” It was terrible of me to want to keep him from going home to Arrow, from seeing that photo. But I wasn’t wrong. He couldn’t safely drive.
We went back inside, fetched the booze from the kitchen, and got comfy on the couch. I dragged my old acoustic guitar out of the corner and strummed a few chords. We didn’t bother with mix, drinking straight from the bottle instead. There wasn’t much left, so we might as well finish it off.
Rowen’s fingers flew over his phone as he texted Arrow. I couldn’t help but sneak a peek. Inwardly I cringed when I saw my name. This was going to end so horribly. I’d have to enjoy every second of this night before Arrow destroyed it all for me.
Taking a deep breath, I shoved all thoughts of the dark nephilim aside and began to sing. Being a frontwoman was definitely more Jett’s thing, but I enjoyed singing at home, particularly while working out a new song. The liquor encouraged me, giving me a fearlessness that I wouldn’t have had sober.
“That’s a good riff,” Rowen said, setting his phone on the coffee table. “You have a killer voice. You should sing more often.”
“Naw. I’m not really the type to handle the crowd. That’s more of Jett’s domain.” I blushed, cursing my cheeks for betraying me. “But thank you.”
Rowen studied me, his amber eyes searching me intently. “Let’s write something together. Right now. I’ll play. You sing.”
Before I could protest or laugh him off, he took the guitar from me. He tuned it down a step, twisting the pegs and strumming until the tone reached perfection for him.
“Won’t we be committing some kind of band adultery?” I joked. “I’m not sure our friends would be too keen on that.”
Rowen grinned, a spine-tingling smile that gave me jitters. “They don’t have to know.”
Never had I laughed as much as I did while Rowen and I were writing our song. Each time I clammed up, he got me laughing again. At first the lyrics were cheesy, silly shit I’d never really write. Then we got serious along the way, and something started to come together.
Making music with Rowen felt natural, like we were meant to create together. When we had finished off the last of the booze in my apartment, the sun was just beginning to rise. I was exhausted both mentally and physically.
Taking the guitar from him, I rose from the couch and took his hand. “Come on. You can crash in my room.”
Entering my bedroom with Rowen in tow gave me pause. This was too special to fuck up. And if anyone was going to fuck it up for me, it was better to let it be Arrow. So when we climbed into the bed, we were fully clothed. I kept expecting to feel awkward with Rowen in my bed but never did.
I couldn’t deny that I wanted him, but too many times I’d given my body to a man only to discover that he didn’t want the heart that went with it. That was not a chance I was willing to take now. If we ever got that far, I wanted it to mean something.
The blinds were closed against the morning light, which still peeked through the slats in tiny shards of beams that didn’t quite reach us.
“Spike?” My name was a whisper on Rowen’s lips. “What’s your real name?”
We were each on our own half of the double bed. I stared at the closed closet door. The mirrored surface reflected our image back at me.
“Ember. I don’t go by it much. Only Cinder calls me that.”
“I like it. But I like Spike too. I think you’ll always be Spike to me.”
He moved closer to me, closing the space between us. The blue of his mohawk looked especially bright against my zebra-print pillow case. When he kissed me, I feared I might have to tell him I wasn’t down for a hook up. But he surprised me by cuddling close without making a further move.
Trivial worries flitted through my mind. What if I snored? Or drooled? Or something even more horrifying? My concerns were ridiculous and completely unfounded.
Rowen drifted off before I did. His breathing slowed as sleep claimed him. However, his embrace remained tight, and I did my best to file every sensation away in my memory. He smelled so damn good. His cologne mingled with his own masculine smell, which seemed to reach right into the most feminine part of me. I could practically feel my hormones bursting with glee. Closing my eyes, I savored the way his body felt beside me. It felt like he belonged there. I would have rolled my eyes at myself if I wasn’t having such a joyful moment.
I must have slept with a goofy smile plastered on my face because I felt it fade when I awoke several hours later to find an unhappy Cinder standing over us. With arms crossed, he frowned down at me. I opened and closed my mouth a few times in an attempt to find my voice.
Rowen stirred beside me. I felt him jump when he realized there was a man standing beside the bed.
“Get up.” Cinder’s command was gentler than the fierceness in his violet eyes. “I’ll make coffee. We all need to have a talk.”
 
* * * *
 
Fifteen minutes later Rowen and I sat across the table from Cinder. I felt like crap, certain I looked it as well. A very brief trip to the washroom had given me a chance to wipe last night’s eyeliner from my face. Otherwise, I remained pretty ragged.
I went through the motions of adding cream and sugar to my coffee. Rowen did the same, occasionally casting a glance my way. I waited for Cinder to break the tension.
“You told him.” It was not a question. Cinder eyed me over his tea before taking a sip.
Pushing a hand through my disheveled black mane, I leaned heavily on one elbow and sighed. “Yeah. I told him about me. But he knows, Cinder. He has gifts.”
Cinder studied Rowen who met his gaze evenly. “Tell me what you know. What you can do.”
I listened as Rowen told him about growing up adopted, getting into music, and developing strange abilities. Cinder nodded, slipping me a sideways look. Hearing Rowen talk, it was abundantly clear that he was in the dark about Arrow. That jackhole couldn’t be underestimated.
I raised a brow, asking Cinder a silent question. He averted his gaze, and I had my answer. We were not going to tell Rowen about Arrow.
That didn’t feel right, and yet I trusted Cinder. Maybe it wasn’t my place to tell him. If anything, it should be Arrow’s. And he clearly had his own reasons for keeping quiet.
“Do you know who my father is?” Rowen asked. There was a strained set to his shoulders, like he was fighting to keep the emotion from showing on his face.
“Yes,” said Cinder with a slight head bob. “I don’t know him personally though, and I’m not at liberty to tell you his name. However, you must know that being his son makes you a person of interest to many.”
Rowen gripped his coffee mug tightly but didn’t drink from it. “Is that why this was all hidden from me? Shouldn’t I have been told?”
“Under normal circumstances you would have been. Evidently your gifts are too strong to be contained, which means that your human identity may also be dissolving. Is there anyone in your life you can think of who may know that there is more to you than meets the eye?” Cinder was calm, exuding a friendliness that made Rowen relax. I on the other hand was tense.
Giving his head a slow shake, Rowen shrugged. “No. My friends wouldn’t even notice if I sprouted wings. They’re all a bunch of rowdy drunks.”
Yeah, except for the one that was a drug-dealing nephilim. Keeping this to myself was painful. Arrow was already betraying him. How could I do the same?
“Might I suggest that you keep an eye out for anything unusual? I don’t want you to be paranoid, but this is serious. Unfortunately, not everyone can be trusted, sometimes even those we trust the most.” A small storm passed through Cinder’s eyes, and I wondered who had betrayed him in the past.
My stomach hurt. I suspected it might be from hunger and too much late night alcohol but thought it was more likely linked to the secrets I was being forced to keep from Rowen.
Rowen asked, “Do you think someone close to me is lying about who they are?” He hit so close to the truth that I had to vacate the table. “Would I know if they were anything other than human? I kind of knew with Spike. I felt something.”
I went to the kitchen under the guise of grabbing a few bananas and a box of chocolate chip cookies. It gave me a minute to compose myself.
Cinder, elegant and smooth, answered the question with ease. “There are ways of hiding one’s identity. Underestimate nobody.”
Rowen’s brow was furrowed in deep thought when I returned. I set the bananas in the center of the table along with the cookie box after I’d taken a handful. Feeling guilty and responsible for the anguish on Rowen’s face, I touched the back of his hand, wishing I could do more.
He met my eyes and took my hand as well as the cookie I offered. The small smile he wore was crushing in its simple ability to strike me speechless.
“So what do I do now?” he asked Cinder before dipping the cookie into his coffee. “Keep going about my daily life as if nothing has changed?”
“That’s exactly what you do. Pay attention to everyone and everything. Trust your instincts. Your identity was hidden to keep the dark from coming for you. But they will know, and they will come.”
Helping himself to a banana, Cinder peeled it without once taking his gaze off Rowen. For someone who didn’t really need to eat and drink, he sure did enjoy it. Cinder ate his banana, looking thoughtfully from Rowen to me. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking.
Cinder added, “I must be honest, Rowen. There are things that Ember and I are not able to tell you. But you can trust us, and I hope you remember that.”
I offered a smile that I hoped appeared genuine. So far I really liked Rowen. I wasn’t sure what would be required of me in the coming weeks, but I knew I didn’t want to let him down.
I listened attentively as Cinder answered a few more questions. He was kind to Rowen, giving him enough information to help him understand what we were without being overwhelming. It gave me some comfort to have Cinder here, freeing me of the burden of enlightening Rowen.
“Well, Rowen, I think it’s time for you to be going. Ember and I have a few things to discuss.” Extending a hand across the table, Cinder wore an expression of reassurance and compassion. “I do hope to see you again.”
“I’ll walk you out.” I got up too quickly, almost upsetting my coffee. The mild embarrassment was nothing compared to the mortification of having been caught with him in my bed.
Closing the apartment door behind us on the way out wasn’t enough. I went so far as to walk him to the elevator. “I’m sorry about all that. I love Cinder, but his timing could have been better.”
“No, it’s cool. I’m glad I got to meet him. He made me feel less crazy and a little more prepared to deal with this.” The boyish grin that Rowen flashed me then was just too adorable, and I gave him an impulsive hug.
He kissed me. Soft and warm, it was affectionate and possibly even needful. When I concentrated hard, I could feel it there in him, the part of him that was more than human. It was a comfort, but it also worried me.
“Can I see you again?” he asked. “Soon?”
The chances of this all ending badly were high. I knew that. Still, I had to see this through. “You can count on it.” I kissed him again, stifling a girlish sigh. Then he stepped into the elevator and was gone.
As I padded back down the hall in my bare feet, I let my happy sigh escape. I hated that this moment of giddy excitement was so heavily plagued by the harsh aspect of danger and the threat of Arrow.
When I opened the apartment door, Cinder was in the kitchen tidying up the counter around the coffee maker. He looked up at my return, and his brows knit together in a worried frown.
“This is not good, Ember. It’s dangerous for the two of you to be seen together. I hope last night with Koda has proven that. But you both have free will, and that is your choice to make. However, you must know that it could complicate much more than your band contest.” He meant well. I knew that my wellbeing meant much to Cinder. Still, I agreed that it was our choice to make. I wouldn’t be told who I could or could not fall for.
“What’s going on, Cinder?” I asked, an edge of fear causing my voice to crack. “I get the feeling that there’s something you’re not sharing. Who is Rowen’s father?”
He used the dishcloth to sweep a small pile of coffee grounds into the sink. “Some information could get you killed. Or worse. I won’t have you tortured by demons for something I shouldn’t have told you.”
I leaned against the counter, watching him tidy. There wasn’t much to clean. He was just going through the motions.
“But they already know, don’t they? That’s why they’ve put Arrow so close to him, why they’ve hidden that asshole’s true identity from Rowen. You’ve got to give me something here, Cinder. I know I’m still a real rookie here—trust me, I feel like one—but damn, this is tough.”
Draping the dishcloth over the faucet, he mirrored my pose, leaning against the opposite counter. Today he was dressed in jeans and a Halestorm t-shirt. Maybe I was starting to rub off on him.
“I’ll give you something. A task. Keep an eye on Arrow. I want you to follow him tonight. See what he’s up to, but don’t let him see you. Take a weapon.”
I thought about the blunder with Koda. A silver-plated blade would have been handy. A demon could withstand many things. They were unkillable, but silver was one of their few weaknesses.
“You want me to spy on Arrow?” I had a Homer Simpson moment where I wanted to whine Can’t someone else do it? but I somehow managed to resist.
“We all have our jobs to do, Ember. You want to know how involved he is, so find out. I know you can handle him.”
“What about Rowen? Is he safe?”
“For now.”
I considered the situation or what I knew of it anyway. “Why doesn’t he have someone? Like how I have you.”
Cinder smiled then. It was worthy of a toothpaste commercial. “You have to trust that all of you have what you need when you need it. Besides, he has you now. You have a calling, Ember. One that is as precious and rare as you are.”
Even though I’d had years to prepare for this, I still wasn’t ready. I’d heard this claim before. It reminded me of Arrow’s comment about how rare female nephilim are.
“What if I can’t do it? How do I even know what I’m here to do?” A headache began to throb behind my eyes, which I attributed to too much liquor and not enough sleep.
Cinder was quiet for so long that I grew concerned. Then he snapped into action. He poured me a glass of water and gave me a gentle shove. “Maybe you should go back to bed for a while.”
I resisted, grabbing onto the counter. “Since Arrow has obviously been planted in Rowen’s life, does that mean he knows who Rowen’s father is?”
Cinder gave me a look that said he wished I would stop asking so many questions and simply have some faith in what I already knew. It was hard to accept only part of a story. I needed the whole thing.
With a hand on my arm, he gently steered me toward the bedroom. He took a seat on the edge of the bed, patting the spot beside him. “I’m going to tell you something, but you must be certain that you want to know it.”
I stared at him in exasperation. “You do realize that by saying shit like that you make it impossible for me to not want to know.”
“Arrow and Rowen are brothers.” Cinder paused, assessing my dropped jaw. “They are the only known set of nephilim siblings in existence. It’s unheard of for an angel or demon to manage to commit such a sin twice before being caught, but Arrow and Rowen are living proof. Arrow may or may not know this. Which is one of many reasons to watch him.”
I gaped at him, mouth open with no sound coming out. Brothers. Angelic and demonic parents of the nephilim were locked away to await judgment for the crime of tampering with the human bloodline. Whoever their father was, he had to be amazingly clever to create two illicit offspring.
My poor, alcohol-abused brain raced. Only one person had the full answer to this riddle, but I was pretty sure that God wasn’t giving out that kind of info. Which was just as well. This was where faith came in, something I sorely lacked when I needed it most.
“I don’t understand where I come into this,” I finally said. “I’m nobody compared to the two of them. How can I possibly help?”
Cinder pulled me into a squishy hug and ruffled my hair. “Oh, but you are certainly somebody. You don’t realize it yet, but inside you exists the power to save them both.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
 
I gave my cheek a slap. “I’m not dreaming, am I? Have I already fallen asleep? Because I could swear I just heard the craziest thing that’s ever come out of your mouth.”
Cinder’s soft chuckle didn’t make me feel better like it usually did. Stunned, I sat there, hoping he was about to yell, “Psych!” But he didn’t.
“You’re destined for great things, kiddo. What can I say? I can’t wait to see how amazing you are.” Tiny laugh lines crinkled the corners of his eyes. He showed no hint of worry or concern. Cinder really believed what he’d said.
“Yeah, no pressure or anything.” I let my breath out in a whoosh. Nothing like a small panic attack to turn a mild hangover headache into a skull banger. “Should I even ask? I mean, is this what you’ve been preparing me for? How am I supposed to help anyone?”
“There’s no need to look ahead. Just know that good things await you. Take it from moment to moment and have faith. You have more potential than you allow yourself to believe.”
I laughed then, though it was bitter and tasteless. “I’m rocking a hell of a hangover. Again. And you just caught me with a guy in my bed. Are you sure you’ve got the right girl? I think you must be mistaken. I can’t help anybody.”
Cinder stroked a hand through my messy hair before leaning in to kiss my forehead. “You’ll be surprised when you discover what you’re capable of. Get some rest. We’ll talk later.”
He disappeared before I could give him shit for leaving me with such heavy thoughts. I’d been told my whole life that there was something different about me, but different didn’t always mean good. In fact, it rarely did. Cinder’s use of the term special wasn’t fooling me.
I rolled over into the center of the bed. Immediately Rowen’s scent rose up around me. I grabbed the pillow he’d used and dragged it close. The feel-good chemicals in my brain went off like an explosion. With a goofy smile on my face, I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. I didn’t know what was yet to come, but I knew already that I would do anything to help Rowen. As for Arrow, well, he seemed to be beyond help to me, but it wasn’t up to me to make that call.
I didn’t really doubt Cinder’s claims about me. Yet I still had a hard time believing that someone as deeply flawed as I was could be of any use. I did understand that the dark wanted me to think I could never belong to the light.
Wrestling with doubts and insecurities had never served me well in the past. So I snuggled in amid the mess of blankets, thinking only of good things.
I had a few decent design jobs to work on in the coming week, including a movie poster for an indie film. Crimson Sin was well on its way to a successful battle of the bands win. And I was going to see Rowen again. My mother had taught me young to count my blessings rather than my problems, something I’d fallen asleep doing since childhood.
Now I lay awake doing that very thing until all of Cinder’s words flooded back to me with all of my questions. What about these two brothers was so damn important? And why me? What could I really do? Eventually the thoughts jumbled together, and I sank into sleep. The confusion followed me there, and my dreams were plagued with questions that left me restless and tired when I woke several hours later.
I needed a few moments to realize that my phone had woken me. I fumbled to answer it when I saw Jett’s number.
“Tell me everything,” she gushed into my ear. “Did you fuck him? I want details.”
I rolled over with a groan. “No, Jett. I did not fuck him. He did spend the night though. We cuddled. It was nice.”
Jett made a gagging sound. “Oh, barf. I was hoping for some orgasmic tales. So nothing exciting to share?”
“Well, there was something.” I told her about Koda and the conversation it led to when Rowen and I returned to my apartment. I ended with Cinder finding us in bed together and the talk he and I had after Rowen left.
“Damn. No more playing human for you, girl. Time to shine.”
“Ugh. Don’t say that. I am so not ready for any of this.”
Jett was quiet for a moment. “If we only did things when we were ready, we’d never do a damn thing, Spike. Remember our first serious show? How fucking scared we were? We almost backed out. But we didn’t. And you can’t now. Not if it’s as big a deal as Cinder says it is.”
“Yeah, I suppose. So what happened with you last night? You said the pack needed you.” Changing the subject was the best way for me to get out of bed. If I didn’t stop thinking about it all, I might never leave the comfort of my blankets again.
She turned away from the phone to shout at her cat to stop destroying the couch before answering. “We had to vote on a new pack member. Nothing too detrimental. Routine stuff. So are we jamming tonight? We need to be ready for Saturday.”
With a longing glance back at the bed, I left the bedroom. “I have to tail Arrow tonight. Cinder wants me to keep an eye on him.”
“Geez, that’s shitty. What a crappy way to spend a night.” Jett paused to puff on a cigarette. “Want me to come with?” It was tempting. Having a werewolf with me would lend some confidence, which I was seriously lacking. However, Jett was a wild card, an unpredictable loose cannon that could go off at any time.
“Thanks, but I’ve got this. I’ll attract less attention alone. Your purple hair is too eye catching.”
She seemed to accept this though she probably knew I was blowing her off. “That’s true. It is pretty amazing. Give me a call if you need any backup. I’ll be there. Otherwise, I’ll talk to you later.”
As I got ready to go out, I couldn’t help but be skeptical. Arrow could be anywhere. What if he wasn’t home? The fact that Rowen lived there too made me uncomfortable. If he saw me lurking outside his house like a total creeper, he’d never trust me again.
I dressed all in charcoal gray. A hoodie and yoga pants would guarantee my comfort. I didn’t bother with much makeup seeing as the point was to go unseen. Nervous tremors shook my hands as I ran a brush through my hair and put it in a high ponytail. I slid a small, silver-coated dagger into my boot, hoping like hell that I wouldn’t have to use it. Ensuring that my phone was on silent, I prayed that Cinder knew what he was doing by sending me on this mission. I slipped out of the apartment building with as much stealth as I could muster.
After parking my loud, old car down the street from Arrow’s house, I tugged my hood up and crept closer on foot. This was a horrible idea. I could feel it in my bones. It was just past sunset. Arrow’s BMW sat in the driveway. What if he stayed in tonight and watched TV or something? Was I supposed to sit here all night?
My worries were unfounded. Twenty minutes later, the door opened. When Arrow appeared, my heart raced, and I held my breath. He glanced around before descending the front steps to the car. When he got in I made my way back to the Nova. Following him might prove difficult since my old beater would never keep up with that BMW if he drove like a maniac.
I ducked in the driver’s seat as he passed. Then I eased onto the street behind him, careful to keep a safe distance. This was so dangerous. I kept waiting for him to notice me, but if he did, he gave no indication.
Arrow was a better driver than I’d expected. He followed all of the road rules and even paused at a railroad crossing. Weird. He seemed to be trying not to attract attention from other motorists or passing cops.
When he headed to The Spirit Room, I wasn’t all that surprised. A lot of us hung out there frequently throughout the week. It would be hard to go unseen there, but if he did see me, it shouldn’t be obvious that I was following him. After all, us girls hung out there too. He didn’t own the place.
None of Arrow’s close circle of friends were there. I was relieved that Rowen wasn’t with him. It soon became apparent that he was there to meet someone.
I ordered a virgin daiquiri and lurked on the opposite side of the room, trying to go unnoticed. A few people stopped to say hello, acquaintances I knew through the rock scene. Even as I made light conversation with them, I kept Arrow within my sights.
He lingered near the stage, feigning interest in the band playing. A few minutes passed, and he began to look annoyed. Muttering to himself, he checked his phone.
A pale brunette emerged from the crowd to touch his shoulder. She was gaunt, and even from where I was I could see her tremors. Head bowed, she leaned in to whisper something in his ear.
He appeared thoughtful for a moment before nodding. Arrow smiled and held out a hand for her to lead the way.
She headed for the restrooms, taking his hand and pulling him into the ladies room with her. I had an ill feeling that I knew where this was going, but I followed anyway.
The bathroom was busy. A group of girls clustered around the counter, checking makeup and gossiping. The scent of marijuana hung on the air. Nobody paid Arrow any mind as he slipped into an end stall with the brown-haired girl.
Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I entered the stall next to them and listened. Their voices were lost in the loud chatter, but I was able to make out some of their exchange.
“You know, Rose, eventually I’ll have to stop taking blowjobs as payment,” Arrow said with a chuckle. “As good as you are, they just don’t pay the bills.”
“Just this last time, Arrow, please. I promise. I’ll have cash next time. Really. I’m good for it. I’m just waiting on some money I’m owed.” Her voice was high and tinny, as if she was used to going through this routine.
“Someone owes you? Do you need me to smash some knees? I’m always happy to help a lady out.” Arrow’s voice was oily and smooth, meant to charm. It made me shudder.
He was absolutely vile. When the sound of a zipper was followed by his soft moans, I had to put a hand over my mouth to stifle the urge to vomit. Arrow was a nasty thing, more demon than human in my opinion.
I didn’t hang around to listen to his big finish. I’d heard enough. Squeezing in among the gossip queens, I washed my hands and exited the bathroom before he could get a glimpse of me.
Waiting for him to come out fed my growing dislike of the guy. It was hard not to spew any venom his way. It was natural that I had a dark side like we all do, but if I fed it, it would grow. And that was Arrow’s game, not mine.
When he strode from the restroom with a self-satisfied grin, I swore beneath my breath. Was there any redeemable quality in him at all? He had just taken advantage of someone with a drug problem, having her get on her knees in a dirty washroom for him. For drugs. And he was cool with that. I loathed him.
He didn’t leave right away. He paused to talk with a few guys gathered around a table near the bar. His gaze swept the room, and I turned away, hoping to blend in among the rest. Please don’t see me, I thought.
When I felt brave enough to turn back, he was gone. Shit. I scanned the entire vicinity but didn’t see him. I was going to lose him. I hurried outside in time to see him turn the corner into the parking lot. I’d parked along the street a block away so I rushed to my car in a full out run. Something told me that Arrow wasn’t going home, and now I was curious. I wanted to know what else he was up to.
My nerves had faded back in the bathroom stall. I wasn’t afraid of being seen now, though I was wary. Arrow peeled out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires, and I frowned as I eased down the street behind him. A red light ahead would slow him down. I didn’t need to race after him.
The sudden change in his driving was interesting. He’d gone from being calm and subdued to being feisty and maybe a little reckless. I wondered if it had anything to do with what had just happened. Maybe he’d gotten a thrill out of it.
When he headed to one of the richest neighborhoods in the city, my curiosity grew. He pulled up to a house completely surrounded by a perimeter wall. I watched with a sinking sensation as he walked up to an intercom with a bag in hand. The gate swung open to allow him entry.
Shit. What was I going to do now? I had no idea who lived here. It might not be worth hanging around. Still, I had to know what Arrow was doing in a place like this. Maybe it was his supplier’s house.
Getting caught up in drug deal drama was not my intent, but I had a feeling that this went beyond drugs to demons. I could almost smell the sulfur as I walked up to the house. Wary of cameras, I kept my hood pulled up to hide my face. Of course where demons are concerned, cameras were the least of my worries.
“Spike,” came a voice from behind me, and I whirled to find Koda standing much too close. He seemed quite pleased with himself for having caught me by surprise. “Can I help you with something?”
“Yeah, you can go away and pretend you never saw me.” Hey, it was worth a try.
As expected, Koda laughed at me. “I think you owe me an explanation. For starters, what the hell are you doing here?”
I never considered anything but the truth. No sense lying to a liar. Really. “I’m following Arrow. What are you doing?”
“Following you.”
Well that was certainly awkward. The demon clearly had much greater stealth than I did. I’d had no idea I was being followed.
“Why?” I asked, wondering if I could get to the dagger in my boot fast enough if needed.
Koda smirked, but the darkness in his red eyes lacked amusement. His expression was pure evil. “The question should be, why not? By protecting the undecided nephilim, you made the wrong choice. You can’t save him. We will have him. And at some point, we’ll have you too, if you don’t get yourself killed first.”
“Don’t get your hopes up, Koda. I’m not going to abandon Rowen.” I dismissed his threat with a shrug, refusing to let him of all people get to me. “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me what Arrow is up to in there.”
A glare that promised terrible things marred his face. He grabbed me roughly by the arm, holding tight when I tried to jerk away. “Even better,” he said slyly. “I’ll show you.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

 
 
My protests went unheard as Koda dragged me over to the gate. After punching a code into the security box next to the intercom, the gate swung open for him. I was unable to get a look at the code but found it interesting that Arrow had called for permission.
Perhaps I should have been scared. I mean, demons were friggin’ scary, but Koda’s presence kept me calm. There was no way I would let him have the satisfaction of being the one to frighten me. Those days were long over.
The house was big, small mansion big. Large white pillars bordered the front door. I debated whether I should let Koda take me inside or go for my dagger. Arrow sure wasn’t worth dying for.
I was about to reach for the dagger when Koda said, “Relax, Spike. Nobody will hurt you. Not as long as you’re with me.”
I really didn’t like what he was implying. With the nastiest glower I could pull together, I spoke through clenched teeth. “I don’t belong to you. I never will. Get that through your head.”
“Well if you want to leave here alive, then you’d better just shut up. If you say something like that in here, there will be a battle for you. And no matter who wins, you’ll lose.”
No way in hell was I making the mistake of trusting Koda. So much for being stealthy. Now Arrow would know I had been following him. I sucked at this.
Koda pushed through the door, dragging me along beside him. The smell of sulfur was so thick I coughed. He rolled his red eyes at me and continued on through the large foyer, behind the spiral staircase, and down a hallway to a set of elaborate double doors.
When the doors opened they revealed what appeared to be a throne room of sorts, and fear slipped in to claim me. Koda shoved me along in front of him, and I struggled to keep my footing.
The room was vast with high windows and smooth, hardwood floors. A row of throne-like chairs stood at the far end, the center one seeming to command the entire room. Koda pushed me on through the room, into the middle where a group of demons stood gathered around a pentagram sunk into a circle in the middle of the room. The place virtually hummed with demon magic. I swallowed hard, knowing there was something bad going on here.
Koda dragged me forward, loudly announcing, “Look what I found lurking around outside.”
I froze as the gaze of half a dozen demons landed on me. They all stood around the large pentagram etched into the sunken pit. Arrow stood among them, his expression unreadable though there was surprise in his eyes. What struck fear into the depths of my heart though was what was happening in the center of the demon circle.
A demon with dark hair and black eyes held a rooster by the legs. The head was missing. Blood dripped from the neck. The dark-red drops landed in the center of the circle where a hazy smoke slowly began to rise. The demon ran a finger through the blood before turning to a woman beside him and tracing a symbol on her forehead with it. She was the only human present, a black magic witch most likely.
Without looking at Koda the demon said, “Why did you bring that nephilim in here? She’s a white lighter.”
“Barely,” Arrow muttered with a smirk, drawing everyone’s attention to him. He shrugged and eyed me maliciously.
“No, I’m not. I’m undecided.” My desperate claim went ignored. They didn’t care. All that mattered to them was that I wasn’t dark.
“She wanted to know what was going on in here,” Koda said as if that were reason enough. “So I decided to show her.”
The demon holding the rooster frowned. He did look at Koda this time, but it was with a subdued expression that told me he was inferior to the red-eyed Koda. “And what were you hoping to prove by doing that?”
Only one other red-eyed demon stood around the circle. I’d noticed that eye color was an indicator of their place in the hierarchy. Black-eyed demons were level three, while red-eyed demons were level two. It was near unheard of for level one angels to become demons so they were few and far between. I’d never seen one.
Koda stood tall, his chest puffed out as if offended that anyone dared to question him. “I wanted her to see what happens if she chooses the wrong side.”
“Good luck with that.” Again Arrow shot me a snide look to go along with his smartass remark. He was enjoying this, and my loathing for him grew.
“Well,” said the red-eyed demon standing next to Arrow. “Now that you’ve interrupted the ritual for your own personal amusement, finish it off and kill her.”
Wait, what? “Excuse me?” I spoke up, ignoring Koda when he shook me. “Kill me? I don’t even know what’s going on here.”
“And you never will.” The red-eyed demon studied me, an eyebrow raised as he assessed me and seemed to find me lacking. He wore the form of a thirty-something man with smooth, tanned skin.
I yelled, “Koda!” Despite the tight hold he had on me, I fought to break free of him. “You are fucking scum, you know that? I can’t believe your ego is so fucking fragile that you have to threaten my life to prove yourself.”
A titter of laughter rippled through the demons. The human woman was not amused in the slightest. She glared at me as if she’d happily kill me herself. Whatever we’d interrupted, it had been important to her.
“Dash, it’s fine, really,” Koda said, addressing the one with the scarlet gaze. “Spike is here as my guest. I want her to see why she should never underestimate us.”
Dash didn’t look convinced. He glared first at me, then Koda. Tension thrummed between the two of them that made the rest of the group stiffen. Perhaps they would fight. It might be my only hope for escape unless Cinder decided to drop in on me.
“We don’t have white lighters dropping in for visits, Koda.” Dash spoke between clenched teeth. “She may be undecided, but she’s been working for the light. White lighters are not welcome here. Not even a half-breed like her.”
Arrow frowned and pressed his lips together into a thin line. He stood stiffly, his shoulders squared. I found satisfaction in the half-breed remark because it got under his skin. I could see it picking at him.
“Can we please get back to my wedding?” The raven-tressed woman suddenly shouted, her voice high and shrill.
Wedding? Taking a closer look at her, I saw that she was indeed wearing a gown. It was black with a cinched waist and long, flowing skirt. The black-eyed demon who had smeared blood on her face held tight to her hand, making it evident that they were the happy couple. So to speak.
This was the worst wedding I’d ever been to. And I’d attended a few doozies. I couldn’t imagine why a woman would want to wed herself to a demon, but she was a witch, thus not someone I could relate to.
“Hush a moment, Skylar,” Dash admonished with a scowl. Then he glided over to me, his feet barely touching the floor. He got unbearably close, openly sniffing me like I was under inspection. “Who is your father, girl?”
I recoiled, leaning as far away from him as I could get. With Koda at my back, it didn’t give me much room, but something told me that Dash was the greater evil of the two of them. It may have been the slither in his step or the oily tone of his voice. But more than likely it was the deep abyss of black that seemed to surround him like a second skin. I could feel it all over him, reaching for me.
“I don’t know,” I lied. There was no way in hell I was giving my father’s name to a room full of demons. Not even Koda knew for sure who my father was. They already knew who Rowen’s father was, and look how well that was working out for him and Arrow.
“Don’t lie to me.” His face frightfully blank, Dash reached out to touch me, and I jerked back. A small smile creased his sharp, angular face. “He was a fool to let you live. One so rare as you would have been better off never having been born.”
A warm but clammy hand touched my face, and I muffled a shriek. My fingers tingled, and a bolt of fire leaped between us. It didn’t last long, just seconds, but when it burnt out, Dash was furious.
“You dare to offend me in my own house?” He shouted, grabbing hold of me and snarling into my face.
Koda shoved him off me, getting between us. With both hands on Dash’s collar, Koda growled, “This isn’t your house, Dash. And Spike isn’t anything to you. Back the fuck off.”
“It’s the house of my queen who I will serve until the end of time. In her absence, it is mine. Unless you’d like to contest that.”
“Maybe I would. She’s my queen too.”
The two demons engaged in a silent war, each trying to intimidate the other into submission. We all watched them, everyone but Skylar, who glared at me. I hadn’t ruined her wedding day—that had been Koda—but she didn’t seem to see it that way.
“Be careful, Dash,” Koda said, low and menacing. “If you keep on like this you’re going to end up like Shya. A washed up has-been consumed by obsession.”
This earned a snicker from a few of those present though I had no idea what they were talking about. I didn’t need to know. I’d heard and seen enough.
“Never again speak to me of Shya. I’m not fool enough to think I can rule in Lilah’s stead. I mean only to honor her empire in her absence, not to claim it.” Dash vibrated with rage. His voice was calm and controlled, which made him that much more terrifying.
An angry scream rang out, ear shattering in its intensity. I covered my ears and winced. Only Arrow did the same. The demons stared at Skylar, who had clearly had enough. She stood there with palms up and eyes rolled back in her head so only the whites showed. A jumble of Latin rolled off her tongue, and a spell immediately began to take shape.
Her demon fiancé clapped a hand over her mouth to silence her, but it was too late. The spell hit me right in the chest, choking off my breath as it sought to get inside me. The crazy witch had thrown a curse at me.
As a witch, she was only a conduit of the power she had called. It didn’t come from within her but from elsewhere. My power, meager next to these demons, was greater than what a human could handle. I gasped in relief when her curse fell away, unable to overcome the angelic essence inside me.
Retaliating wasn’t an option. She was a human, caught up by the dark, a puppet of sorts. She didn’t know any better. It was incredibly sad really.
Skylar’s fiancé pulled her tight to him, pinning her arms down at her sides. He whispered something in her ear, but she only struggled harder.
“This is my goddamn wedding day,” she hissed in his face. “I said I’d give up everything for you, but you can’t even give me a decent wedding?”
The woman had a point. This was shittier than a cheap Vegas wedding performed by Elvis.
“I want her to be the sacrifice.” Skylar pointed at me, nostrils flared. “Fuck the rooster.”
Dash looked at me like I was a fish on a hook. Eyes glittering with evil glee, he nodded. “As you wish, Skylar. It is your special day, after all. Now calm down. It’s not good to get so worked up. Your magic is erratic enough.”
“That’s not going to happen.” Koda flared his wings in an unspoken threat. “Do you have any idea how valuable Spike is?”
I frowned, not liking the way this was going. Feeling eyes upon me, I looked over to find Arrow staring thoughtfully at me. Just looking at his smug face made me seethe. If I got out of this alive, I was going to rip him a new one.
“Valuable to you maybe,” Dash sneered. “She means nothing to me. I have no use for more nephilim, regardless of gender. Her rarity might make her a worthy sacrifice.” He seemed to ponder this, coming to an even worse conclusion. “Actually, maybe I’ll use her as my own sacrifice.”
My palms were slick with sweat. For the most part, demons didn’t show a lot of interest in me. Every now and then I’d run into one like Koda who wanted to see what I was made of, but usually they treated me like they would any undecided nephilim, like a pain in their ass.
Arrow cleared his throat and raised a hand for attention. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. You see Spike here, she and I are sleeping together. I wasn’t going to say anything because it wasn’t relevant. But it does mean that no harm can come to her by this coven.”
Dash looked back and forth between Arrow and me. Lips pursed, he regarded us with heavy scrutiny. If anyone was going to blow the lie, it was me. The thought of touching Arrow made me ill, but for some reason he was trying to help me. I decided against making it hard for him.
“You expect me to believe that a white lighter lets you touch her?” Dash gave a bark of laughter, ignoring me when I again insisted I wasn’t light. He tried to push by Koda to approach me again, but Koda held him back.
With a shake of his head, Dash fixed his gaze on Arrow. “I don’t know why you’d want to help her, but I know you’re lying.”
“I’m not though,” Arrow said quickly, sticking a hand into his pocket. “Look, I have proof.”
I cringed, knowing he was going to show them that damn photo. Somehow I was still hopeful when he held his phone out so everyone could clearly see the picture of me in my underwear.
“This is Spike in my bed after a show we both played. Why else would she be there if we weren’t screwing?” Arrow was so calm and convincing that I almost believed it myself. “She followed me here tonight. It’s my fault. Not hers. I should’ve known better.”
Dash stared at the photo. He didn’t look entirely convinced, but he couldn’t argue against the sight of me in my undies passed out in Arrow’s bed. “Yes, you should have. Get her out of here. I’ll deal with you later.” Turning on Koda with a black orb spinning in his palm, he said, “We are going to finish this wedding, and then you and I are going to talk about our priorities.”
Koda’s face darkened with unspoken promises of violence. “Count on it.”
Neither of them looked at me again as Arrow grabbed my arm and pulled me from the room. Skylar burst into angry tears, and voices rose in argument as we fled. We paused only long enough to hit the gate button on the intercom system inside the door.
Arrow didn’t say a word until we had exited the house. Once we were outside the gate, he pulled me around to face him.
“Why were you following me?” He hissed, anger causing his aura to buzz like he was consumed by bees. “You could’ve been killed in there, Spike. All because you were sent to tail me. What kind of guardian sends his charge on a suicide mission?”
“Ow,” I muttered through clenched teeth. I glared at him. He held tight to my upper arm, refusing to let go. “Cinder isn’t my guardian. He’s a friend.”
“Why did he tell you to follow me?” Arrow shook me until I yelped. “What the fuck are you doing here?”
His hand was like a vice around my arm, squeezing until my fingers began to tingle from numbness. Fury surrounded him like a storm cloud, raining all over both of us. I was angry too.
“I was following you so I could find out why you’re trying so hard to keep me away from Rowen. He doesn’t deserve to turn out like you.” Honesty usually was the best policy. In this case I wasn’t so sure, but I was above lying to Arrow. “Now will you please let go of me? I can’t feel my fingers.”
Arrow released me suddenly, as if he hadn’t realized he’d been hurting me. His pupils dilated dangerously as negative emotions ruled him. I wasn’t sure what he was capable of, and I wasn’t too keen on finding out just yet.
“You just risked your life because of Rowen?” He asked in disbelief. “That is fucking stupid.”
“And you just risked something too by helping me out, didn’t you? What was that all about?”
With a snort of derision, Arrow spun on a booted heel and stalked off down the street toward my car. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from a pocket and stuck one between his lips. I followed along, surprised when he stopped at my car and leaned against the side.
A plume of smoke rose up as he eyed me, uncertainty heavy in his hazel gaze. “I do have some empathy you know, Spike. I may be dark, but I’m still half human.”
“Could’ve fooled me,” I muttered. When he glowered I held up a hand in surrender. “Thank you for getting me out of there. But you can’t blame me for thinking the worst of you. You used your blackmail material to convince a bunch of demons we’re fucking. I can’t help but think that was a bad idea.”
“Yeah, well you’re out here now instead of in there, so you’re welcome. Don’t ever say I can’t be a nice guy.”
I choked on a laugh. “Good one. I saw you accept a blowjob as payment for someone’s drug habit an hour ago. Whatever you are, you are not a nice guy. Why were you in there anyway?”
I plucked the cigarette from between his fingers and took a long drag. Son of a bitch, why did bad things feel so damn good?
“I don’t force anyone to do anything. Free will, baby.” He produced a joint and sparked it up, offering it to me after taking a drag. “I brought the rooster.”
“No thanks. I don’t smoke when I’m driving.” It wasn’t lost on me that he had just done the same thing to me as he’d done back at The Spirit Room, only on a much smaller scale. “I’m also not going to suck you off as a thank you either.”
A scowl marred his face. Dark smudges beneath his eyes gave him a ghost-like appearance. His shoulder-length, black hair peeked out from beneath the knit cap he often wore. To look at either of us, you’d never guess we were anything but a couple of dirty rockers. Looks were so deceiving.
“You know, Spike, I actually kind of like you. You’re a ballsy chick, and you play guitar like a fucking madwoman. It’s beautiful really. But being pals with the light makes you the enemy, and I can’t forget that. I don’t want to see bad shit happen to you, but you have to stay away from Rowen.”
I bristled at the hard edge to his tone. `Enemy’ was right. Arrow was so caught up in the dark that he didn’t even know it was his own brother he sought to help them claim.
“I don’t believe you have the authority to tell me who I can spend time with. Free will, baby.” I repeated his words back to him, and he snatched his cigarette back with a snarl.
“Look, I know Rowen is a nice guy, and he’s dreamy and whatever, but you’d be doing yourself a favor by forgetting about him.”
“So would you,” I countered, starting to get riled up.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Arrow blew a puff of smoke in my face and studied me. “Do you know something that I don’t know?”
I was treading on dangerous territory. Telling Arrow what I knew might be a mistake, but if he knew, maybe he would be human enough to spare his brother the same hell he had to be living in.
Pulling my keys out with a loud jingle, I stormed around the car to the driver’s side, needing to get away from Arrow before I did something to really fuck things up.
“Oh no, you don’t.” Hot on my heels, Arrow grabbed ahold of my arm again, gentler this time. “Tell me what you know.”
It was my turn to study him. I searched Arrow’s eyes for anything remotely human. Despite his actions a few minutes ago, there was little compassion or caring in him. If it was there, it was buried deep.
“You really don’t know, do you?” I breathed, unable to hold the words back. It broke my heart to think that Rowen’s brother would knowingly drag him into something he would never escape from.
“Know what? Spit it out dammit.” Arrow tossed the remains of the cigarette and the joint, having attention only for what I might tell him.
He was unbearably close. My back was pressed against the Nova’s door with Arrow hovering too close for escape. My heart raced as I fought with the decision to tell him or to keep it to myself. If he didn’t know, he wouldn’t have a chance to do the right thing. What choice did I have?
“Arrow,” I said, tentative, knowing I couldn’t take it back once I said it. “Rowen is your brother.”
The moment that followed was heavy and long. He stared at me, unblinking. Then he started to laugh, a low ripple of noise that grew until his shoulders shook.
“You’re fucking with me,” he accused, his eyes lit up with a maniacal light as he chuckled. “Did your guardian tell you that?”
I was mildly surprised at his reaction. Also, somewhat concerned. “What could I possibly have to gain by lying to you?”
“How can that even be possible?” He leaned against the car, holding the door shut with a hand. “If you’re lying to me, Spike—”
“Your father was the only fallen to ever father more than one child. With two different women. And I don’t know why, but the dark is hell bent on having the both of you. Pun intended.” Annoyed at his intimidating proximity, I gave him a shove out of my personal space and turned to stick the key into the door lock.
Arrow lunged forward to grab the door as I opened it. “Wait,” he almost shouted. “Please. Just wait a minute. I’m trying to wrap my head around this.”
I turned to him with scrutiny. “You really didn’t know?”
With a slow shake of his head, he cast a glance back toward the gated house we’d just left. “No. I didn’t know. They told me to befriend him. To watch him until the time was right to bring him into the fold. They never told me anything else.”
Disgust filled me, and I let him see it in my eyes. “They dropped you into his life, and you just pretended to be his friend so you could bring him over to the dark side? Who needs enemies with friends like you?”
Arrow’s gaze darted about. He seemed confused and maybe even kind of scared. “You don’t understand. It started that way, but he really is my friend. I care about him. He’s like a…brother to me.”
Dropping the F-bomb like it was going out of style, Arrow turned away, pacing along the street beside my car. He pulled the cap off his head and ran a hand through his long hair. For just a moment, I felt sorry for him. Then I reminded myself of what a supreme prick he was, and the feeling faded.
I held the car door open, glancing uncertainly between the interior of the car and the dark nephilim cursing up a storm beside me. Part of me found some satisfaction in his torment. He deserved it.
As soon as I had that thought, I felt shitty about it. It wasn’t my place to judge Arrow or enjoy his pain. Yet I did, a little. Hey, I don’t claim to be perfect.
Feeling the need to offer some kind of advice, I said, “Arrow, you have an opportunity here. If you care about Rowen, don’t let the dark have him.”
“Oh right. Because it’s just that fucking simple.” Whirling to face me, Arrow’s eyes flashed a deep, drowning black. Then it was gone, and they were hazel again. “Do you have any idea what would happen to me if I got caught encouraging an undecided to join the light?”
I nodded, understanding where his torment came from. “I see. This is all about you and not at all about Rowen. That is exactly why he needs protection. I won’t be staying away from him. I don’t care what you threaten me with.”
Arrow stuck another cigarette between his lips and angrily puffed away. “Just leave, Spike.”
I didn’t wait for another chance to take off. Sliding into the driver’s seat, I stuck the key in the ignition and hesitated. “Hey, Arrow. Not everyone knows who Rowen is. You should try to keep it that way.”
He didn’t speak again, just watched me with the vicious stare of a predatory animal as I pulled a U-turn and vacated the rich neighborhood. I couldn’t do anything but leave Arrow to his thoughts. I hoped he made the right decision, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
 
Nerves racked me over more than just the next round of the battle. This was the first time all week that Rowen, Arrow, and I would be under the same roof. Keeping secrets from Rowen was brutal. I kept wondering if I should come clean about Arrow being his brother, but I knew that was Arrow’s secret to share. This was his choice, not mine.
Throughout the week Rowen and I had spent a substantial amount of time together. Though we weren’t an official item, we definitely had a thing, as Jett liked to call it. Every moment I spent with him drew me deeper down the rabbit hole. Against my will I was falling hard for the boy.
From what I could tell, Arrow had said nothing to Rowen about their shared parentage. It was discouraging. I didn’t think I could count on the dark nephilim to do the right thing. It wasn’t who he had chosen to be.
“We play first tonight,” Jett announced as she sidled up to me with a drink in each hand. “That sucks. I prefer to play last. Really bring things to a crashing halt.”
“So we set the bar high instead and make sure nobody even comes close to comparing with us.” It was too bad that beating Arrow meant beating Rowen. I was determined to have some victory to throw in Arrow’s face, even if it was only this one.
My nervous gaze kept going to the door as I anticipated the arrival of Molly’s Chamber. To Arrow’s credit he hadn’t yet shown the photo of me to Rowen. Perhaps he was saving it for something special.
“Would you chill out, Spike? Here, have a drink. You look like you could use one.” She shoved one of the two drinks into my hand. Her tone was gentle. She knew about the dilemma I faced. She was the only one who did other than Cinder.
Arrow walked into The Spirit Room then. My heart skipped a beat when I spotted Dash at his side. Demons rarely take on a corporeal appearance and walk openly. They usually moved unseen among humankind.
“What the hell is going on?” I muttered as my nerves skyrocketed.
Jett followed my gaze, her glossy, pink lips pursed in curiosity. “What’s up? Who’s that guy? He’s kind of hot.”
“No, he isn’t. He’s a demon. The one from the wedding Koda dragged me into. If he’s here, it has to mean trouble.” My palms grew sweaty, and I shoved the drink back to Jett. My stomach was far too fluttery for alcohol. Something told me it would be a very bad idea to consume intoxicants with Dash around.
“You look fucking amazing tonight.” Startling me, Rowen appeared from behind me, slipping an arm around my waist. He kissed me, a lingering press of lips that made Jett snicker. That swooning moment didn’t last long enough, and unfortunately it didn’t help me shake the increasing sense of dread.
I cast a glance down at my attire and smiled. “Thanks, babe.” Jean shorts over fishnets with black stilettos and a Rocket Raccoon tank top completed my look. A cross pendant hung from my neck, and my wrists were adorned in spiked bracelets.
Rowen was casual in jeans and a Misfits t-shirt. Chains hung from his pants, and his blue ’hawk was spiked up with that adorable long piece falling into his eyes. I wanted so badly to sweep it aside, but knowing Dash was there made me hesitant to touch him. His arm was still around me, and I cringed, awaiting the moment Dash would see and know Arrow had lied.
I pulled away, hoping it wasn’t obvious to Rowen that I was trying to escape him. It was for his own good though. Really.
“I hate to cut this short, but we play first, and I need to primp a little before sound check. Catch you later?” I grinned, doing my best to act normal.
“Yes,” Jett cut in, grabbing hold of my arm. “We need to have a little girl time before we rock your faces off. You’ll have to wait your turn, lover boy. Spike’s all mine right now.”
I let her drag me off, blowing him a kiss when I was sure Dash and Arrow weren’t nearby. In fact, where were they? A quick scan of the room didn’t reveal them. I had a terrible feeling about this.
“Jett, I don’t feel good about this. Dash is going to find out Arrow lied.”
“He doesn’t have to,” she said close to my ear to be heard. “Just play along. Do what you have to do.”
“In front of Rowen? I can’t climb all over his best friend in front of him because there’s a demon sniffing about. He’ll never understand.” My pulse raced, and I felt ill. Should I have told Rowen about the incident at the demon wedding?
As we passed the washrooms on our way backstage, I was grabbed roughly by the arm and yanked away from Jett. Inside the men’s washroom, Arrow pulled me into the corner behind the door and held up a finger for silence when I opened my mouth to ream him out.
“I couldn’t shake Dash when he insisted on coming here with me tonight,” he said in a rush. “I’m not sure what he’s up to, but if he sees you all over Rowen then he’s going to know we lied. Keep your distance until I can get rid of him.”
“That sounds more like it’s your problem than mine,” I hissed, feeling defensive and cornered.
“You think so? Pretty strong words for an undecided. If they don’t think I’m working on bringing you over to our side, then I’d say you’re in the same position Rowen’s in.”
“What do you care?” Being undecided was dangerous. I knew that already. Koda was a prime example of that danger. However, Arrow was right that I didn’t need another demon fixated on me.
Arrow’s face contorted into an ugly sneer. “I’m trying to save my own ass here. You might want to do the same.”
“And what about Rowen?” I demanded, hating Arrow for being so cold and selfish.
“Dash isn’t here for him. He’s here for us. In fact, as I was told earlier, we are under investigation for conspiracy.” Arrow was surrounded by a cloud of negativity. It seemed to feed off him or vice versa. I couldn’t tell.
His words chilled me. Conspiracy? The dark thought Arrow and I were plotting something?
“But why?” I murmured, more to myself than to him.
“Because we’re shitty fucking liars compared to demons who have existed since the beginning of time.”
No sooner had Arrow uttered those words than Dash appeared right behind him looking both angry and suspicious. Reacting quickly, Arrow kissed me, laying it on thick by slipping me some tongue. He tasted like cigarettes and beer. It was all I could do not to dry heave in his mouth. Faking my way through that kiss without punching him was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do.
“Now get out of here before someone sees you in the men’s room, you naughty vixen.” Arrow followed up with a slap on my ass as he shoved me out the door.
Fuming but frightened, I met Jett’s quizzical expression with one of my own. With wide eyes I merely shook my head, afraid to say anything in case Dash heard. This was bad.
I rubbed a hand over my left butt cheek where Arrow had slapped it, wishing I could rub away the echo of his touch. I couldn’t shake the awful feeling that something terrible was going to occur.
Jett steered me toward the stage where we went through the motions of setting up our gear. Tash and Rubi hadn’t arrived yet, but I expected them at any moment. Once I saw Dash and Arrow take a seat with Rowen and the other Molly’s Chamber guys, I did breathe a little easier.
Jett said, “Maybe you should just tell Rowen everything, Spike. And maybe you should just make your choice already. Wouldn’t that solve some of this problem?” She stepped up to speak into the mic, stopping when the guy in the sound booth gave her a thumbs up.
“It might.” I shrugged and picked up my guitar, slipping the strap over my head. “I’m just afraid, you know. Once I choose and make that commitment, then everything changes. And I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”
Jett glanced across the room to where Arrow sat between Rowen and Dash. The table of guys drank and laughed. Feeling my stare, Dash met my eyes across the distance. His expression was blank, but I knew without a doubt that he knew Arrow had lied, that he was here to catch us. I just couldn’t figure out why it meant so much to him. The dark clearly had trust issues.
“Being ready might not have anything to do with it,” Jett mused, spinning a large chunky bracelet on her wrist. “You’ve gotta do what you gotta do.” Jett jumped as her phone buzzed. After a glance at it she said, “Tash wants us to come out and help her unload the amps from the van.”
It was a welcome escape from the stifling confines of the rock club I’d once felt so comfortable in. I followed Jett out the side stage door, happy to escape Dash’s watchful gaze.
Having Dash in the audience sucked some of the joy out of playing. When the stage lights flashed on in time with the first note out of my guitar, I was painfully aware of the demon’s presence. Of course he wasn’t the only demon in attendance. Others, those that clung to people, whispering temptation in their ear and silently stripping them of hope for tomorrow, were hard at work, existing only for their task. They weren’t here for me. But Dash was.
I fumbled my way through the first song, unfocused and nervous. Jett shot me more than a few “what the fuck” looks. When Tash edged over with her bass and asked me if I was ok, I knew I had to get it together. Letting the band down was not an option. Dash was nobody. He could only steal my thunder if I let him.
That’s what I told myself as I prepared for the upcoming solo in the next song. It was a difficult piece that I had written during an especially emotional time. After a particularly bad night where I’d witnessed the repercussions of free will, I had gone home and let out the anguish through my guitar. Getting this piece right meant a lot to me.
Taking on odd jobs for Cinder had been my way of fitting into a world that I wasn’t sure I belonged to. It also meant seeing things that I could never unsee. One of those things was the body of a man who had hung himself after returning home from a tour of duty in the Middle East. He had been offered a choice. Death over life. Despair over hope.
There had been nothing I could do. Nothing even Cinder could do. I thought of that lost soul now, and I poured the echo of that memory into the guitar. I too had a choice. I could break under the pressure of Dash and the devouring darkness he represented, or I could bend and prove myself strong enough to stand up against the enemy.
The enemy? Had I already subconsciously made my choice? I knew I would never join the dark. Joining the light intimidated me though. It would mean putting myself out there, risking pain and suffering to fulfill a greater purpose. What if I couldn’t hack it?
The spotlight followed Jett as she sang her heart out. Her tone was smooth, then gritty, growling out the anger of the lyrics. The crowd who had gathered around the stage jumped up and down, shouting and crashing into each other.
Feeling the weight of several gazes upon me, I took a deep breath, soaking in the power of the instrument in my hands. Never did I feel as alive as I did on stage with the magic of music flowing through me.
Right as I launched into the solo, Jett threw herself into the crowd, surfing atop the many hands that reached to hold her up. Closing my eyes, I gave myself over to the force inside me and let the solo explode out through my fingers.
It came out flawless, every note perfect, and it felt like my soul soared on wings I did not yet possess. I was breathless and sweaty when I reached the end of the intricate piece. And I was also renewed. The source of my strength was in the gift I’d been given. I met Dash’s watchful stare across the distance, and I smiled.
He would not reduce me to a quaking mess. With my head held high, I held his gaze long enough for him to see my intent. Perhaps I was unaligned, but I was not going to be easily coerced.
Emotion filled me: anger at the dark, disgust at Arrow, something like love for Rowen, and fear of all of that. Determination kept my head up and my gaze set on what was right. I’d made it through so much. I would make it through what lay ahead.
Our set ended with an explosive finish. A drum solo from Rubi rocked the house. As the stage lights went dark, Jett collapsed dramatically on the stage.
The sound of the crowd filled my ears and brought a happy grin to my face. Let’s see you top that, Arrow.
The emcee stepped up to the mic to encourage further applause as we exited the stage. Jett grabbed me in a crushing hug before doing the same to Tash and Rubi who both squealed at her superior wolf strength.
“We are not going home this round, ladies. I can feel it in my bones.” Jett’s exuberance was infectious. “Let’s see Molly’s Chamber compete with that.”
Even though there was one other band left in the running, most of us felt this had become a Molly’s Chamber versus Crimson Sin event. Even the radio station hosting the contest had played up the rivalry.
To Jett’s bitter dismay, Molly’s Chamber had been selected to play last, giving them the chance to end the night on a high note. That’s when my nerves began to creep back in. Rowen would be in the crowd while the next band played. How the hell would I avoid him in front of Dash?
I tried to avoid going out into the club by fleeing upstairs to the backstage rooms under the guise of fixing my disheveled hair and smudged makeup. Jett followed along, griping at me while the other girls went to find us a table. They were getting used to the secretive nature Jett and I shared, though I was pretty sure they were ok with being left out of potentially life threatening issues.
“Spike, your hair looks fine, and you know it. Stop trying to avoid this. I’ve got your back. That demon can’t do shit to you in here with so many witnesses.”
“He knows, Jett.” I whirled to face her, halfway up the stairs. “He knows that Arrow lied, and he’s going to expose us. If the dark believes that Arrow and I are plotting something, there’s no telling what lengths they will go to. I have to keep Rowen safe.”
Jett bit her pink bottom lip, appearing thoughtful but uncertain. She shoved a sweaty lock of purple hair out of her eyes and sighed. “Yes, but you have to stay safe in order to do that. And that might mean doing something you really don’t want to do.”
“I’m not sleeping with Arrow to make our lie the truth. Please don’t tell me that’s what you’re suggesting.”
We reached the top of the stairs to find the backstage area empty. “No way,” Jett spat, disgusted. “He is not worthy of the fabulous that is you. You might have to fake it though. Play a little more kissy face with him or something. And tell Rowen so it doesn’t give him a heart attack when it happens.”
“Gross,” I muttered at the memory of Arrow’s kiss. Standing in front of the mirror, I ran my fingers through my hair and fixed a small eyeliner smudge. “I really don’t want to go back down there. How much of a wimp am I?”
“You’re a warrior, Spike. A fighter. So… fight.” Jett shrugged, as if it was that simple. It kind of was. Fight or don’t. My options were limited.
“The warrior’s greatest strength is knowing when not to fight.” Arrow announced his presence by slinking in silently. “Trust me. You don’t want to take on Dash.”
“What are you doing up here?” I snapped. “Did you leave him alone with Rowen?”
Arrow stepped up beside me to peer into the mirror. He studied his reflection before turning to me with a frown. “They’re not alone. Sam and Greyson are down there.”
“Yeah and we know how skilled they are with demons. Are you out of your mind?” Hands on my hips, I stared at him aghast.
“I sure hope so. Otherwise this shit isn’t doing its job.” He tugged a small bag of white powder from his back pocket, offering it to each of us in turn.
Jett sat heavily on the couch in the middle of the room, glaring at him with that predatory gaze of hers. I waved a hand dismissively when he shoved the bag at me.
“You’re useless, you know that? He’s your brother, Arrow. And you’re sniffing shit up your nose while a demon who wants him is alone with him.” When he avoided meeting my eyes, I realized, “Oh, fuck. You were supposed to give Dash a chance to be alone with him, weren’t you?”
I didn’t wait for his reply. I turned to rush back downstairs, but Arrow grabbed me roughly by the arm and jerked me off balance. Jett leaped up with a growl to come to my aid, and he flung his free hand up at her, momentarily freezing her in her tracks.
“Settle down, ladies. Rowen isn’t in any danger.” His grip tightened when I fought to pull away. There was a glimmer of envy in Arrow’s hazel gaze. “I almost wish I’d had someone willing to fight so hard for me.”
“You should be fighting for him,” I hissed. “He’s your brother. Your blood. And you’re just going to let them have him.”
My palms tingled seconds before Arrow’s hand burst into flames. He released me with a shout, and the flame went out.
“Bitch,” he swore, shaking his hand though no mark remained. “The only proof I have that Rowen is my brother is your word. That’s just not enough for me.”
“So it doesn’t even matter that he’s your friend?” Jett kept her distance, wary of the angelic gifts we both possessed. “You’re a horrible person.”
Ignoring us both, Arrow shook some of the powder from his little bag onto the counter in front of the mirror. Then he took a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet and rolled it up.
“Do you really think you need more of that shit?” Judgment was heavy in my tone. I didn’t care that it wasn’t my place to judge. Arrow was a despicable creature.
“Hey, you’re not really my fuck buddy, so mind your own damn business.” With a wink, he bent to snort the small pile of coke up his nose.
I wasn’t a violent person. Not really. Violence made me uncomfortable. But when Arrow straightened up and cast a wry glance my way, the punch just kind of happened.
My fist connected with his face. The pain was sudden and severe, and I could only hope that it had hurt him just as much. My entire hand throbbed, and I was glad I’d already played. I shook it and swore while Jett whooped her encouragement.
Arrow’s hand went to his face and came away wet with the blood that dripped from his nose. “You know, Spike, I’m starting to really lose my patience with you. Give me a fucking tissue.”
With his head tilted back, he held a hand out in expectation. I fetched one from the box on the counter and flung it at him, smirking as he groped blindly to catch it before it fluttered to the floor.
“You are a piece of shit,” I said, my voice low and angry. “I don’t care what Dash thinks. It’s your lie. In fact, I’m going to go and talk to him myself right now.”
“Like hell you are.” Arrow grabbed for me again, but I used a self-defense move that Cinder had taught me to side step him, grab his arm, and twist it behind his back. He grunted and then laughed. “Go for it. And I show your photo to Rowen.”
“What photo?”
All three of us froze before we slowly turned to find Rowen standing in the doorway. Confusion marred his brow. Dash was with him, hovering much too close. I released Arrow and stepped back, my face hot.
“This one,” Arrow said without missing a beat. He pulled his phone out and began to search through the photos. “The photo that proves Spike and I have been sleeping together.”
“It doesn’t prove any such thing,” I protested as fear crawled up the back of my throat. “It’s a lie!”
Because Rowen was in the dark on so much going on around him, he would believe what he saw. Arrow was his best friend. How could I compete with that?
I pleaded with Arrow silently, begging him to have some humanity. He’d shown some the night he lied to Dash to help me. But it had come at a price, and this was it.
“Arrow isn’t who you think he is.” Jett spoke up, coming to my defense as Arrow crossed the room to Rowen. “He’s like Spike, a nephilim. He’s been lying to you.”
Dash narrowed his gaze at Jett, unimpressed with the outspoken werewolf. Arrow shoved the phone at Rowen who briefly glanced at the photo before looking hard at Arrow and then at me.
“What the hell is going on here, Arrow?” he demanded, his amber eyes conveying his confusion.
“Boys, don’t you have a show to play soon?” Dash cut in with a charming manner meant to put Rowen at ease. “This discussion may be best left for later.” His gaze slid over Arrow and lingered, promising awful things.
“Don’t think that I don’t know what you are.” Rowen turned on Dash with a cool stare. “If you’re here because of me, you’re wasting your time.”
Dash smiled, revealing perfect white teeth. He swept a hand toward me and then Arrow. “Actually I’m here to investigate these two for conspiracy. I do believe I have caught them in a lie.”
“The only one lying is Arrow.” I was more than ready to throw the dark nephilim under the bus. He may have done me a small favor, but it paled in comparison to all of the shitty stuff he’d pulled. I didn’t care what happened to him.
With a sly look, Dash glided over to study me. Our eyes locked, and I trembled beneath the weight of the darkness that poured over me. “I don’t recall you arguing his claim the last time we met. If you’re changing your story now, that makes you a liar.”
“I lied to get out of that house. There is no conspiracy here, and if I were to plot against the dark, it wouldn’t be with Arrow.” Turning to Rowen with growing desperation, I said, “The photo was taken the night of the house party. After I passed out. Arrow manipulated the entire thing. We didn’t sleep together. I swear.”
“Oh but we did. There’s no sense denying it now. Let’s just get it all out in the open.” Arrow’s insistence rang with such genuineness. No wonder the dark were so good at fabricating the truth. As long as they believed it, the lie was easier to sell.
Arrow dabbed the last of the blood from his nose and tossed the tissue in the garbage can near the door. He had thrown down, and now he waited for me to retaliate.
“You want to get it all out in the open? Then why don’t we start with you and the secrets you’ve been keeping?” I tried to turn it back on him, hoping that Rowen would see through the lies.
Tension thrummed heavy in the room. Jett shifted uneasily from foot to foot. Rowen stared hard at Arrow, and the two of them shared something unspoken and unknown to the rest of us.
“We have a show to play,” Rowen said before turning on a heel and storming from the room and down the stairs.
I watched him go, feeling a weight sink like a stone in my gut. Arrow turned to me with a scowl and snarled, “I hope you’re happy, Spike. You just fucked everything up.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 
 
“Me?” Appalled, I wrestled the urge to throw another punch at him. My hand still throbbed. “You’re the one who’s been lying to him all along. This is all on you, Arrow.”
I didn’t realize how close my anger had brought me until Dash pushed his way in between us. His hand on my shoulder brought the sinking sensation of being pulled under water, unable to resurface. My instinctive reaction was to fight against the awful feeling. The force burst from me, needing no guidance. A bright white flame surrounded me in a protective glow. Dash recoiled, hissing like a pissed off cat.
“I’ll be watching you, Ember.” He emphasized my real name, ensuring I knew that he’d been gathering info on me. “An undecided can’t help another undecided. You’re just as fucked as he is.”
I didn’t give him a chance to continue his threat. Grabbing ahold of Jett’s arm, I dragged her along beside me as I rushed after Rowen. He wasn’t safe. Arrow had led Dash right to him, and though nothing had happened, yet, I knew that it would. It always did where demons were concerned.
The second band was starting their set when we got downstairs. The vibrant blue of Rowen’s hair caught my eye, and I waded through the crowd headed for the stage.
“You go ahead,” Jett said, pulling away. “I’ll keep an eye out for Arrow.”
The bass thundered in my ears as Sacred Stone gave it their all. It drove me on as I dodged bodies. I caught up to Rowen before he reached the table where Sam and Greyson sat chatting and laughing with a few groupies.
I grabbed his arm, demanding his attention. “Rowen, please. Hear me out.”
His fiery eyes blazed. Shoulders rigid and jaw tense, he looked fierce and tormented. “I don’t think this is really the right place for this, Spike. Can we talk about this later?”
“No, I need to say this now. I didn’t tell you about the picture because I didn’t want to start shit between you and Arrow. And I didn’t tell you so many other things because it’s not my place, it’s his. Please believe that I would never do anything to screw you over.” I had to shout to be heard over the music, but right then I barely noticed the band. All I could see was that skeptical look on Rowen’s face, and it was more than I could stand.
His expression softened. “I believe that, but I don’t know who I can trust right now. It’s starting to feel like my entire life has been a lie.”
I wanted to tell him that I understood, but I didn’t understand. My mother had never hidden the truth from me. Maybe Rowen’s mother wouldn’t have let him be raised in ignorance if she’d known it would lead to this, but it was too late for maybe.
“I’m sorry. It shouldn’t have been like this. You deserve to know the truth about everything. But only Arrow can give that to you.” I would be crushed if he believed Arrow’s lie, but Rowen’s safety meant more than my personal comfort.
Rowen pulled me in for a hug, and a deep sigh escaped me. “I know you didn’t sleep with him. I just wish I knew why he’d want me to think so. I need to talk with him after the show.”
Cinder had told me once that everyone has an angel. Unseen and unacknowledged, they work hard behind the scenes to protect and guide their charges. So where was Rowen’s angel now?
“You might not be able to trust him to tell the truth. But I hope for your sake that he chooses to do the right thing.”
A melancholy wistfulness crossed his face, creating a yearning in me that was so new and raw. Falling in love came at a price for our kind. Cinder’s warnings echoed in my memory. It made so much more sense now.
“That’s the problem with Arrow,” he said. “He rarely does the right thing.”
“I noticed.” I held tight to Rowen, not wanting the hug to end. My cheek was squished against his shoulder, and I paid little attention when a giggling gaggle of girls jostled us on their way to the front of the stage.
Eventually we retreated to the table where Sam and Greyson sat, doing their best to impress their lady friends. Rowen made a solid attempt to act as if nothing had occurred upstairs, and his buddies seemed to be none the wiser.
I couldn’t stop myself from looking for Arrow and Dash. But neither one of them made an appearance. Arrow was probably primping for his show, trying to hide any telltale signs of the punch that his pretty face had taken. Or maybe he was in deep thought somewhere, working up the courage to face his brother. One could hope.
“And that’s when Arrow took a piss off the side of the stage.” Sam cackled, telling yet another ridiculous Molly’s Chamber story that had the ladies wrinkling their noses and laughing. “So we have a lifetime ban at that joint.”
“Yeah, but that was nothing compared to that time Slick here took a dive off the stage.” Greyson joined in with a deep laugh, pointing to Rowen. “Landed right on his face. Blood everywhere.”
“That’s why drugs are bad,” Sam said, nodding in mock seriousness before dissolving into a throaty chuckle.
Rowen shook his head and mustered a snicker. “You guys are blowing my good guy image. Spike’s going to think I’m a fucking maniac.”
Listening to the boys tell stories brought to mind the many memories I’d made with the girls, many of which were a blur now. The rock scene had a way of doing that to you. It got inside you and forced out the inner parts that you would rather keep hidden. And the only way to deal with the exposure of your artistic side was to drink or drug yourself stupid. Eventually, that all has to end, preferably by choice rather than by death.
Sam’s dark eyes glittered, and his lips pulled back in a wide grin. “I bet Spike has some stories that would make ours sound PG. Don’t ya? You girls have gotta be wild.”
With a coy smile, I said, “You have no idea. But you’ll have to wait for the book. I’m sure there will be one some day. Knowing Jett, she’ll be able to write her own in no time.”
Scanning the busy nightclub for Jett, I spotted her purple hair in the crowd where she was dancing up a storm. Normally I’d be right by her side, drinking and partying. I didn’t feel normal anymore. Things were changing fast.
Sacred Stone finished their set, ending on cheers and screams that made me worry a little. Tonight the final two bands would be announced. They would face off next weekend. If we didn’t make it, Jett would totally unravel. I could see it already.
“I guess this is where I leave you. For now.” Rowen kissed me and stood. “Wish us luck.”
“Are you kidding?” I laughed. “I hope Arrow forgets every lyric and bombs the entire performance. But good luck.”
“Crimson Sin and Molly’s Chamber,” Sam proclaimed as he shoved his chair back. “You just wait and see. We’re going head to head next week. Mark my words.”
The guys left to go prepare to be the final act of the night. I sat alone at the table with a knot in my stomach. It should have been a fun night. It was a great opportunity for every band competing. Yet all I could think about was Dash and his unhealthy interest in Rowen. Arrow had led the demon right to his brother. Someone would pay the price.
“Can I buy you a drink?” Koda slid into the seat Rowen had just vacated. Without waiting for a reply, he held up a hand and immediately a waitress appeared.
“Raspberry vodka and sprite,” I said grudgingly. Koda was not someone I especially wanted to see just then, but perhaps he could be helpful. “What are you doing here, Koda?”
He somehow managed to look both amused and offended. “Is it wrong to want to support you on such a big night? I saw you play earlier. You were fascinating.”
Fascinating? I wasn’t sure I liked that word choice. For demons fascination often meant obsession. Knowing Koda had watched unseen bothered me more than it usually would. Dash had stolen my focus. I’d been so aware of his attention that I’d been unaware of Koda lurking among the crowd. Damn demons. So easily illusive and deceptive. Even though I could see them when others could not, I was still human enough to be fooled.
“Thanks. I’m glad you find my God given talents so enjoyable.” It took great effort not to smile when he frowned. “You shouldn’t be here though.”
“Why? Am I making you uncomfortable?”
“Pretty much always.”
We sat there in silence until the waitress dropped off our drinks before disappearing into the demanding throng of rock n’ rollers. The awkwardness grew by the second, but Koda sat there completely unfazed, watching everything from the guys doing sound check to the girl in a short skirt bending over to pick up a dropped cell phone. But mostly, he was watching me.
Koda sipped from the import beer he’d ordered and regarded me with a softness that meant he was going to get sappy on me, or as sappy as a demon can get. “I came because I knew Dash would be here. He has an unhealthy interest in you. I don’t like it.”
Dissension among demonkind was not uncommon. As well organized as they were, the conflict was constant among those power hungry liars. It really came as no surprise that they were so often at odds with each other.
I took a deep breath, trying not to lose my temper. Arrow had already worked my last nerve. “Koda, you have an unhealthy interest in me. Both you and Dash need to give up on me and Rowen. We don’t belong to the dark.”
“You belong with us. The nephilim are abominations, making you ours by nature. Accept it.”
“Except there’s this little thing called free will that states it is my choice. Not yours. There is nothing written in stone. I am my own person. You need to back the fuck off and respect that.” My cheeks burned with the heat of my rising anger. “And if you can’t respect that, then just back the fuck off.”
Koda stared without emotion. It was as if my thoughts and feelings toward him bore no weight. It meant nothing to him that I despised him. In his mind he had a job to do, or whatever he used to justify being a constant thorn in my side. My absolute loathing for him slid off him like water off a duck’s back. It was downright infuriating.
“I’m not going anywhere, Spike. Not until you’ve made your choice.” Tipping his bottle to me, he drank back the contents, ignoring my hate-filled glower.
The level he was willing to sink to disgusted me. I leaned closer so as not to have to shout. With clenched teeth, I said, “If I were to choose the dark, Koda, it wouldn’t be you. I will never choose to be with you. I’d rather be dead.”
His lack of reaction was a front. The only visible change in him was the swelling of his pupils as they grew with sudden rage. Black, drowning pits outlined with brilliant scarlet, those eyes promised horrid things so depraved and cruel that my imagination refused to entertain the idea of what Koda was capable of.
He leaned in, swift and aggressive, pasting me against the back of my chair. Getting right in my face he sneered, “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Without wasting a breath on threats or filthy promises, Koda vanished, gone so fast it was like he’d never been there. His reaction had been expected, though the venom in his departing words sent a chill down my spine.
I shuddered and ran both hands through my hair. Exasperated and fed up, I pondered the idea of making my choice and proclaiming my allegiance. Putting it off was only causing Koda to linger in my life. However, making a choice would make me a sworn enemy of the side I turned my back on. Having Koda stalk and harass me would pale in comparison to what would come next.
A hand on my shoulder had me whirling around defensively. My palms burned, and I had to restrain myself when I saw that it was Jett and the girls.
“Sweet, you got us a table,” she said, plopping down into the chair Koda had just abandoned. “What’s wrong? You look pissed. Still mad about Arrow?”
I cast a quick smile at Tash and Rubi, glad to have my girls rallied around me while we awaited our fate in this band battle. Speaking low so only Jett’s keen ears would hear, I said, “Koda was just here.”
She nodded in understanding and patted my hand. Her skin was very warm. A werewolf’s blood runs hot, or so I’ve been told. “Forget him. Your boy is about to play, and then we find out if we’re playing them in the finals.”
“Careful, Jett,” Tash warned, chewing on the straw from her drink. “Don’t get cocky, or your bad karma will ruin this for us all.”
“Karma,” Jett huffed, blowing a purple lock out of her eyes. “Such bullshit.”
Tash shook her head and pointed the straw at Jett in a scolding gesture. “You won’t be saying that when karma does get you. Just don’t drag us into it.”
Jett rolled her eyes and snorted. “You sound like a fucking hippie.”
I barely paid attention to their banter. My gaze was on the stage where Rowen was doing sound check. His hands moved over his bass, sliding down the neck as he plucked through the strings. Feeling my eyes on him, he glanced up with a goofy, little half smile. Why did he have to be so damn irresistible?
The rest of the band joined him, even Arrow, who held himself with more attitude than usual. He’d cleaned up his nose pretty well, but some light bruising spread out beneath his eyes. Too bad that the bruise only served to add to his bad boy look. My hand still ached from the punch, but it was worth it.
Even from where I sat, I could see the tension between Rowen and Arrow. It must have been pretty palpable because Jett leaned over to me with a snicker and said, “Trouble in paradise. I hope they blow it.”
Again I was torn, only partially sharing her sentiment. I drank the rest of my vodka and ordered another. I was going to need it to get through the rest of the night.
Dash was nowhere to be seen. The DJ cut the music when the band was ready to begin. The emcee announced them, and the drunken rockers gathered once again in front of the stage hooting and hollering, hands raised in the devil sign.
Arrow and Rowen stood close together, exchanging words nobody could hear but the two of them. When Rowen backed away to his side of the stage, he looked pissed. His arms shook as he held the bass tight, as if he might swing it at Arrow. But then Greyson pounded out a steady drumbeat, and everyone began to play his part.
I sat stiffly, unable to relax as I watched Molly’s Chamber do what they did best. My gaze traveled over each of them in turn: Greyson, his face set into a focused grimace as he maintained the beat. Sam, head banging in time to that beat as his fingers produced an intricate riff. Rowen, his hands going through the motions of the notes buried in his memory while his gaze strayed to Arrow, who was playing the part of the rock star, pretending to be unaware of his brother’s dark stare.
It quickly became apparent that Arrow was very far from sober. A combination of coke, booze, and God knows what else made him careless and clumsy. The audience either didn’t notice or didn’t care. I cringed as I watched, wondering if perhaps karma was a thing and Arrow was about to get his.
They made it into their third song before Arrow lost his balance and fell into Rowen, almost taking him down. Anger creased Rowen’s brow, and he used his bass to fling Arrow away.
It shouldn’t have been a big deal. They should have kept going as if nothing had happened. Instead, they exchanged words, ugly words, judging from the look on Arrow’s face as he spat something at Rowen.
I held my breath, sensing that this was going to get worse before it got better. Rowen said something back, something only Arrow could make out. Drugs, or maybe just his personality, had Arrow puffed up with sudden aggression.
Rowen held up both hands in a `bring it on’ motion. Greyson and Sam exchanged a look but kept playing. Arrow didn’t hesitate. He dropped the microphone and lunged at Rowen.
“Oh my God,” I gasped.
Jett said, “Fuck yeah.”
The crowd fell into silence as they took in the scene. Then they erupted in a cry of encouragement.
Rowen let his bass hit the stage. The brawl happened so fast, it was hard to keep up with each fist. I couldn’t look away though I flinched with each landed punch. Security guys swarmed the stage, dragging the two of them apart before any serious damage could be done.
To their credit, Sam and Greyson didn’t stop playing. They both looked as horrified as I felt. Arrow held up both hands in a show of surrender. He appeared to be pleading for a chance to finish the show. The crowd was going nuts.
A security guy looked to Rowen with a brow raised. Rowen, banged up but fine, nodded that he wanted to keep playing. Fetching his bass, he slung it over his shoulder and jumped back in as if nothing had happened.
Arrow ate up the fan reaction. He grabbed the mic and hurled himself into the audience, crowd surfing with a maniacal grin lighting up his face.
Eventually his high would wear off. Would he regret anything though? I couldn’t imagine he had it in him.
“That was fucking spectacular,” Jett gushed. “Kind of hot really.” She nudged me with an elbow, but I couldn’t share her amusement.
“They’re definitely going to win now,” Rubi mused, playing with her phone, unimpressed. “Nothing like throwing down on stage to win over the crowd.”
I scanned the building, trying to use my sixth sense as well as my eyes. Where was Dash? It felt like something he’d have influenced. He might have been lurking, incorporeal, but there was no way of knowing for sure. I couldn’t always tell.
Waiting for the rest of their set to end was tough. I couldn’t sit still. The second that the lights went dark after their final song, I shoved through the crowd to get to the stage.
Arrow vacated the stage first. He pushed by me with a sneer, knocking me aside as he went. “Happy now, Spike?”
“Yeah, I’m really fucking thrilled.” My sarcastic retort was spoken to his retreating form. Asshole.
Rowen exited the stage, sweaty and angry. He clutched his bass in a white-knuckle grip. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
“You don’t want to wait for the results?” I reached to touch his face but stopped, uncertain. “Are you ok?”
“Someone will text us. I need to get the hell out of here right now.” He stared off toward the backstage stairs, in the direction Arrow had gone. “Is it cool if I crash at your place tonight?”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 
 
Leaving before we heard the final results was not easy. Not because I wanted so badly to hang around but because Jett was furious.
“Are you kidding me?” She pulled me aside to ream me out in privacy, though the glare she shot Rowen didn’t keep it all that private. “You’re going to bail out and leave us because of a guy? That’s not how this works, Spike.”
“I know.” And I did. We had formed a pact. The band came first. Men, we could take ’em or leave ’em. At least it had been that way until Tash got so heavily involved with Mr. Country. “But this isn’t just some guy, Jett. This is a guy who is like me. Who needs me. I don’t ride your ass every time you run off because of pack business. Well, this is nephilim business, and I need to leave.”
Her dark eyes flashed dangerously. Winning this competition meant a lot to her, possibly more than it meant to anyone else. Still, life was more than climbing the ladder to the next rung. I wanted a music career as badly as she did, but I wasn’t willing to sacrifice who I was for it. And right then Rowen needed me.
“Whatever,” she muttered, shutting down like she often did when she was ticked off and trying to keep a lid on her temper. “Go then. I’ll call you later.”
Pretending not to notice her pout, I gave her a quick hug and stopped by the table to say goodbye to Tash and Rubi. They seemed confused but bid me farewell with much less drama than Jett.
“Sorry about that,” Rowen said when we were outside, away from the loud noise. “I didn’t mean to piss off your friend.”
Both of us walked with a guitar case on our back. The vodka had left me a little tipsy, so I had to focus extra hard on walking with the guitar on my back and five-inch heels on my feet.
“Don’t worry about her. She’s high strung. It’s kind of a werewolf thing. Or maybe it’s just a Jett thing.”
“Werewolf,” he repeated, nodding to himself as if that made perfect sense. He was quiet for a moment, head down, watching his feet as he took each step. “This isn’t the first fight Arrow and I have had. It may be the worst though, because of the audience.”
“That was shitty of him.” I readjusted the guitar on my back, unsure of what else to say. I could offer very little to make Rowen feel any better about the brother he still didn’t know he had.
“You know what he said to me on stage, right before we started to play?” He didn’t wait for a response, rushing on as if he had to get the words out. “He said he was supposed to protect me from you and that you seduced him the night of the house party to try to get some dirt on me. So he took the picture to use as blackmail, to keep you away from me. For my own safety.”
“The fuck?” I stopped dead in my tracks, nearly losing my balance. It was the lamest attempt Arrow could have possibly made to redirect the blame, but it lit a fire of rage that licked a fiery path to the tips of my toes until I was engulfed in it. “That conniving piece of shit.”
I spun on a heel, awkwardly, and headed back the way we’d came. Rowen caught my elbow, bringing me to a halt.
“Spike, don’t. Please. It’s not worth it.” Rowen looked absolutely crestfallen, and I hated Arrow even more. “Let’s just go.”
As much as I wanted to slam my fist into Arrow’s face again, I saw the pain in Rowen’s amber-gold eyes, and my anger dissipated. I followed him for a block until we reached the side street where his Charger was parked. After laying down the back seat to create more room, we deposited our guitar cases in the trunk.
The tiny hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I felt someone watching us. Someone unseen. Dash, most likely. Or Koda. I wasn’t sure which was the lesser evil. Neither probably. Evil was evil.
We got into the car and drove away, leaving our watcher behind. Rowen glanced back in the rear view mirror. “Who do you think that was?”
His gifts were becoming more pronounced. The veil between him and the rest of us was fading fast.
“Probably Dash,” I said, staring out the window, seeking red eyes. “He’s after you, Rowen. And only Arrow can tell you why.”
“Why can’t you tell me? You know something.” When his question was met with my awkward silence, he added, “Spike?”
“It’s because of who your father is,” I said, propping an elbow against the cool glass of the window. “The dark wants all nephilim. They think we belong with them because we’re the offspring of sin. But sometimes they want us for other reasons. Like a powerful father. Like yours.”
Rowen pondered this in silence as we drove. I prayed silently that he wouldn’t press me further. I could not be the one to tell him that Arrow was his brother. That was on Arrow. It had to be.
“And what about you?” he asked. “Why does Koda have such an obsession with you? Because of your father?”
I let out a breath in a rush of air and turned in my seat to look at him. “You noticed that, huh? I’m not sure what Koda’s deal is. But I don’t think it’s about who my father is. I think it has more to do with the rarity of female nephilim.”
“So we’re both in danger,” Rowen said, giving the car some gas, making it growl. “Once we choose a side, does that change?”
“Just the circumstances. The danger will never really go away.”
Rowen fell into a thoughtful silence. The radio played the local station that put on the battle of the bands event. Broadcasting from The Spirit Room, the DJ broke in between songs to announce that the final two bands would be announced any minute. Rowen reached over and turned the radio off, plunging us into quiet. The only sound was that of the Charger as it prowled along the city streets.
“I think I want to choose. There’s no point in waiting if it only encourages guys like Dash.” He shook his head, knocking the hair out of his eyes. “Why haven’t you chosen yet? What’s stopping you?”
I was surprised to hear him say he wanted to choose a side. It made me feel insecure, ashamed really, that I’d known our situation for so much longer and was still undecided while he was ready to proclaim his choice.
“Fear.” I wasn’t big on lies, and Rowen felt like someone I could be honest with. “I’m afraid of being unable to live with the repercussions of my choice. Not to mention making the wrong choice. That worry lingers in the back of my mind too. I don’t handle commitment so well.”
He nodded in understanding, glancing at me in the dark when we stopped at a red light. The glow of the dash lit up part of his face in an eerie light. “I think it’s very clear what side we should choose. The more I discover about all this, the more I know that I don’t want to end up like Arrow. I care about him, but…”
It was my turn to nod, knowing why he felt the way he did. If Rowen chose the light, it would be the absolute best thing for him, though it might never free him of Dash and others like him. If the demons realized he was close to making his decision, it would only encourage them to win him over.
“Choosing the light doesn’t free us from the demons who seek us,” I said. “But it does give us a strong foundation to base our resistance on.”
“So why wait?” he asked.
I had no answer to that.
We arrived at my apartment to find it just how I’d left it. Cinder’s ward was still in place. I led Rowen inside, flicking on the lights to kill the shadows, finding comfort in the illumination of the artificial bulbs.
Rowen propped his bass case against the side of the couch. “Thanks for letting me stay here tonight. I just know, if I go home, things will get out of hand.”
“No problem. You’re welcome here anytime.”
We stood awkwardly in the middle of the living room. I was overcome with the urge to touch him but afraid to do so. Everything was so messed up, and I couldn’t help but feel partially to blame. When Rowen pulled me into his arms and kissed me, a thousand voices rose up in protest, and I silenced them all.
His mouth was warm, inviting. A hand low on my back grasped a handful of my hair. The scent of his cologne reached inside me, becoming part of my memory forever. His tongue delved gently into my mouth, causing my blood to rush through my veins.
“Why do I get the feeling that this is somehow forbidden? Tell me I’m just being paranoid.” Holding me close, Rowen pressed his face into my hair and sighed.
“You’re just being paranoid,” I said, hoping I sounded convincing. “There’s no rule that we can’t be together. Although it may tick off a few people.”
“Like Koda.” And Arrow, I added silently. There were others, like Cinder, who might not think it was a good idea, but this was our choice. “Fuck Koda.” My temper flared as I recalled the demon’s hissed threat. I wasn’t an animal to be caged and owned.
Rowen tipped my chin up so he could gaze into my eyes. “You are the best thing to come into my life right now. I’m glad that I’m not going through this alone.”
The glow coming from him could not be seen, but I felt it. It came from within, steady and pure. Rowen indeed belonged to the light. I hoped for his sake that the dark would not claim him as it had Arrow. They didn’t deserve such a horrific victory.
I struggled to find the right words to say back, something as lovely and pure. When words failed me, I smiled, hoping he would see the things I couldn’t say.
He kissed me again with a slow-burning passion that steadily grew in intensity. Throwing my arms around his neck, I held tight to him as the heat between us built into a blaze.
The caress of his fingers on my lower back was a warm, welcome touch as he slid a hand beneath my shirt. A small burst of adrenaline accompanied the sensation as his fingers found my spine. Rowen traced small circles on my bare skin. It tickled, and I shivered as nerve endings up and down my back ignited.
Our bodies communicated without the need of words. Pressing close against him, I felt his readiness and had to make the choice to pull away or to go on. I’d told myself I would wait, that jumping into bed with some random guy was not what I wanted. But Rowen was far from random, and every touch made me long for more.
His body was firm against me. The hard lines of him beneath my fingers gave me only a hint at what lay beneath his clothing. I wanted to see him, to feel him. All of him.
I steered him toward my bedroom, unwilling or unable to stop touching him. Our eyes met as we crossed the threshold. A dark brow lifted in a silent request. I answered with another kiss, one that surely conveyed my desire.
The bed was soft beneath me when we sank down upon it, but I doubted I would have noticed if it had been made of concrete. A shaft of light streamed in from the living room, allowing us to see one another without ruining the mood.
We spoke in low murmurs and gentle sighs. Rowen was a gentleman, taking his time, careful not to rush. His hand on my stomach released a flutter of butterflies. Excitement left me dizzy with want. The human side of us dominated with its lusty energy and drug-like desire. Yet the supernatural side of us was ever present too, guiding us through emotion and spirit, uniting body and soul in an act so often ruined by the worship of body alone.
Clothes came off, exposing tattooed skin. Protection was subtly slipped from the bedside table drawer. I traced a line along the bass cleft on his shoulder, down to the grinning skull on his forearm. He leaned down to kiss the feathers that curved onto my hip, and I felt myself cross over into total certainty. Rowen hadn’t been in my life for long, but I knew that something deeper resided in him, something that spoke to me, and I wanted to explore all of it.
We moved slowly, ignoring the sound of our phones when they went off randomly. Every touch was a new sensation. Each taste of each other brought us to new levels of discovery. The saltiness of his skin and the musky scent of him would be locked away in my memory forever.
A strange kind of magic encompassed us. It was a spiritual movement that made us soar to heights I’d never imagined. When Rowen was naked between my legs, he paused to gaze into my eyes as if searching me to see if I felt it too. My soul seemed to swell with the overwhelming sensation. I felt like I might explode in a burst of power that came from a place more raw and real than I’d fully understood to this point.
A tingle in my hands was my only warning before the flames engulfed us. The fire consumed us, surrounding us in a protective glow. Rowen took me with a groan, filling my body with his. Untouched by the flames, he held me close, and we ceased to be two separate beings.
Every sensation was heightened. The part of us that had never been human took an experience that had once been pleasurable and made it otherworldly. It was like nothing I’d ever known with human lovers. Making love to Rowen was like connecting with the source of the universe itself. A word like pleasure couldn’t possibly describe what I felt as we moved together, tapped into something bigger than the earth and its inhabitants.
Our bodies and souls fused together. As we reached for heights beyond our grasp, I could feel just how united we were. I became aware of my spirit and my body, aware of all they were and all they could be. In that dizzying moment, I realized that we were capable of so much more than we dared dream.
Slipping my fingers between Rowen’s, I squeezed his hand and rolled us over so that I was looking down at him. He peered up at me with amber eyes that seemed to glow in the dim light. He was easily one of the most beautiful things I’d ever laid eyes on.
I dragged my free hand down his chest, memorizing every angle of him. The blue of his hair looked nearly black in the dark. The sounds he made as I moved atop him brought me to a state of bliss that I wished would never end.
It felt like hours had passed by the time we lay exhausted in each other’s arms, though that was an illusion. For a long time we didn’t speak. We didn’t need to.
Finally Rowen said with a lazy lull, “Was it just me or was that fucking amazing? Like, out of this world amazing.”
“That, so they say, is one of the perks of being with a nephilim. I guess what they say is true.” I dragged a hand through his mohawk and smiled to myself. The fire had long gone out, leaving just the two of us in the darkened room.
“Think we should check our phones?” he asked, his breath warm against my shoulder. “I don’t want to ruin this moment, but I’m a little curious about the results.”
“You guys made it through,” I said. “I’m sure of it. After that brawl on stage, you probably got one hundred percent of the votes.”
Rowen laughed, a low, masculine sound that shook the bed slightly. “In that case, let’s not look. I don’t think I want to leave this bed or think about the shit with Arrow right now.”
The arm he’d wrapped around my waist tightened, and he kissed my shoulder. I was perfectly ok with ignoring our friends. The results would be the same in the morning.
We spoke in hushed whispers, sharing what we’d seen and felt while enrapt in one another. I was fascinated that we’d both experienced something spiritual, completely beyond the physical. The lovers I’d had in the past had done little more than scratch a physical itch. With Rowen I’d been transported to a place where our souls dwelled or perhaps where they’d been born.
“I think I’m falling hard for you,” he paused before adding, “Ember.”
I closed my eyes, absorbing those lovely yet terrifying words. Of course it was what my heart wanted to hear, but my head was afraid. Life was much more complicated for our kind. Love meant danger. Always.
Afraid to say too much lest I tempt fate, I said “I didn’t know what I’d been waiting for until I met you. It’s not safe for our kind to love, Rowen. We must be careful.”
I felt him nod. No further words passed between us. We lay there together as the night began to fade. Eventually his breathing changed, deep and even, indicating slumber.
Leaving him was the last thing I wanted to do, but my throat was dry. Wrapping myself in the fuzzy, black robe hanging in my closet, I padded out to the kitchen for a glass of water.
My gaze darted to my purse, which I’d left on the kitchen table. Ah, what the hell? I reached in to grab my phone when I spied the pack of cigarettes nestled beside it. Because quitting was fucking hard, I took my phone and a smoke and went out onto the balcony. I lit the cigarette and unlocked my phone, finding a text from Jett. It was short, to the point, indicative of her pending anger at being ditched: You and lover boy face off next week.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” I murmured to myself. So it was Molly’s Chamber and Crimson Sin after all. I waited to feel something like excitement, and I did, sort of. But mostly I just felt ready to get this battle over with.
The awareness that someone was watching me settled in. Used to this kind of thing, I was careful not to move suddenly or indicate in any way that I’d felt the stare upon me. Only when I was sure that my watcher was not a demon did I look up.
I scanned the dark below. Sunrise was still a couple hours away. There on the sidewalk outside my building, staring up at me with a cigarette between his lips, long hair hiding most of his face, was Arrow.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
 
“What the fuck are you doing here?” My fist was clenched tight, ready to connect with Arrow’s smug face again.
I probably should’ve ignored him, let him stand on the street like the pathetic loser he was, but seeing him there made me so damn mad. In seconds, I left the balcony, zipped back through the apartment where I grabbed my keys, and trotted down the stairs.
Arrow held up both hands. A smirk pulled at his lips though he seemed to be fighting it. “Simmer down, angel girl. I just wanted to see Rowen.”
“So you’re creeping down here in the dark, watching my windows?” I cast a glance up at the second floor where my apartment was. The light in the kitchen gave a street gawker a good view. I’d have to make a point of closing my curtains more often.
“I saw movement in your bedroom window. Thought maybe I should wait until the lovefest was over.” A plume of smoke passed through his lips as he spoke. He was unapologetic, as arrogant as ever. “So Rowen popped your nephilim cherry. How was it?”
He was trying to encourage my temper. I was sure of it. It appeared that Arrow had come here looking for a fight of some kind.
“It was better than anything you’ll ever have. So I won’t torture you with the details.” Playing his game didn’t make me proud of myself, but it did feel good to rub it in. “Jealous?”
Arrow took another deep drag off the cigarette, letting it out slowly as he regarded me in silence. Then he gave a clipped nod and let his gaze travel over my robe-clad body. “You know it.”
“Dammit, Arrow! What the hell is wrong with you? Creeping around out here in the dark. Picking fights with Rowen. This is not ok. You owe him.” I pointed a finger at him, and it burst into flames.
He sneered in the general direction of my finger, unimpressed. “I don’t owe him jack shit. But I did come here to talk to him so cut me a fucking break, Spike.”
“He trusted you, and you sold him out to Dash. Do you really think that’s what your father would have wanted for you both?” Playing the father card was low. I knew it. Having it played against me always resulted in tumultuous and dangerous emotion.
Arrow’s eyes flashed with fury, and immediately the darkness seemed to gather closer. “My father is locked up in a holding cell along with your father, waiting for judgment. I really doubt he gives a shit about any of this.”
Despite his attempt to shrug it off with angry words, I knew my words had struck a chord.
The shadows moving around us crept closer, and the flame in my hand went out. I was discovering little by little what Arrow was made of. He was a manipulator of darkness and shadows.
I couldn’t appeal to Arrow’s compassion or humanity. He simply didn’t seem to have any. I found this hard to accept. Sure he was dark, but he was human too. It had to be in there somewhere.
“Fine,” I said between clenched teeth. “There’s obviously nothing I can say to convince you to do the right thing. So stop wasting my time and get the hell out of my neighborhood.”
I shivered in my robe though I wasn’t sure of the cause: the chilly autumn night or the dark shadows that crept around us. He could stand out there all night being weird for all I cared. I was done. I turned to storm back inside.
Arrow’s hand on my arm stopped me. I shook him off, rubbing the spot he’d touched as if that could wipe away the unwelcome sensation.
He frowned. “You’re assuming that you know what the right thing to do is.” He dropped his cigarette and ground it out under the heel of his combat boot. “But what really makes you so sure you’re right about everything? Even if what you say is true, and Rowen and I are brothers, what good does telling him do?”
So Arrow was human after all. He’d been thinking about it, which was more than I’d expected from him. Maybe he even felt bad about leading Dash to Rowen, but it was too late for that. He still had responsibilities to the dark.
“You tell me,” I said, making it a challenge. “If you love him, you should want to protect him.”
“I do!” he shouted suddenly. The sky darkened overhead, and the streetlights flickered. “Trust me, I do. Do you think I really want him to end up like me? But my hands are tied. There is nothing I can do.”
Arrow’s desperation was palpable. I almost felt bad for him. No, I tried. I couldn’t bring myself to feel bad for someone who’d exhibited such selfish behavior with total disregard for others.
“There might be. You can keep Dash away from Rowen until he can make his choice. He’s eager to do it.” Because I was too damn nice, I gave Arrow another chance to prove he wasn’t a complete asshole.
“He is?” Arrow mulled this over. “You know which side he’s going to choose.”
It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer. I merely held his hazel gaze, letting him draw his own conclusions. We stared at one another until my teeth began to chatter. Then Arrow nodded and began to back away without a word. He knew. He’d seen the truth in my eyes.
I retreated back into the building, cursing as the warm air blanketed me. After ensuring the lobby door locked securely behind me, I darted up the stairs and slipped back into the safety of my apartment.
A glance out the window revealed Arrow’s slowly retreating form as he crossed the street to his BMW. Feeling my stare, he looked up. Across the distance, I couldn’t read his expression, but I didn’t have to. I knew the Rowen situation was eating Arrow up because he hadn’t said a word to me about the battle results. That just wasn’t like the Arrow I knew. I still didn’t trust him. Not for a moment.
I found it hard to settle down and think about sleep when I was such a mess of emotions, equal parts outrage and disappointment. The relationship between two brothers shouldn’t have involved me, but it did. Cinder claimed there was a reason for that, and I trusted Cinder. I had to.
I slipped back into bed beside Rowen. Well into the wee hours of the morning, sleep began to pull me under, and I invited it. The motion of the bed roused him slightly, and he rolled over and reached out a hand for me.
I cuddled in close against him, enjoying the way it felt to have him in my bed. The dark could intimidate and taunt, threaten and stalk, but it couldn’t force us to live like slaves. We were free to love, to live, and to choose. And we would.
 
* * * *
 
The alarm on Rowen’s phone woke us several hours later. The vibrating buzz combined with a loud, annoying chime brought me out of sleep with a start.
“Oh, shit,” Rowen muttered, groping about for his phone before realizing it was still in the kitchen. The bed shifted as he got up, and I groaned at his sudden absence. He came right back, phone in hand. Rubbing a hand through his hair, he blinked sleepily at me. “Sorry ’bout that. My damn alarm. I have to be at work in an hour. But hey, I got a text from Sam. We made it through. Crimson Sin and Molly’s Chamber.”
“I know,” I said, smiling at the grin that lit up his face. “I was up earlier. Jett told me.”
Rowen slid close, bringing back the warmth of his naked body. “Are you psyched? You should be. You guys will win.”
“I am. Somewhat. It’s a little nerve racking though, going up against you. You know, all things considered.” I motioned to the bed. On one hand, it was just a contest, but on the other it was a serious opportunity. Bedding my opponent a week before the final showdown could make things a tad awkward come show time.
“It’s just a radio station contest. It won’t change anything between us. As much as I want to win, I don’t think it would be good for Arrow. He’s got enough groupies and drugs clouding his brain without the illusion of actual fame.” Rowen hugged me close and made a pained sound. “I wish I didn’t have to get to work. I doubt I’ll even have time to stop at home to change first.”
“Sorry?” I offered, unsure if I really was. I wasn’t ready for him to leave yet.
“Never. I’m not. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” He kissed me with a tenderness I’d come to believe only existed in romance novels.
I sighed against his lips. “You have got to stop being so damn great. It’s just setting me up for disappointment when you inevitably do something to remind me that you’re still a guy.”
His laughter set loose another batch of butterflies. He slid a hand into my hair and made me meet his gaze. “We’re not all douchebags. Some of us want more than a quick lay. Some of us actually want to love and be loved.”
Swoon. I’d given Rowen my body because I’d known deep down that he wasn’t like the men of my past. But his words and the genuine way he spoke them made me give him my heart. I knew in that moment that I was already a little in love with him.
“You keep talking like that, and I’ll never let you leave.” I traced a finger over the single, black feather tattooed on his collarbone, curving up the side of his neck. It seemed strangely symbolic, that one lone feather.
“Promise?”
After much stalling and half a dozen lingering embraces, Rowen finally got dressed and left. I spent the afternoon watching Seth roam around the apartment while working on some website maintenance for a client.
A call to Jett went unanswered. She was still pissed at me for breaking our cardinal rule. I could have sent a text reminding her that she’d ditched me at the bar to go home with a guy last year, leaving me to cough up money for the cab ride we’d planned to split. Because I was a good friend who chose to forgive, I didn’t. Once that feisty wolf temper finally simmered down, she would forget the whole thing.
I talked to Rubi and Tash who were bouncing with joy at having made it to the final round. Their enthusiasm was infectious. I couldn’t help but get excited.
Part of me kept waiting for Cinder to pop by. His appearances could be quite erratic, though he tried to come by regularly. I was overdue for some training. It wasn’t like him to go too long without scheduling a session, but in the past he had gone several weeks without coming by. “Angel stuff”, he always said, but I knew he either didn’t want to or couldn’t tell me what he’d been doing.
As the afternoon faded into evening, I traded my computer for my guitar. I spent some time jotting lyrics into a notepad while strumming out a new song. It was nice to just chill. Alone time wasn’t something I had a lot of these days.
I started yawning not long after I finished supper, which consisted of Chinese leftovers. I considered making coffee but decided an early night would be best. Catching up on sleep would be beneficial. Jett was likely going to insist on meeting for practice every night this week.
“What do you think, Seth? Should I just go to bed? It’s not even nine o’clock yet. Would that be lame?” The little tortoise climbed over a throw pillow I’d tossed on the floor. He continued on his way, oblivious to the conversation I was trying to have with him. Seth was a surprisingly social creature really. I could always count on him to be a good listener.
My gaze strayed to the notepad. I studied the last line I wrote for a few minutes before picking up the pencil and erasing it. Something wasn’t clicking.
I thought about Rowen and the song we’d played together the first night he’d spent at my place. Playing it warmed me, and I smiled a goofy smile all to myself. Inspiration filled me like a magic all its own. I kept playing and writing, pausing only to check up on Seth.
When I finally took a break to grab a snack, it was well after midnight. Amazing how creating makes time cease to exist. I was in my zone and loving it—
—until a bang on the window scared the shit out of me.
My heart pounded, and the roar of adrenaline was loud in my ears. I made my way to the window and peeked out the blinds.
“Is this a fucking joke?” I muttered upon spying Arrow down below. Alarm turned to anger, and I stormed out onto the balcony. “Dude, are you serious right now? What the fuck?”
His expression was pinched, shoulders held taut. Something was wrong. I felt it as soon as our eyes met.
“Rowen never came home,” Arrow said. “I think he’s in trouble.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 
 
“It was Dash. I know it. Fuck. This is all my fault. I’m such a fuck up.” Arrow scrubbed a hand over his face and streamed a few more obscenities all directed at himself.
He sat at the kitchen table. I stood nearby, leaning against the kitchen counter, facing him. Letting him into my apartment hadn’t been much of a choice. Though I’d have preferred not to, the haunting fear in his eyes had convinced me. Of course, since demons were good liars and being dark made Arrow a natural liar too, I was worried but treading carefully.
“Wait, just calm down. Tell me everything. Slowly this time.” I’d offered him something to drink, but he’d been too caught up in his panic to answer me. A close look at Arrow showed signs of drug use. He’d gotten high before coming here. That didn’t earn him any points. I remained wary.
“I told you. He texted me and said he’d be home after work, that he wanted to sit down and have a talk, man to man. I was freaking out because I knew I had to tell him we’re brothers. So I snorted a line, had a drink, and waited for him. But he never came home. He should’ve been there around eight or nine.”
Arrow tugged the hat off his head and flung it on the table. His hair was a mess of long, raven black. He shoved a hand into it and regarded me with hollow eyes. Fuck, drugs were scary.
“And you tried calling him?” Even as I spoke I was selecting Rowen’s number from my contact list. Putting my phone to my ear, I listened as it went straight to voice mail, an indication that his phone was off. Unreachable. My heart began to beat a little faster.
“Of course I tried calling him. Do you think I’m a fucking idiot? Ah forget it. Of course you do.”
Of course I did, but I was nice enough not to say so. “What about his work? Did you try calling them? Maybe someone there will know something.”
Arrow turned a sour gaze on me, and I had a hard time meeting it with his messed up pupils. It made him feel otherworldly, more so than usual, and I didn’t like it. “They said he left at eight. Nobody there has heard from him.”
Seeing Arrow looking so defeated should’ve brought some satisfaction. Instead, it scared me. I didn’t know him well, but I knew it took a lot to rattle him. “So what do we do?” I asked, needing a goal, a plan of some kind.
Arrow’s gaze dropped to the table, and he picked at a mark in the wood. “We don’t do anything. I’ll go to Dash. That house you tailed me to, I think that’s where he might be.”
“I’m coming with you. You can’t come here and tell me Rowen’s in some kind of trouble and then expect me to wait around to find out if he’s dead or something.” My temper was still cool but ready to ignite if Arrow fought me on this.
“He’s not dead,” Arrow said, his voice dull. “Dash doesn’t want to kill him. He wants to recruit him. And if he’s forcing Rowen’s choice, there’s no telling what he might do. It could get pretty nasty.”
Sudden panic threatened to choke off my air supply. The thought of Rowen at the mercy of a demon made me break out in a cold sweat. “I wish they would just leave us alone.” My voice cracked, and I had to pause, to focus on deep, even breaths.
Arrow was quiet for a moment before saying, “That’s never going to happen. They need us to be their eyes and ears during the day.”
Demons couldn’t take corporeal form when the sun was out though that didn’t make them any less dangerous. It just gave them limitations, proof they were not the gods they believed themselves to be. They too were subject to a higher power. Using the dark nephilim as their daytime bodies was clever and frightening.
“What do we do, Arrow? We can’t just go to that house and expect everything to go fine.” I needed Cinder’s help. Surely he would have some kind of guidance.
“We go there during the day and look for him. We’ve got to start somewhere, and I can’t think of a better plan. It could be dangerous for you, you know. Being undecided and all.”
Not for a moment would I be fooled into thinking Arrow really gave a damn about my well being. Though it did appear that he felt guilty for leading Dash to Rowen, so perhaps there was hope for him after all.
“I’ll take my chances.” A glance at the clock revealed about five hours left until the sun rose. “So we meet at sunrise? On second thought, you shouldn’t be driving like that. You’re fucking wrecked, aren’t you? I’m going to make you some coffee. You’ve got to try to sober up.”
Busying myself in the kitchen gave me a task, which made me feel like I was doing something other than waiting in limbo for morning. Part of me couldn’t believe that Rowen was really in danger though I felt the truth of it. I wanted it to be a bad dream. Cinder had warned me against getting involved with him. Could any of this be my fault? Or was it all on Arrow? Could any of us really point fingers?
“Or you could do a line with me. Just to take the edge off.” The slyness of his tone was almost convincing in its smoothness. It was persuasive and dripping with darkness.
I stalked over to the table and held my hand out, shaking my head, unable to hide my judgment of his stupid decisions. “Hand it over. We can’t help Rowen if you’re high. Fuck your brain up on your own time.”
The lights flickered as he stared at me, unmoving. Refusing to be intimidated, I thrust my hand closer. Finally he pulled a small bag of white powder from his wallet and flung it down on the table. I swiped it before he could rethink his decision and tucked it into my bra. With a brow raised, he smiled, so I moved it to my purse.
Making coffee helped me to hone my focus. The mundane task let me think things over. Was it possible that Arrow was purposely baiting me? No. I didn’t believe that though I knew he was certainly capable of it. Something else was going on, and we couldn’t sit back and do nothing while Dash tried to force Rowen’s choice.
“Here.” I shoved a cup of organic coffee at Arrow. He rolled bloodshot eyes at me but took it anyway. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave and don’t touch anything.”
I retreated into my bedroom where I dug the dagger that Cinder had given me from my closet. It was designed to be easily concealed though the blade was still over a foot long. The sheath was designed to lie against my back where a hoodie and my hair would keep it hidden. I tossed it on the bed. My own gifts would give me a chance against any other nephilim though I hoped like hell it didn’t come to that.
I sat on the end of the bed, gazing longingly at the place where Rowen and I had so recently made love. How could he just be missing? I spoke Cinder’s name aloud, knowing that he’d hear but also knowing it didn’t mean he would or could come. Please.
After waiting a few minutes, I returned to the kitchen, surprised to find Arrow standing over Seth’s habitat. I froze, watching him gently stroke the back of the tortoise with a small smile on his face.
“You like animals?” I asked, announcing my presence.
He turned quickly and yanked his hand back. “Yeah, sure. Only a heartless dirtbag doesn’t like animals.”
“You know, some might say you’re a heartless dirtbag, Arrow.” It was a mean thing to say, but I didn’t feel bad. That raised an alarm for me. Being shitty to him just because he was dark didn’t make it ok. It only made me as bad as he was. I knew better.
“Yeah,” he agreed. “I’m sure that’s one of the nicest things people say about me.”
“Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Naw, it’s cool.”
Feeling awkward, I perched on the arm of the couch. It made me nervous to have Arrow in my apartment. I was even more nervous when he wasn’t sitting down.
“Relax, Spike,” he finally said, sitting on the opposite end of the couch. He’d abandoned his coffee. “I don’t expect you to trust me, but I wouldn’t let any harm come to my brother’s girl. He means a lot to me.”
“So you believe that he’s your brother?” I was skeptical. He’d seemed so resistant.
Arrow shrugged and pulled a cigarette from the pack in his pocket. “I did a little digging. Found some signs that back up your claim. I should’ve believed you. You don’t seem like the lying type.” He studied me for a minute, the unlit smoke between his lips. “Why don’t you choose the light already? I mean, you’re going to eventually, right?”
“What makes you so sure?” Was I so transparent? True, I was close with the light. I was just afraid of making such a commitment to anyone or anything. Hell, even falling for Rowen scared the shit out of me. The fact that he knew already what side he wanted to choose made me feel even shittier about it. He’d had much less time to consider it.
“You’re not cut out for the dark,” Arrow mused. “You’re too pure.”
“Thank you.” That was a compliment to me whether he’d meant it as such or not. “You know, you don’t have to be one of them.”
He regarded me with a strange expression, as if he wasn’t sure if I was fucking with him or not. Then he gave a short, sharp laugh and twirled the cigarette between his fingers. “Trust me. I do.”
“You can smoke that out on the balcony.” I pointed to the glass door just off the living room. This conversation was odd, and I didn’t really know how to wade through it.
With a head nod, Arrow let himself out, giving me a moment alone to figure out what the hell I was going to do with him until dawn. I didn’t have much time to consider it. Cinder’s voice in the kitchen had me almost collapsing in relief.
“Ember? What’s wrong?” Tonight Cinder was channeling his inner geek with an X-Men tee. His shaggy, blond hair was disheveled. A smudge of something darkened his cheek. His expression was pinched and distracted, as if he’d just come from something chaotic.
“Rowen is missing. Arrow thinks that Dash has him. Can you help?” I went to him, casting a glance at the balcony, ensuring Arrow was unaware of the angel in the kitchen.
Cinder’s face showed no surprise. He nodded as if he’d expected this news. “You’re all right, though?”
“Yes.”
Cinder’s violet gaze went to the balcony where Arrow was leaning over the railing, staring down below. “You shouldn’t have let him in here. He’s dangerous. And now he can pass the wards. Because you allowed it.”
Cinder’s angelic wards would have worked on Arrow, if I hadn’t given him an open invitation. That was all it took for a dark entity to get into your space, your life, your head. An invitation. The kind one usually doesn’t realize one has issued.
“I know who he is, Cinder. But he’s the one who told me about Rowen, and I really don’t think he’s lying.”
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
Cinder strode over to the balcony door and flung it open. With one hand he grabbed hold of Arrow and dragged him back into the apartment. The lit smoke fell from Arrow’s hand onto the carpet, and I rushed to grab it.
Arrow knew better than to fight an angel. Cinder slammed him down onto the couch and stood over him, preventing him from trying to rise. Arrow stared stonily up at the angel, unflinching. He had a certain readiness to him, as if he were accepting of potential death.
I properly disposed of the cigarette before standing awkwardly beside Cinder. I felt like I should interfere somehow but was afraid to do so.
“Tell me what you told Ember,” Cinder demanded. “Look into my eyes and tell me.”
Arrow clasped his hands and took an audible breath. Then he repeated what he’d told me, word for word. He barely blinked, and he certainly didn’t move. Cinder studied him for a minute before nodding, satisfied.
“You’re telling the truth. Impressive. Also suspicious. You could be speaking the truth because it serves a purpose. Are you trying to lure Ember into a trap?” Arms crossed, Cinder tapped a foot impatiently. I’d never seen him so harsh and aggressive.
“No.” One word. Arrow’s stare became more of a glower.
The angel and dark nephilim maintained their eye contact. A silent battle ensued as Cinder sought truth and Arrow awaited his verdict.
Turning his back on Arrow, Cinder fixed me with a fierce stare. I wondered what I’d done to get his temper turned on me. For an angel, he had a short fuse.
“I assume you mean to look for Rowen.” It wasn’t a question. When I nodded, he continued. “That is incredibly dangerous, and I would highly advise against it. However, should you choose to go after him, please know you’re putting yourself in jeopardy.”
“Does that mean you won’t come with us?” I’d known it was a long shot. Angels couldn’t simply be everywhere at once, and a Dominion like Cinder had many tasks, all of them of great importance.
He shook his head, his expression revealing nothing. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”
“Why the hell not?” Arrow spoke up with a sneer. “You’re a guardian, aren’t you?”
“You ignorant child,” Cinder scolded. “You don’t have any idea how this all works, do you? They’ve taught you nothing. All mortals have a guardian, even you. They protect, guide, encourage, and love. But they are not genies in a bottle ready to grant your every wish. They cannot protect you from all things. Some things are meant to happen, no matter how bad they seem at first. All things have meaning. Even death. And no, I am not merely a guardian. I’m a Dominion. So watch your tone and show some respect, demon.”
Arrow’s eyes flashed, and he came off the couch with anger spurring him on. “I’m not a fucking demon.”
“Oh no? You chose the dark. They are your kin. With them you spread darkness and evil. What makes you any different than the rest of them?” There was such raw truth to Cinder’s accusation that Arrow sat back down, averting his gaze by staring at the tortoise habitat.
I held my breath until I couldn’t hold it another moment. The tension in the room had my palms tingling. Needing to break the tense silence, I said, “We have to do something, Cinder. We can’t just leave Rowen. He told me that he wants to choose. If Dash knows that, there’s no telling what he may do to force Rowen’s choice.”
Cinder nodded gravely. “That is true. The dark has already secured one of Rhine’s children. There will be some urgency in ensuring they secure both.”
“Rhine?” Arrow echoed. “Like the river? Is that my father’s name?”
Without looking at him, Cinder nodded again. “It is.” To me, he said, “I wish you would reconsider. But if you really must go, take this.”
He produced a sword with beautiful wings on either side of the handle and a deep purple amethyst centered between them. The inscription engraved in the blade was in a language I couldn’t read. I expected it to be heavy but found upon accepting it that it was surprisingly light and manageable.
“What is it?” I asked, ignoring Arrow’s eye roll. Obviously I knew what it was, but coming from Cinder, there had to be more to it.
“It’s a safety net,” Cinder said. “Use it if you have to. But try not to have to.”
Cinder pulled me in for a hug. He kissed my forehead before whispering something against my skin in a language that sounded very old. I felt a warmth there, beneath his lips, the sensation of something primordial taking hold. Something far older than me. Power.
I gazed up at him, an unspoken question in my eyes.
“Take care, Ember.” It was all he said before he gave me a pointed look that could’ve meant anything. Then he was gone.
“Says he’s not a guardian,” Arrow muttered. “Then why put his seal on you? Seems like a guardian thing to do to me.”
“Oh, shut up, Arrow. You don’t know shit about the guardians.” I hefted the sword, holding it up before me, letting my mind wrap around the way it felt in my hand. “Wait, what’s a seal?”
The dark nephilim snickered. “Obviously there are things you don’t know shit about either. A seal is the casting of your own energy over someone else’s. So another angel or demon can see that you’re under his protection. It’s a warning. If they fuck with you, they fuck with him.”
“Oh.” I thought about that and couldn’t help but feel warm and fuzzy. Cinder was special to me, a good friend. He cared so much, which meant a lot to me. “Good to know.”
“So, what now?” Arrow’s gaze held expectation. “Do we just sit here and find ways to insult one another until sunrise? I mean, I’m up for it if you are, but I’ll need my stash back.”
“Fuck your stash,” I said, tempted to flush the bag. He had a point though. Sitting around waiting was going to get old fast. Though I wasn’t hungry, I was interested in getting Arrow out of my apartment sooner rather than later. “Let’s go for breakfast. I’ll buy. Actually, I’ll drive too.”
We could get a cheap plate of bacon, eggs, and pancakes at any of a few decent twenty-four-hour diners. It would give us a purpose, something to do to pass the time so it didn’t hold us prisoner inside my apartment.
Arrow eyed me uncertainly for a moment, then shrugged. “Fine with me. But we’re not taking your car. It’s a piece of shit.”
“You don’t get to talk about her that way. I love that car.” Nothing annoyed me like people shitting on my ride. Only Jett got away with that. Still, I held my hand out for his keys.
As he dropped them into my palm, our hands touched briefly, and he pulled away, as if afraid I’d somehow sense his grief and guilt. That impulse revealed more about Arrow than he wanted me to know. For the first time since we’d met, I almost felt bad for him.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 
 
Sitting across from Arrow at the late-night diner, I watched as he noisily munched on a crunchy piece of bacon. I had picked at the things on my plate but left most of it untouched.
“Are you going to finish that?” he asked, pointing at my plate, his mouth full.
I shoved it across the table and sat back to watch him devour my food too. “I don’t know how you can eat right now. Aren’t you nervous?”
“Hell yeah. But you gotta eat, right? You can’t survive on nasty coffee alone.” He gestured to the mug in front of me. Stabbing a chunk of pancake with his fork, Arrow took a loud slurp of his own coffee.
My frown went unnoticed as he shoveled food into his mouth. Maybe this was how he dealt with tough situations. Who was I to judge? Still, did he have to be so noisy about it?
The diner was relatively empty, just a few other groups, most of whom seemed to be coming from the bar. This was a popular location for an early morning meal after a night of partying. Every time the door opened, I glanced up, worried someone from the rock scene would come in and see us together. Maybe that was mean, but I didn’t want anyone thinking the wrong thing.
So of course the guys of Sacred Stone walked in. I sighed, and Arrow looked up, following my gaze. Then he glanced at me, understanding my reaction.
“I bet it’s killing you to be seen here with me, huh? Don’t worry. I never showed any of them your picture.” He snickered between mouthfuls, pleased with himself. At least he seemed to be coming out of the strange, dopey haze he’d been in earlier.
“Fuck you, Arrow,” I said with a smile, as if I’d thanked him instead. Because his mouth was full again, he shot me his middle finger as a response.
Paul Webber, the lead singer of Sacred Stone, led the pack through the diner. They strode toward us, every one of them with a forced swagger in their step. Puhhlease! In skinny jeans and a leather jacket, Paul looked like the punk he often acted like. I wasn’t impressed. Ignoring him, I stirred another packet of sugar into my coffee.
“Well, well, well,” he boomed, jerking to a stop beside our table. “Never thought I’d see the two of you out together. Alone.”
Arrow fixed him with a withering stare. “Is there some kind of law against two people eating together?”
“There is when one of them is your best buddy’s girl. But hey, that is clearly none of my business.” Paul held his hands up in a “whatever” gesture. “I’m sure you’ll all stop being so chummy after one of you kicks the other’s ass next weekend anyway. Preferably Molly’s Chamber. No offense, Spike. You girls are good and all, but let’s be realistic. Music is a man’s world for a reason.”
A few of his friends snickered. My palms tingled. Oh, that wasn’t good. Entitled male crap usually didn’t set me off. I knew better than to let such narrow-minded idiots get to me. But I was already fired up because of Rowen. If he gave me much more crap, I’d be swinging at this asshole.
Arrow dropped his fork with a clatter that drew the attention of the other patrons. He too seemed to be feeling frisky because he stood up to face Paul, getting right in his face.
“Apologize to Spike. Right. Fucking. Now.”
Paul laughed, but it was half-assed, like he wasn’t so sure he liked where his insult had taken him. “You’re kidding, right? Don’t act as if you don’t agree.”
“Do I look like I’m kidding?” Arrow pressed closer, nearly chest to chest with Paul. His stance was so aggressive that I tensed. “Crimson Sin is still in the contest, and your band is not. There’s a damn good reason for that. Now apologize.”
The world stalled in intense silence as everyone who was gathered beside our table waited to see what would end this confrontation. I held my breath, knowing that Arrow was capable of things Paul couldn’t even dream of.
Paul’s condescending gaze dropped to me, then back to Arrow. “Fuck that.”
The punch came fast. Fueled by cocaine and darkness, it was loud. Arrow’s fist connected with Paul’s jaw, dropping him like a sack of bricks where he stood. One of Paul’s friends dropped down to help him up while the others blocked Arrow from throwing another punch. He made no move to do any such thing. He just stood there staring down at Paul with utter contempt.
A waiter rushed over with shouted commands for everyone to get out. None of us were welcome any longer. If we didn’t leave, the waiter would call the cops.
“Fine with me,” Arrow muttered, swiping his phone off the table. “Let’s go.”
Before I could reach for my wallet, he produced a handful of bills and tossed them on the table. I followed him out, glancing back to see Paul’s friends helping him up. He was dazed, holding his face.
“What the hell did you hit him for?” I demanded when we were in the parking lot.
“You’re welcome.” Arrow didn’t even look at me as he strode angrily to the black BMW.
I jerked to a halt. The keys were in my purse, so he was forced to wait. He stood beside the car with a hand on the door as if that would hurry me up.
“I’m welcome? Are you expecting gratitude? Do you think you just did something heroic in there by treating me like a weak female who can’t defend herself?” I was furious that he was using me as a prop in his pissing contest.
Arrow gave a loud, exaggerated sigh and leaned against the passenger door. “Save the feminist bullshit, Spike. We both know you can defend yourself.” He motioned to the bruises marking the side of his nose. “Paul is a fucking prick. And you don’t deserve to be spoken to like that. I wanted to shut him up so I did. End of story. We don’t have to pick it apart.”
Because I wasn’t the argumentative type and because I wanted to leave before Paul and his buddies came outside, I unlocked the car and got in.
“Did you really hit him because he insulted me?” I asked. “Or because you just wanted an excuse to do it?”
I started the car, and Arrow immediately jacked his phone into the speakers, fiddling with the volume. He didn’t seem interested in answering. Just when I’d given up and put the car in gear, he said, “They don’t get to talk to us like that. Any of us.”
So it was a nephilim thing. Arrow wouldn’t be the first to feel he was better than the average human. It was, in fact, something Cinder had warned me against. Having gifts that others didn’t have and being linked to another world could give anyone a complex.
“Well… thank you for considering me to be worth defending. But please, try to lay off the violence. All you’ve done is convince him that we really are running around behind Rowen’s back.” With a glance at the skyline, I eased the BMW into traffic. It made me nervous to drive something so nice and new. I’d gotten used to driving a car always on the brink of breakdown.
“Who cares? Paul’s a fucking tool anyway.” Bitter and moody, Arrow stared out the window. Both of his fists were clenched in his lap.
“So where am I headed? South, I know. But then what? I don’t remember exactly what neighborhood it was in.” Focusing on the task at hand seemed best. I down shifted too soon, and the car jerked. I winced. “Sorry. I haven’t driven a stick in a while.”
Arrow raised a brow at that and opened his mouth to make a smart-ass remark.
“Shut up,” I muttered.
“Shit, Spike, you have a filthy mind. I was just going to say that it’s no big deal. I have an extended warranty, and I doubt you can really fuck it up. Anyway, head south. Cross the river. I’ll direct you as we go.” He lit a smoke and puffed away on it while drumming his fingers on the dash in time to the raucous music blasting out of the speakers.
Finally the night was coming to an end. The sky was beginning to lighten. My hands were tight on the wheel. I was scared. Arrow opened the window a few inches to let the smoke escape. He seemed calm, unfazed by what we were going to do. I was envious.
When he passed me the cigarette, I hesitated only a moment before taking it. Quitting would have to wait for another day, assuming I lived to see it. Right then I was anxious as all get out and needed a drag.
We didn’t talk much as I drove. The loud music was helpful. It kept us from feeling forced to converse. The closer we got, the lighter the sky grew, and the shakier my nerves became. I had a bad feeling about this. By the time we pulled into the ritzy neighborhood, my hands were so tight on the wheel that I was sure they’d have to be pried off.
“Park a block away, down here.” Arrow waved a hand toward a side street. “We’ll leave the keys in the car and the doors unlocked. Nobody will touch it here. If we don’t both make it out, then whoever does can get away. Hopefully with Rowen.”
My breath caught, and my pulse pounded in my ears. We hadn’t even left the car yet. I felt like a huge wimp. “There’s a chance we won’t both make it out? Exactly what are you expecting in there, Arrow?” I pulled over and killed the engine. Taking deep breaths was not helping.
“Well for one, Skylar,” he said. “Let’s just hope she’s the only witch here. They have greater power in numbers, and they don’t make it a habit to be alone.”
“Skylar? Well that’s fucking great.” My hand went to the cross around my neck. The witch had been pissed that I’d interrupted her sordid wedding. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her again.
“I won’t let her hurt you.” With such sincerity in Arrow’s declaration, I had to remind myself that he couldn’t be trusted.
I watched with a lump in my throat as the sun crested the horizon. “Let’s go before I chicken out and run screaming into traffic.”
I grabbed the sword Cinder had given me from the backseat. It felt good in my hand, and I gave it an experimental swing. Could I use it on someone like Skylar if she threw another demon curse at me? I’d never killed anyone. I didn’t want to start now, but in self-defense, I might have no choice.
“There will be hellhounds protecting the property during the day,” Arrow said as we walked down the street. “I’ll get rid of them. They know me.”
“That has got to be one of the most fucked up things I’ve ever heard anyone say.” We turned a corner, and I could see the house ahead, so normal from the outside, not unlike the houses next to it. “What’s the deal with this house anyway? Dash and Koda said something about Lilah. Who’s Lilah?”
Arrow slid a sideways glance at me as if wondering how much to tell an undecided. “Lilah is a demon queen, one of the most powerful in all the underworld. She’s a prisoner now. Captured by the angels. I don’t know the whole story there. What I do know is that the door to her kingdom is here, somewhere in the city. Some say that’s why there’s so much supernatural activity here.”
“So why does she have a house in the rich part of town? Is that where the door to her kingdom is?” Every step that brought us closer to the house made my unease grow.
“She was cursed into the form of a vampire, forced to live as one of them. This is where she lived. Until she was killed, which sent her right back to the angels’ prison. Or so they say. I don’t know. I never met her myself.” Arrow shrugged as if he couldn’t care less. But Dash and Koda had cared.
“Dash seemed pretty worked up about her though,” I said, hoping to coax something out of him that could help me with Dash in the future, provided I had one after today.
Arrow smoothed his hair down beneath the knit cap that hung off the back of his head. “Dash is always worked up about something. Far as I know, Lilah had a bunch of demons at her command. Now that she’s gone, they’re all fighting over who gets to take her place. So far, nobody’s been able to access the kingdom she left behind and all the power that goes with it.”
“That’s a good thing, right?”
“Fuck yeah.”
Perplexed, I snuck a studious peek at Arrow. His expression was neutral, revealing nothing. I thought it odd that a dark nephilim held such an opinion.
When we stood in front of the house, I felt overwhelmed by the evil presence inside. The iron gate was closed. I stared at the high, concrete walls surrounding the property and sighed.
“We have to go over, don’t we?” With zero climbing experience, this was going to hurt.
“Sure do. Here, I’ll boost you up. Then you help me.”
“Oh, I really don’t like that idea.” I shrunk back when he came toward me.
Arrow huffed and rolled his eyes. He seemed to do that a lot. “Do you have a better plan?”
I swallowed hard and looked up at the top of the wall. It seemed so far away. “Not really.”
“Alrighty, then let’s do this.” Arrow clasped his hands together, holding them like a small stool.
I rested the sword against the wall, tried to brace myself with my hands, and stepped onto his hands. He flung me up there fast, and I scrambled to grab hold of the top of the wall before I fell. I wasn’t quite strong enough to haul my weight up. I almost fell backward, but his hand on my ass stopped my descent.
“That’s great, Arrow, thanks,” I muttered sarcastically. However, it was the encouragement I needed to drag myself up onto the top of the wall. The wall was about a foot thick, giving me enough room to balance but not much more.
“Hey, I didn’t let you fall. Give me some credit.” He passed the sword up and then backed away a few feet. Taking a running start, he leaped at the wall and managed to hook his fingers on the ledge.
I clung to the edge of the wall with one hand and used the other to grab hold of his wrist. He clambered up beside me, and we both sat there for a moment, gathering ourselves.
“The hounds should be coming,” he said, peering down. “Wait here.”
He jumped down into the yard. Right on cue a pack of dogs appeared as if out of nowhere though I was pretty sure they’d been in the backyard. With glowing red eyes, the horrifying black beasts were the stuff of nightmares. Even from here I could see that every tooth in their massive heads was razor sharp.
“No fucking way,” I gasped.
The hounds raced up to Arrow, stopping short of an actual attack. He held a hand out to them, and their snarls ceased. Much to my surprise, they began wriggling and tail wagging, excited to see Arrow.
He whispered to them, trying to keep them from barking or howling or whatever hellhounds do. One of them sprawled on the ground at his feet, begging for a belly rub.
“It’s ok, Spike. You can come down now.”
“I really don’t want to.” Knowing I couldn’t sit on top of the wall all day, I dropped the sword so it stuck point down in the grass. Then I slowly lowered myself down and let go. The drop wasn’t as far as I’d expected.
Right away the hounds wanted to check out the newcomer. Cringing but trying not to stink like fear to them, I held out a timid hand. They sniffed me, shooting glances at Arrow. When they saw that he was cool with me, they backed off, losing interest in us completely.
“Those things are fucking scary.” I picked the sword up and motioned for Arrow to lead the way.
“There will be wards on the doors,” he said. “Nothing that will keep mortals out, lucky us, but they will alert everyone inside to an intruder. The windows too.”
“So what now?”
He studied the house for a moment. Clearly flying by the seat of his pants, he didn’t inspire a lot of confidence in me.
“You stay out of sight while I go to the door. Be ready for anything.”
“I really don’t like this.”
Arrow eyed me as if he wasn’t sure he could trust me not to fall apart. Well, he wasn’t the only one. “I’m not real thrilled either, but we don’t have a choice. I’m sure Rowen is in here.”
I watched with bated breath as he strode up to the door. His fist fell heavy against the door, and I jumped, wary of who might answer. He rang the doorbell next, and right away we could hear the heavy fall of hurried footsteps.
The door jerked open with a whoosh followed immediately by a snide, “What are you doing here, Arrow? How did you get through the gate without using the intercom?”
Arrow’s response was to throw both hands up, effectively freezing the owner of the female voice who’d answered. “Come on,” he said, waving me over. We shoved past the woman, whom Arrow had temporarily frozen, and almost knocked her down in the process.
I cast a frantic glance back at her as he dragged me into the house. It wasn’t Skylar.
The house was relatively quiet, which made it extra creepy. I followed Arrow from the large living room to the kitchen, the throne room, and then the library only to find them all empty. He stared at the spiral staircase, considering it before his gaze strayed to the closed basement door.
“Hate to say it, but I think we go down.” Arrow started for the basement, and I hurried after him.
“How long will that hold her?” I asked, worried that we were going to be facing a coven of witches.
“A few minutes, but I’ll hit her again if she comes after us. Be ready to use that fire of yours. We’re going to need it.”
The stairwell was dark. Arrow gripped the railing, taking each step with care so as not to alert anyone who might be down there to our descent. When we reached the bottom, the stairwell opened into a spacious entertainment room with a large screen TV and a bar off to one side. A desk laden with computers and various tech items lined the opposite wall. It was so dark that I was forced to create a small flame in my palm to light our way. The hallway stretched out straight ahead, and we continued on.
We passed a few closed doors that appeared to be bedrooms or storage rooms. A furnace hummed behind one of them. A set of heavy wooden double doors marked the end of the hallway.
Arrow said, “This is where the magic happens. Literally.” Gingerly taking hold of one of the door handles, he inched it open.
At first glance the room appeared to be empty. A long, blocky table lined the wall to our left. It had a pentagram etched into the surface with a goat head inside. A gavel at one end indicated it was used for meetings of the evil kind. I shuddered at the black vibes coming off it. The walls were covered in tapestries and paintings depicting various scenarios of demons doing horrible things to humans of all genders and ages. My gaze passed over them, and my stomach turned. It was history, true stories on canvas. Sickening.
Arrow gasped, “Oh, my God.”
His words were so surprising that I spun to see what had elicited such a statement from him. My lungs were crushed beneath the weight of the sudden shock. My brain needed several tries to accept what my eyes were seeing.
A large upside down pentagram had been painted on the tile floor. In the center of it stood a crucifix. Hanging from that crucifix was Rowen.
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The shock was overwhelming. However, it wasn’t merely that Rowen was on the cross that was so astonishing. The silver wings spread out behind him choked off my breath and momentarily stole my voice. Unconscious and half-naked, he slumped there with his head limp and his eyes closed. Blood and bruises marred his tattooed skin. Someone had carved an upside pentagram into the flesh over his ribs on the left side beneath his heart. Only the subtle movement of breathing told us he was still alive.
“Arrow, is he…? What do we do?” I whispered the words and still they sounded too loud.
“We get him down and get him the fuck out of here.” My question seemed to snap Arrow into action, and he lunged forward toward Rowen.
Rowen’s eyes snapped open, and his lips moved in a warning that came too late. Arrow’s foot hit the side of the circle causing an explosion of light that threw him back. He narrowly missed me, instead landing flat on his back on the table.
“Are you ok?” I asked, voice low, watching as Arrow rolled off the table with a series of F-bombs.
“Those bitches have nothing on me,” he said, stalking back over to the circle with extra venom in his step.
He bent down beside it with a hand out, drawing small circles in the air. His brow creased in concentration. At first nothing appeared to be happening, but then the shadows gathered close to Arrow. Something in the atmosphere shifted with an audible pop.
“Is that so?” came a female voice from behind us.
Skylar stood in the doorway. The light from my palm cast a fiery glow on her face, illuminating her black eyes. That was a bad sign; her demon husband was possessing her, using her body as his own during the daylight hours. We were so fucked.
“Fuck you, Ransom,” Arrow said, addressing the demon by name. “Spike. Fire.” Having disabled the curse on the circle, Arrow crossed it freely.
Staring into Skylar’s demon eyes, I didn’t need any further prodding. Palms tingling, I blasted her with the angelic flame. Flames licked up the doorway, climbing the frame until the entrance was encircled in fire.
Ransom jerked back out of the room, escaping the touch of flame. He looked out of Skylar’s face with enough sinister intentions to shrivel my soul.
I held up the sword and said, “Back the fuck off, or your wife gets this in the guts.”
“Do it, and I will make the rest of your short life a living hell.” The voice that came out of Skylar was gravelly and terrifying. “Cinder’s seal isn’t going to protect you, undecided.”
Despite Ransom’s claim, he made no move to cross my fire or retaliate. I looked to where Arrow was untying the ropes that held Rowen in place, grateful that they hadn’t used actual nails. I was torn between helping or manning the door. A clatter on the basement stairs announced the arrival of the woman who Arrow had frozen, so I stayed by the door, sword held ready.
She was a red-haired beauty with piercing, green eyes. On her heels, a frazzled-looking blonde wrung her hands and muttered to herself. They both jerked to a stop outside the door and looked to Skylar, who swayed slightly, blinking a few times. Her eyes went from black to blue in a blink. Ransom had left her.
Her focus turned to me, and she let out a shriek. “You! You ruined our wedding, and now you think you’re going to steal our nephilim? Well your angel’s seal doesn’t mean shit to me.”
The curse she threw was precise, her aim true. It hit me in the chest, choking off my air. The sword in my grip vibrated as it neutralized the effects, allowing me to draw a breath.
As she passed through the doorframe, the fire went out. The other two were quick to follow, and they surrounded me, chanting something I couldn’t make sense of.
Arrow grumbled, “Oh, Skylar, really? Get bent, you bitch. This isn’t your fight.”
He paused his rescue of Rowen to come to my aid with a creeping shadow that slithered across the floor to wind itself around Skylar’s ankles. Like a boa, it cinched her tightly before it wrenched her feet out from under her. It didn’t stop there. With a screech, Skylar clawed at the tile as she was yanked out of the room and up the stairs. Her wail grew farther away, followed by the slamming of the basement door at the top of the stairs.
I would have gawked at Arrow in surprise if the other two witches weren’t pressing in closer. So much about him remained a mystery to me. The extent of his abilities being one of them.
Lady Red uttered, “Away!” and waved a hand. It wasn’t directed at me, however, but at Arrow. She succeeded in knocking him aside, which caused Rowen to collapse to the floor.
I dove toward him as he fell onto his hands and knees. A blanket of silver covered him as his wings spread wide. I needed to ask so many questions if, er, when we got out of here.
“You stupid witch!” Back on his feet, Arrow flung out both hands. Red was frozen in place, her mouth open to throw another curse. The shadows swirled around the blonde. Guided by Arrow, they flung her against the wall where she kicked and screamed as the shadow grew into a frightful, black mass.
I whispered to Rowen, “Come on. We have to get you out of here.” I slung Rowen’s arm around my neck and hauled him up. “Did Dash do this to you?”
A large silver wing brushed against my back. Sure, I’d seen Cinder’s wings and even Koda’s, but this was blowing my mind. So many questions.
“Dash did… a lot of… things to me.” A cough racked Rowen, and he spat blood. “He thought… he could force… my choice. So I had to… prove him wrong. I had to… choose.”
Arrow shouted, “Get your ass moving, Spike!” He grabbed hold of Rowen’s other side. “And stop being so scared to fight these broads. They sure as hell aren’t scared to hurt you. They’d sacrifice you to the fucking devil if they could.”
We dragged Rowen from the room, careful with his wings as we passed through the doorway. The stairs seemed so far away. Knowing that Skylar was upstairs shook my confidence, but she was not yet our biggest concern.
A low, guttural voice behind us caused my quickly flagging courage to disappear completely. “I’m not done with him yet,” the voice hissed in a low timbre that I recognized as Dash, albeit a much more sinister sounding Dash.
I turned to find Red standing there, her body held at an odd angle. Her eyes were redder than her hair. Dash commanded her form in an awkward and unfamiliar way that made the possession so much creepier.
“Keep going,” Arrow instructed before turning to face the demon. “I’m not going to let you have my brother, Dash. You already have me.”
“Brother,” Rowen echoed, the word escaping on a rush of pained air exiting his lungs.
I urged Rowen on to the staircase though I didn’t feel good about leaving Arrow to face the demon alone. But really, what could I do? The sword dragging along in my right hand began to grow warm.
“You were just a means to an end, Arrow. I used you to get to him. He’s the one I really want. He’s the child that should never have been born. The rarity. But you, there are so many more where you came from.” Even though I couldn’t see it, I knew the tone Dash used conveyed the condescending expression Red’s face wore. What he said was despicable, and I didn’t know which brother I felt worse for.
Hearing a grunt from Arrow, I risked a glance back to find him on his knees. Red stood over him while Dash’s ugly power poured out of her. Arrow clutched his head and sunk down even closer to the floor.
“Your loyalty is sadly lacking, Arrow,” Dash proclaimed. “You know what happens to those who betray the coven.”
“Keep moving,” I whispered to Rowen. “Get to the top of the stairs and wait for me. I have to help Arrow.”
I didn’t have a plan. Maybe this was a huge mistake. Arrow was a supreme asshole, a drug dealer who used blackmail to get what he wanted and took blowjobs for payment. Still I couldn’t rush away and leave him to die. Was this what Cinder saw in me? The spark that made him believe I was capable of more than I’d dared believe.
Leaving Rowen clutching the handrail, I turned back toward the demon and said a prayer that this wasn’t how I would die.
“Walk away, girl.” Red eyes found me and glimmered with danger. “This doesn’t concern you.”
“Yes, it does.” Slowly I inched closer. If Dash focused on Arrow and me, then maybe at least Rowen would get away.
Arrow rolled a pained gaze my way and shook his head, just once. “Spike, don’t.”
I stared at Dash, seeing him within the red-haired witch. The longer he possessed her the more she seemed to become him. Every second that passed caused my heart to pound a little harder.
“Had I known that you were one of Cinder’s, I’d never have wasted a second look on you. However, if you interfere, I will do everything short of killing you. I promise, you don’t want that.” As he was speaking, Red’s hand drifted to Arrow’s shoulder. She barely touched him, and he was screaming. Blood welled up in Arrow’s mouth and trickled down his chin. Dash had no intention of letting him leave here alive.
“No, I don’t want that,” I said, raising the sword. Could I really do this? Harm Red in order to drive Dash out? I didn’t want it to come to that, but it already had.
“What is that you’ve got there?” Dash caught sight of the weapon I held, and he recoiled. “But you’re an undecided. You’re not worthy to wield that blade.” He recognized it. I hadn’t anticipated that.
“Well, you’ll have to take that up with Cinder.” I gripped the hilt tight with both hands.
“Do you even know what that is?” Dash’s voice thundered out of Red. Distracted by the sword, he seemed to momentarily forget about Arrow. “That is the Midnight Star, a blade forged for the flame bearer. Every generation there is one who comes to liberate the nephilim from darkness. I suppose that’s you then, honey. I never thought it would be a woman.” Dash threw a lot at me with that declaration. No way, I can’t be the flame bearer he spoke of. If anything, that was all a damn lie meant to distract me while he killed Arrow.
“Back off, Dash. We leave, and your witch lives. I don’t want to hurt her, but I’ll do what it takes to get out of here.” The sword seemed to hum in my hands or perhaps that was the tingle of my palms, itching to throw a fireball at the witch. The flame bearer. Could that be me? I was only one of many who possessed power over the element of fire.
“There’s always more where she came from. Not you though. You and that one,” Dash nodded to Rowen who sat slumped on the stairs under his blanket of silver. “You’re both mine.”
Nothing got my hackles up like possessiveness. I wasn’t an object. My mother had invested much time into ensuring that I believed that because she’d known eventually one of these assholes would tell me otherwise. Thanks, Mom. I growled, “Like hell we are.”
Though my arms were trembling, I held the sword as if I would use it. And I hoped that I could follow through if it came to that. For a strained moment Dash and I stared at each other, waiting for someone to make a move.
Instead Arrow flung up a hand to freeze Red as the shadows swarmed her. Dash’s greater power enabled him to fight back with much success, but Arrow’s effort bought us a few precious seconds.
“Go!” Arrow demanded as he dragged himself to his feet.
I turned and ran for the stairs with Arrow right behind me. His movements were stiff and pained, but he didn’t falter. Suddenly he was ripped away by an unseen hand and smashed into the floor so hard I thought for sure he was dead. But he was a fighter. He waved a hand at me to keep moving. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t let Dash have all of us.
“Run,” I urged Rowen, who blinked bleary eyes at me. His wings sagged heavily, and he struggled to get up.
The next thing I knew I was airborne, flung down beside Arrow like a sack of meat. My teeth smacked together before I managed to catch myself with a hand. With the other, I clung to the sword for dear life.
Red stood over us as Dash used her to pour his darkness into me. A million little knives buried inside me, sawing and slicing, cutting me down until I was too weak to fight back. A human could only conduct so much demonic power before burning out, but Dash never let up.
With great effort I tried to lift the sword, but it lay plastered to the floor. My strength was quickly sapped.
With a brilliant flash of light, Red tumbled back into the big screen TV. Both it and she toppled over, crashing down behind the television stand.
After a moment I realized that the blast of light had come from Rowen. He lay collapsed on the stairs, watching as Red began to rise.
Neither brother was in good enough shape to fend off a further demon attack. I had no other choice but to lay Red out.
With a grunt, I stood up. This time I didn’t hesitate. I rushed her with my sword held ready. Dash saw it coming, and he smiled. Maybe he didn’t believe I’d do it. Or maybe he enjoyed the fight. But when I plunged the blade into Red’s middle, his smile crumbled.
He gripped the blade before I could shove it in deeper, but it was already deep enough. Blood began to drip from the slices on the witch’s hands, but neither she nor Dash seemed to feel it.
“You’re making a grave mistake, girl. You can’t kill me.” As Dash spoke, blood filled Red’s mouth. He was fighting to hold on.
“I don’t need to,” I said. “I just need to stop you.”
The blade gleamed as a brilliant silver light engulfed it. Dash roared, an anguished sound. Demons might not die, but they feel pain. Right then that pain was enough for me. I wanted the asshole to hurt.
Dash fought to remain in Red, but it was useless. She was seriously wounded, and he was weakened by the silver buried inside her. With an angry cry, he let go, forced back to the other side where he would regain his strength and, at sundown, his body.
The crimson color faded from Red’s eyes, returning them to their natural green, but they were dull and unfocused. I jerked the sword free, and she hit the floor.
I stared at her, feeling a strange sense of surreal detachment. I hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but my self-defense had been vital. We’d never have had a chance to escape if I didn’t do it. Still, I felt horrible.
“Don’t feel bad,” Arrow said, holding his head. “She was a willing vessel. She knew the risk she was taking.”
I held out a hand to him, ignoring the parts of me that hurt. He was in much worse shape. We still had Skylar to deal with once we emerged from the basement.
Arrow’s bruised face had some new additions. He looked like shit. Wiping the blood from his face with the back of his arm, he headed for the stairs with an awkward limp.
“Come on, buddy,” he said to Rowen. “Let’s get you out of this shithole.”
“Let me go first.” I paused to wipe the blood from the blade on the arm of the couch. “If Skylar’s waiting for us up there, I can distract her while you two get out.”
Arrow didn’t argue but said, “We’re not going to leave you behind, Spike.”
I squeezed by the two of them and hesitated with my hand on the door. When the two of them were as ready as they were going to be, I turned the knob and flung the door open.
Silence met us. The quiet was eerie despite the sunlight streaming through the main floor. I stepped out of the basement and turned in every direction. Nothing. Where was Skylar?
Slowly I inched forward, waiting for her to appear. Arrow and Rowen followed. I paused so they could head for the door first, watching their back as they went. This didn’t feel right. It was too calm.
“Spike, get the gate, will you?” Arrow called, unfazed by the quiet. “There’s a button for it there.” He pointed to an intercom system on the wall near the spiral staircase that led to the upper floor.
I moved toward it, still turning slowly, unwilling to leave my back unguarded. Arrow opened the front door and dragged Rowen across the threshold. No sooner had I hit the button for the gate than Skylar appeared at the top of the stairs.
The first and only thing I noticed before she jumped on me was that her eyes were blue. Though no demon resided inside her, that didn’t make her any less crazy. She leaped from the top step, clearing the rest as she crashed down atop me, sending us both sprawling across the entryway floor.
The sword slipped from my grasp and skittered away despite my attempt to hang onto it. Flat on my back, I rolled over to get up, but Skylar was on me before I could. With black hair hiding most of her face, all I could see was her crazed eyes as she sat on my chest and wrapped her hands around my throat.
She began to speak in Latin, a spell. Letting her finish was not an option. I threw a hand up, and a ball of fire exploded in her face. Her scream was sharp in my ears, but they’d taken much worse from amps and drums.
The stink of singed hair was satisfying. Her face turned red and mottled from the flame. My fire didn’t stop her for long, but it did give me a chance to get up. Instead of going after her, I dove for the sword. Anticipating that move, Skylar shouted a command, and the sword slid further out of reach.
Arrow lingered on the front step looking uncertain. His shadows were useless in the sunlit room. Rowen slumped against him, sides heaving. He was too weak to help me. All they could do was watch.
Using my gifts required a lot of energy and focus. I couldn’t do much before I burned myself out, both literally and figuratively. Being half-human, my power supply was limited and currently in need of replenishment. I had no way of knowing which one of us would last longer, Skylar or me. I knew of only one way to find out.
A flame burned in the center of my palm. With careful intent, I pushed it out around me until I was surrounded by fire. Then I lunged for the sword, unwilling to leave it in the demons’ den.
Skylar threw a spell at me, then another, frowning when they did nothing. “This isn’t over,” she declared, hands on her hips like she was about to have a hissy fit.
“It is for now.” Holding the sword once again, I couldn’t help but notice how nicely the winged handle fit in my hand. “Unless you want to end up like your ginger friend downstairs, it’s probably best that you fuck right off.”
I was mad as hell and ready to show it. Sweat dotted my brow. My body ached, and I was tiring quickly.
Her fierce expression faltered, and she looked toward the basement. “What did you do to Michelle?” She didn’t wait around for a response. Forgetting me entirely, Skylar rushed to the basement door.
I didn’t waste the opportunity to get out without further incident. I let the fire cloaking me go out and joined the boys on the front step. The warmth of the sun cut through the slight chill in the fall air. Grateful that we were all alive, I sucked the fresh air deep into my lungs.
“You think you can do something about those?” Arrow nodded to Rowen’s wings as we passed through the open gate. The hellhounds had gathered to watch us, but none of them moved beyond the perimeter.
Rowen shook his head. His voice was raspy, and his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. “I don’t know how. I really don’t feel so well.”
We needed Cinder, but first we had to get Rowen out of sight, somewhere safe. “Let’s just get him in the car,” I said, urging them to move faster. “We’ll be safe at my place.”
I couldn’t be sure if anyone had seen us. Only one car passed as we struggled to get Rowen down the street and into the car. Thankfully that driver was too busy on his cell phone to gawk at us. Typical.
Those silver wings took up the entire back seat and then some, but Rowen settled in against the leather seats with a sigh. I peeled away with a squeal of tires, no longer concerned with the newness of the BMW.
From the passenger seat, Arrow stuck out a hand. His head was bowed, his brow creased in unspoken pain. “Now,” he said through clenched teeth. “Can I have my stash back?”
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“Rowen?” I glanced at him through the rear view mirror. “Are you ok? Do you need a hospital or something?”
He wasn’t looking so good. His breathing was shallow, and his amber eyes were dull and listless, lacking their usual fire. The purple and red bruises adorning his body appeared much worse than they had indoors.
“Don’t be stupid,” Arrow said as he used a credit card to cut a line of coke on the dash. “He can’t go to the hospital with giant fucking wings. Oh, and thanks for the concern. I only got my insides fried back there.”
A hard frown furrowed my brow. I told myself Arrow wasn’t worth getting frown lines at an early age, but it was impossible to relax.
“Pretty sure you’re fine. Keep treating yourself with drugs and cigarettes. I’m sure that’s the cure for someone like you.” Somehow I managed to keep from screaming in his stupid face despite being tightly wound and ready to snap.
“It’s cool.” Rowen’s voice was hoarse, as if he’d spent a lot of time screaming. “I’m ok.”
He wasn’t at all convincing, but I headed for home, silently repeating Cinder’s name. I couldn’t do this on my own, and I sure as shit couldn’t help Rowen with the wings. They’d manifested shockingly soon after he’d made his choice. As far as I knew, it didn’t generally work that way.
“Someone like me?” Arrow repeated, leaning over to snort the line through a fifty from his wallet. “That sounds awfully judgmental. Haven’t I earned at least a little bit of respect from you yet?”
I sighed and blew a long piece of layered bangs out of my eyes. “Is that really so important to you?” After what we’d just gone through, I wasn’t in the mood to have this conversation. My only concern right then was Rowen. Not for a moment did I wish anything bad on Arrow, but he seemed to be doing just fine.
Arrow ignored me, choosing to drag on a cigarette rather than answer my question. Fine by me. We drove the rest of the way to my apartment in silence.
He also seemed to be just as curious and surprised about the wings as I was. I caught him sneaking glances in the side mirror, peeking into the backseat to eye the silver feathers.
Only true angels had white wings. Demon wings were black as sin. Those in between, the fallen and the nephilim, their wings were silver although I’d seen them a drab grey as well. Cinder had said it had to do with the soul of the individual. Black soul, black wings. Made sense to me.
We arrived at my place in the late morning just after rush hour. Hopefully we wouldn’t be running into anybody in the elevator or the hall. I went first, ensuring the lobby was empty before waving Arrow and Rowen over. I darted up the stairs to the second floor while they took the elevator. The hallway was empty, and not a sound penetrated the walls from nearby suites.
We’d made it halfway to my apartment door when a sound at the opposite end of the hall startled me. I held my breath, fearing the worst. The fire exit swung open and in staggered my neighbor, Jez. My breath whooshed out in relief. Jez was a shapeshifter. Judging by the number of times I’d seen her come in bloody and bruised, she’d already seen her share of weird shit.
Her bright green gaze swept over each of us in turn. Strands had escaped her golden-blonde ponytail, and the pungent scent of alcohol wafted around her.
“Hey, Spike,” she said, casual and chill, like a man with wings was no big deal. “Arrow,” she added, a hardness in her tone that hadn’t been there before. I hadn’t been aware that they knew each other.
“Hi.” I squeezed out a small smile. Though we were only acquaintances, it was somehow reassuring to have someone else in the building who was more than human.
She paused at her apartment door, key poised in the lock. “Let me know if you need anything. I’m just a few feet away.”
“Thank you,” I said as I jammed my key into my own door. “Ditto.”
Throwing the door open, I stepped back to allow the guys through. The scrumptious aroma of fresh bread greeted us. Cinder!
“Oh my,” I heard from the kitchen as Cinder caught sight of Rowen. “Let’s get you settled somewhere comfortable.”
I locked the door as if the deadbolt was what made it safe rather than Cinder’s wards. The deadbolt might have been useless on anyone other than humans, but it gave me a sense of security anyway.
A peek in the kitchen revealed a loaf of bread fresh out of the oven, a tray of fresh fruit, and a tub of organic vanilla yogurt. I couldn’t find enough words for the gratitude I was feeling. Cinder was the best friend I’d ever had, though I wouldn’t have said so to Jett. She’s so touchy.
Arrow stepped back, seemingly happy to let Cinder take over. The compassion flowed from the angel as he got Rowen settled in the middle of the couch, wings splayed out on either side.
“Did anyone see you come in?” Cinder directed the question to me.
“Only Jez.” I propped the sword against the wall, sat heavily on the armchair adjacent to the couch, and began pulling my boots off. The adrenaline was wearing off, leaving me nauseous.
Turning back to Rowen, Cinder placed a hand on each of his shoulders. He spoke in low, calming tones, assessing the extent of Rowen’s injuries. With a gentleness that I’d never seen among humankind, Cinder guided Rowen in commanding his wings.
“It’s no different than any other limb,” he said softly. “They are yours to command. Will them to move, and they shall. Will them to be unseen, and they shall. Take a deep breath.” Cinder turned. “Ember, fetch him some water, will you?”
“I’ll do it.” Arrow rocked forward, springing into motion.
I turned in my chair to watch him search through the cupboards until he found the glasses. His hands were shaky. He listed too far to the right, lost his balance, but caught himself on the counter. His head jerked up, and he caught me staring. Maybe he was in rougher shape than I’d thought.
I turned away quickly, just in time to see Rowen’s wings vanish. He breathed a sigh of relief and grabbed Cinder’s hand in a thankful squeeze. He held his other hand out to me, and I went to him.
Rowen looked better already. Cinder’s encouragement and guidance had lit a light that burned inside Rowen. He had chosen the light, as he’d said he would. It suited him. I was happy even though I was also jealous of his ability to be so certain with his choice. I knew my procrastination was an obstacle that I had to get over. Why did I have to be so damn afraid to commit?
Curled up next to Rowen, I had to ask myself how deep my fear went. I couldn’t mistake the way I felt about him. I was falling in love, which was scary, but it was also exciting. My fears had cost me good things in the past. In fact, they still did. At some point, I had to face that before it took everything from me.
Arrow returned with a glass of water, which he handed to Rowen before sitting down in the chair I’d just vacated. He rubbed his hands over his face and stared at the carpet.
The brothers needed to talk. Now was as good a time as any.
“Cinder, will you join me outside for a minute please?” I kissed Rowen’s temple before getting up and heading for the balcony.
Cinder closed the door behind us and took a seat in one of the lounge chairs. I leaned against the railing and sparked up a smoke. His lips quirked like he wanted to lecture me, but somehow he refrained.
“You did good, Ember. I’m proud of you.”
“Really? But I just lit a cigarette after dragging in two broken nephilim.”
“I know.” Cinder nodded and propped a foot on the opposing knee. “That’s why I’m proud. Well, not the smoking part. That’s a vile habit, and you should know better. But you did what you set out to do. You succeeded.”
“Yeah, I guess.” I sucked smoke into my lungs and gagged when it only increased my nausea. The concrete felt cold beneath my socked feet. Now that I was home, I was unbearably exhausted.
“Tell me what happened.”
I recounted the events of the morning for him. He listened attentively, waiting until I’d finished before asking any questions. Then it was my turn.
“Cinder, what is the Midnight Star for? And why did Dash think it was meant for me?”
Cinder looked mildly surprised that I knew the sword’s name. “Because it is. I wasn’t supposed to give it to you until you’d committed yourself to the light. But I couldn’t send you in there without it.” Again that commitment thing. Why did choosing have to be such a big friggin’ deal? I already knew the answer to that.
“Dash told me that it was to be wielded by the one meant to liberate the nephilim from darkness. Care to shed a little light on that?” The cigarette had burned down to the filter though I’d barely smoked it. I squished it out in the empty coffee can that served as an ashtray and sat down on the chair next to him.
“Dash spoke the truth. Unfortunately, now he knows who you really are. So I suppose you should as well.” Cinder paused, gazing down at the quiet street below. “Every generation has a flame bearer, one born to bring the lost nephilim back to the light. The nephilim were once known as abominations, and all were condemned to darkness. But things changed. Humankind can be made right with God, and as mortals, so can the nephilim. The demons resent that though. They strive to claim as many of you as they can.” He waited then, allowing me to mull this over.
And I did, expecting it to somehow shock or alarm me. It didn’t. Somewhere deep inside, something clicked, like I’d known all along. “Is this common knowledge?” I finally asked. “Is this why Koda has been after me for so long?”
“No,” Cinder said, his voice thick with disgust. “The identity of the chosen flame bearer isn’t widely known. Koda’s sick obsession is all his own. Though I imagine it may get worse if he learns of it.”
My gaze strayed to the door. Rowen and Arrow were talking inside. Arrow had moved to sit beside Rowen, and the two of them seemed to be in deep discussion.
“What do I do now?” I asked. “And more importantly, how do I do it?”
Cinder’s hand was warm on my shoulder, and I shivered as it made the chill in the air seem that much sharper. “You keep being you and doing what you know to be right.”
I peered into his pretty, violet eyes and saw my own reflection within them. “The part you’re not saying is that I have to hurry and choose, don’t I?”
“It’s not my place to pressure you, Ember. Your choice is your own, and you know in your heart what it must be.”
“I do, I know. But I’m scared, Cinder. I don’t do commitment so well. There are so many what-ifs running around in my head. What if I can’t stay loyal to my commitment?” I nodded toward Rowen. “I’m actually jealous of him for being so sure.”
Cinder made a sympathetic noise and patted my shoulder. “What-ifs belong to the devil. Any sentence or thought that begins with what if is a product of doubt and fear. You must banish it.”
I nodded and bit my lip, unable to voice my frustration at being unable to quell my irrational inner fears. My silence didn’t prevent Cinder from understanding though. He smoothed a hand over my hair, exuding a sense of calm that settled over me.
“Many share your struggle. It’s not so different from those who don’t believe marriage is more than a piece of paper. They fail to realize that the paper is solely for the human legal system. The vows, on the other hand, are for the soul. Making such a declaration before God and man adds vitality to our commitments. That’s what makes it real, the oath to withstand all that life brings until the end. That’s what makes it mean something. What’s holding your soul back, Ember?”
Tears filled my eyes and ran down my face. Something he’d said had reached through the fog and chaos in my head, penetrating to the source of the problem, finding it and setting it free. Cinder didn’t offer me the false words of comfort that humans were so quick to dole out, thinking them helpful. He let me cry, which was just what I needed. I seldom allowed myself such a luxury.
“I’m afraid that I won’t be able to cut it, that I’ll be a total failure. I’m not exactly living the sin-free life here, and I’ll never be perfect.” There. I said it. All my silly, irrational fears were on the table. I knew perfection was a myth, that it didn’t exist. Still, the pressure to achieve it was there, a rotten seed buried in my soul.
Cinder pulled me in for an awkward half-hug across the span of our chairs. He chuckled, a gentle sound that soothed. “Do you think I’m perfect, Ember? I promise you that I am not. Nor is the preacher who leads his flock, the family who adopts an orphan, nor that sweet boy in there.” He pointed to Rowen. “All you can do is your best. Perfection is not a requirement to serve the light. Only dedication. Ask yourself where you belong. You already know the answer. Just come to terms with accepting it, and you will become all you are meant to be.”
I stared at Rowen, my mind racing. “How is it possible that he has wings?”
“His soul was ready to embrace all of who he is. I daresay it was a mistake for his talents to be hidden. Somehow they were never hidden from him. He will be a vital addition to the light.” Cinder’s smile was filled with joy.
I wanted that smile for me one day. Cinder was right. I knew where I belonged. Maybe I did have much work to do on myself, but I had to start somewhere. Another glance at Rowen confirmed that I wanted to be as secure in myself as he was. I wanted more than what my life was offering. So I would have to take the reins to control my fate.
“So what makes the Midnight Star so special?” I asked, curious but also ready to move past my little cryfest. “It has a pretty fancy name.”
“You do,” Cinder said as if that explained everything. “You and every other flame bearer who possesses it. It will take care of you, if you let it. It forces demons back to the other side.”
The memory of plunging it into Michelle surfaced, and I tasted bile at the back of my throat. “I used it to hurt someone, a human. I didn’t want to, but I didn’t have much choice.”
“That woman chose to serve Dash knowing that it put her life in jeopardy and, more importantly, her soul. We all have a role to play. She played hers, and you played yours.” Cinder rose and pulled me up with him. “You’re shivering. Get something to eat and get some rest.”
Maybe some food would settle my stomach. “What about them?” I jerked a thumb toward the living room. “Dash did a real number on them both. They need healing, and I don’t think they’re safe at their house once the sun goes down.”
Cinder considered the guys who appeared to be deep in conversation. Arrow had tossed his hat on the chair and his long hair fell to hide his face. His shoulders were squared and stiff. Rowen slumped against the back of the couch, his arms crossed and his brow pinched. I wondered what exactly they were talking about.
“I don’t suppose you want to have them stay here,” Cinder suggested, his head inclined in thought. “I can’t put wards on Arrow’s house since he’s dark. Rowen won’t be safe there any longer.”
I studied the brothers through the glass. Arrow was clearly in more pain than he wanted to show. It was more than just the drugs that had him losing his balance in the kitchen. Dash had seriously hurt him. He could be bleeding internally for all I knew. Rowen too was in rough shape, but he didn’t seem to be as obviously distressed. His agony appeared to be more of the mental kind.
“Will you heal him?” I asked. “Arrow. I mean.”
Cinder regarded me with a studious look that dissected my words, seeking out the root of my intent. “You would ask me to bless him? After all that you know him to be.”
I knew the angel wasn’t trying to make me second-guess my request. He merely wished to verify it. Feeling my stare upon him, Arrow glanced up to meet my gaze.
“Yes,” I said, hoping it wasn’t a mistake. “He’s as lost as anyone, Cinder. I think he even knows it. If I don’t make a request on his behalf, who will?”
With a broad smile, Cinder turned to go inside. “You never stop amazing me, Ember. I hope you can see the depths of your genuine nature. You may be a sinner, but your heart dwells in a place of beauty.” He stopped with a hand on the door and turned back to me. “You’re no stranger to commitment, you know. That little tortoise in there will live many human years, yet you promised to care for him through them all.”
I opened my mouth to protest then clamped it shut, finding that he was right. Adopting Seth hadn’t felt like a commitment. Not for a moment had I paused to consider the length of years he would live. In fact, the idea of having decades with the little guy had appealed to me.
“I see what you did there.” With a laugh, I gave him a playful shove. “Let’s go inside. It’s freezing out here.”
The guys fell silent as we entered. They exchanged a look. Fatigue lined Rowen’s eyes, giving them a hollow, sunken appearance. Arrow was wired on coke when he should have been tired as well. Exhaustion was quickly overtaking me.
Cinder extended a hand to Arrow. “May I?”
Arrow shot me a wary glance before putting his hand in Cinder’s. Nothing obvious or visible happened. The room seemed to grow warmer, and Arrow let out a small gasp. Then it was over. Cinder did the same with Rowen who watched him in wide-eyed wonder.
“Stay safe,” Cinder addressed us all. To me, he added, “We’ll speak soon.” Then he was gone.
“We all need to get some sleep,” My gaze landed on the Midnight Star, surprised that Cinder had left it behind. “We’re safe here behind Cinder’s wards. You guys can crash here if you want. The couch pulls out into a bed.”
Arrow got up too quickly and put a hand to his head. “You guys chill here. I’m heading home. Hiding from Dash is pointless. He’ll catch up with me eventually.”
“Arrow, don’t. Just stay. At least until you’ve slept.” The hard edge to Rowen’s tone made me think they’d argued while I was outside.
“Naw, it’s cool. I’ll sleep in my own bed. And maybe die there too.” Arrow shrugged like it was all part of life, no big deal. Then he headed for the door without a look back.
Rowen got up too, wearing a scowl. Instead of following Arrow, he went straight into my bedroom and closed the door. With raised brows I stared at the closed door. Did this mean we were an official item? He was sleeping in my bed as if we were.
The smothering sensation of commitment crawled over me, cutting off my breath. Were we supposed to have a talk about this or just let it be whatever it was? I was too confused and too tired to make sense of it all.
I caught up with Arrow when he was halfway down the hall. He kept going, ignoring me when I said his name. Breaking into a sprint, I caught up to him. I grabbed his arm tighter than necessary.
“Do you think going off alone is the best idea right now? I don’t think you’re in the right state of mind to be alone.”
He shook me off with a force that bordered on violent. “I don’t really give a shit what you think, Spike. Stop acting like we’re the same. Rowen is light, and you are so sickeningly light that you may as well just choose them and get it over with. I’m dark. The enemy. So thanks for asking your angel pal to heal me, but I’ll be on my way now.”
He stormed away with such anger in his stride that I decided it was best to let him go. Who was I to try to stop him? Arrow was in charge of his own destiny. Still, I felt bad for him. Perhaps my pity drove him away in such fury.
After stabbing the button for the elevator half a dozen times, he cast a scathing glare my way. “See you in a few days. When we kick your ass on stage.”
So he wanted to be like that, did he? Fine. I got it. Arrow didn’t know how to react to the kindness of others because he wasn’t used to receiving it. Lashing out was all he knew.
I watched him disappear into the elevator, feeling both sad for him and pissed at him. I hope you live to see that night, Arrow, I thought. Really, I do.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 
 
Rowen stayed for a few days. It gave him a chance to rest, us a chance to recover, and Arrow some time alone. Rowen didn’t say much about his talk with Arrow, only that the discovery that they were brothers had been shocking. He needed some time to adjust.
In between work, jamming with the girls, and training with Cinder, we didn’t actually spend all that much time together. Still, at the end of the third day, when he announced that he was going home, I was both relieved and worried.
We hadn’t had `the talk,’ the awkward breakdown of our relationship that analyzed the future we might or might not have together. Every moment I spent with Rowen brought me closer to a feeling of certainty that he was the one. Still, the voice of doubt lingered in my head.
“If this is moving too fast for you, let me know,” he’d said to me one night after we’d made love. “I don’t want to scare you away. But I don’t think I could ever feel for someone else what I feel for you.”
I’d held him close and kissed his words away, content to let my body say the words I couldn’t give voice to. I did feel deeply for Rowen, but I didn’t do love so well. I feared hurting him.
Once he’d decided to go back to Arrow’s, I made him promise me he would be careful. That night, we’d sat outside Arrow’s house in my car, holding hands and dragging the moment out as long as we reasonably could.
“If anything happens, Dash or anyone else, don’t hesitate to call me. I’ll come.” I kissed him several times before letting him get out.
“I promise,” he’d sworn with his hand on the door. “You know, Spike, you are the one who made me so sure of where I belong. I want you to be that sure too. It’s ok to take a leap of faith. You might be surprised at how well it works out.”
I watched him walk up the front steps and disappear inside. Arrow’s car wasn’t out front, but it could have been in the garage. I had to admit that I’d love to have been a fly on the wall when they spoke next.
When I pulled up at the jam space to meet the girls, it felt like it had been ages since we’d been together when it had only been a few days. Once Jett was brought up to speed on the latest goings on in the nephilim world, she forgot that she was mad at me for some silly-ass reason.
“Next time shit like that happens, Spike, you let me know. I’ll have your back in a fucking heartbeat. I mean it.” Jett had been adamant, insisting she wasn’t afraid of Dash, adding, “Fear is for suckers.”
She was currently singing her heart out as we put the finishing touches on a new song. Playing it for the final show meant a lot to Jett. I’d never seen her so intent on proving herself. I wondered if she would’ve been this hell bent on winning if we’d been up against a band other than Molly’s Chamber.
Even though the final band battle meant a lot to me, it was difficult to stay focused. My mind kept straying. Rowen’s text that Arrow was gone didn’t help any. Arrow had left a message saying he’d try to make it to the show. No guarantees. What in the ever loving fuck?
We took a break after that song, and I told Jett about the text.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jett stared at me with growing ire. “Arrow’s bailing on the show? We can’t win by default. I want to kick his ass!”
“He didn’t say he was bailing,” I corrected, accepting the joint Tash passed my way. “He said he’d try to make it.”
I mulled this over. Where the hell would Arrow go? And why? It definitely had something to do with Dash.
“Oh, he better fucking make it. I will gut that fucker if he ruins this final night for me. For us.” Jett snatched the joint away and puffed angrily on it. I hid a smile. She was always so easily angered. The wolf made her impatient and bossy, or maybe that was just Jett. I hadn’t known her before she was a wolf.
We played well into the wee morning hours. Finally Tash packed up her bass and announced that she was going home. I’d been yawning for some time already.
“Me too,” I agreed. “Jett, I think we’re more than ready for the show. Let’s call it a night.”
“Fine.” Her eyes glittered wolf. She was still cranky though her mood had worn thin. “When we win, I’m taking us all out to celebrate. Somewhere swanky where they frown on people like us.”
I wasn’t sure if she meant us as in rock musicians or us as in beings other than mere humans. It didn’t really matter.
We locked up the jam space and headed to our cars. I was in the middle of the parking lot when Koda appeared without warning. It was so sudden that I’d had no sense of him. He appeared right in front of me with black wings spread, his red eyes seeming to glow in the darkness. Jett waved for the other girls to take off quickly as she hurried to my side.
“What now, Koda?” I asked tiredly. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t show up like this in front of my friends.”
His gaze swept over me before lingering on Jett who glared furiously at him. With wings flared, Koda maintained an intimidating stance.
“I came to warn you about Dash,” he said. “He’s going to be at your show this weekend.”
“Am I supposed to be surprised? Or scared? Because all I am is sick of demon bullshit.” My palms tingled as I instinctively grew defensive. Throwing a fireball in Koda’s face might feel good, but the results would be short lived. Not worth it.
“You have been nothing but a bitch to me, and still I’m here with good intentions. Is it too much to ask that you speak to me with some respect?” Somehow Koda managed to look hurt.
I wasn’t buying it, and I snickered, unable to resist. “But I don’t respect you, Koda. And let’s not forget what they say about good intentions. The road to hell is paved with them.”
“Actually,” he retorted with a sinister smile. “The road to hell is paved with the souls of snotty nephilim who spit in the face of those seeking to help them.”
Jett scoffed. She wasn’t the type to let a stupid comment like that pass without a remark. “Is that how you think you get into a lady’s pants? No wonder you’ve never scored with Spike.”
My elbow jerked of its own accord, finding its way into the soft tissue between Jett’s ribs. She grunted, but it came out as more of a laugh.
Koda spared an evil smirk for Jett. “I bet that mouth of yours gets you into plenty of trouble.”
“You have no idea,” she quipped, thrusting her hip forward and crossing her arms. Jett wasn’t one to be easily cowed.
“I haven’t been looking for a new pet, but I would make an exception for you.” Koda’s cool tone had taken on a malicious note I’d heard before. Though he was seldom more than a royal pain in my ass, he was still dangerous. Taunting him was unwise.
I jumped in before Jett could reply and make things worse. “Tell me why I should care about Dash coming to the show. It’s a public place. What can he really do?”
Koda stared hard at Jett for several more seconds before allowing me to redirect his gaze. “That’s not the question you should be asking. You stabbed his witch and swiped his nephilim. You should be wondering what it is he won’t do.”
The intensity of his stare bore deeper into me than usual. I was uncomfortable beneath the weight of it. “Dash told you, didn’t he?”
“That you’re the keeper of the Midnight Star? Yes, he did. There have been many, though it’s been ages since it’s been a woman. But never an undecided.” The sound of feathers rustling was loud in the stillness as Koda’s wings settled against his back.
I couldn’t tell if there was a veiled threat in Koda’s words or not. The way he looked at me was as intrusive and vile as ever. I had a sinking feeling that this news had only fed his weird infatuation with me. “Ok,” I said, drawing out the word, feeling uncomfortable and desperately wanting to be away from him. “So if we’re done here, I’ll just be leaving now.”
“I came as your friend, Spike. I don’t want you to be caught off guard by Dash. I can help, you know. If you’d consider striking a deal.”
Jett scoffed but said nothing.
I looked at Koda like he was out of his mind, which he evidently was. What kind of a blasted fool did he take me for? My laugh was sharp and deadly. “Really? You’re trying that? Come on now, Koda. Even you’re smarter than that.”
He bristled, drawing himself up to his full height and twitching his wings. “I can keep Dash away from you,” he insisted defensively. “I can arrange it so he never dares to look your way again.”
I didn’t doubt that Koda could do as he claimed. No two demons were the same, each possessing their own powers and authority. However, Dash had proven himself as one who fights back, which made me think he wouldn’t give up as easily as Koda seemed to think.
“I don’t need your help,” I said.
At the same time Jett asked, “What would you want in return?”
Now that was a question I didn’t want the answer to. Too bad because I was going to get it.
“One night,” Koda said, his expression deadly serious. “I just want one night with you.” The fire that smoldered in his eyes conveyed his intent very well. I needed no further description. Talk about an indecent proposal.
“What the fuck, Koda?” I blurted. “Do you think I’m the kind of person who sells herself? You can take your deal and stick it. Get out of my face and leave me alone. Or you’ll be the next one I gut with the Midnight Star.”
It was a feisty threat, one I didn’t think through before anger forced it out of my mouth. Koda was getting on my last nerve. Allowing him to anger me was weakness. It brought me to his level. A few deep breaths helped me to regain control of my temper, but it didn’t stop a flame from sparking to life in my palm.
Koda’s eyes narrowed, but he otherwise didn’t react. The lack of reaction was worse than if he’d erupted in temper. I clamped my mouth shut and prayed he would leave.
“I see.” His tone was ice-cold steel. “Your constant rejection of my affection is growing tiresome. You’re terribly mistaken if you think you’ll have a happily ever after with your white lighter. The dark will never allow that one to slip away.”
The menacing glimmer in Koda’s eyes was starting to scare me. I touched Jett’s elbow lightly, hoping she would pick up on what I wasn’t saying. She hesitated a moment, unsure. Then she turned around and walked to her car. Good. I wanted her to go before Koda could get it into his head to hurt someone close to me.
“Rowen can handle himself,” I said, allowing the fire in my hand to grow. “So can I. Without your help.” Taking a risk, I shoved past him and continued on for my car. The flames engulfed me, coating me in a protective sheen of fire as I went.
Koda turned to watch me retreat, but he didn’t give pursuit. “I guess we’ll see about that.” His remark was simple enough, but it was loaded with threats and dark promises.
I kept an eye on Koda as I deposited my guitar into the backseat of the Nova. Jett’s Mustang tore away down the street, giving me a small sense of relief. I didn’t understand Koda’s obsession with me. Cinder had surmised that it had something to do with the rarity of nephilim women. He also suggested that Koda was drawn to the fact that I was both angel and human. The way Cinder described it made me think Koda had some kind of twisted fetish or something.
Koda could never be trusted, no matter what kind of nasty deal he was willing to strike. He was evil. Evil could never be trusted. It could only be battled.
As shitty a guy as Koda was, he had given me a heads up. It was no surprise that Dash wasn’t done with either Rowen or me. I’d expected him to come after us, but now I knew when that would be.
I wasn’t ready. Not by a long shot. Between the performance, Arrow’s disappearance, and the demons, the final battle showdown was shaping up to be a crazy good time or a total nightmare.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 
 
“Try not to look too hot tonight. It’s going to be hard enough for me to focus. If you look even half as good as you usually do, I won’t stand a chance.” Rowen’s playful, sexy tone emanated from my phone. On speaker, it sat on the bathroom counter beside me. We chatted while getting ready for the big night.
“Ok. I’ll wear ratty pajamas and put my hair in a messy bun. No makeup.” I smiled to myself in the mirror as I carefully applied my favorite velvet-red lipstick.
His chuckle was light and warm despite everything that had recently gone down. “You’d make even that look sexy. I can’t wait to watch you play.”
“Stop that. You’ll make me nervous. Then I’ll fuck up, and we’ll lose. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” I teased him, knowing that neither of us cared who won tonight. All I cared about was seeing the night through to its end without incident.
I left my long, black hair down, teasing it up just a little to give it a wild, tousled look. My grey blue eyes were heavily outlined in black and silver shadow. Taking the phone with me into the bedroom, I tossed it on the bed and began to dig through the stuff in my closet for the right attire.
“So what are you going to do if Arrow doesn’t show up?” I asked. “Have you guys planned for that?”
He sighed, a heavily dramatic whoosh of escaping air. “Sam will take over vocals if Arrow doesn’t show. It won’t be the same, but we aren’t going to let him ruin tonight for us.”
I nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. “Good. I think he’s done enough.”
Nothing but silence came from Rowen for a moment. He sounded defeated when he finally said, “Agreed. Somehow I suspect it’s far from over. But I’m not letting him ruin the great mood I’ve got going on, so let’s not talk about him.”
I nodded again, felt stupid, and said, “Ok. What about Dash?”
“What about him? I’ve been right here for days. If he wanted to kill either me or you, he’s had ample opportunity. I don’t think that’s what he wants.” The sound of a lighter’s flint was followed by an inhalation of smoke. It reminded me that Rowen’s good choice didn’t mean he’d never make bad ones.
Why couldn’t I stop feeling so pressured to be perfect? Where had that even come from? My mother had raised me to be content with who I was, but society had tried to crush that. The men I’d risked dating had never been content with me being myself. Koda and others like him had encouraged the belief that I wasn’t good enough for the light.
Feeling a sudden surge of frustration, I reached into my closet and dragged out the first thing my hand touched, a Motley Crüe t-shirt. I paired it up with tight leather pants and my favorite knee high boots. I was ready, on the outside anyway.
“I wish I could bring the sword with me,” I said, gazing longingly to where it sat propped in its sheath in the corner of my bedroom.
“I think you should. Can you fit it in your guitar case?” The loud clink of ice falling into a glass came through the phone.
I eyed the sword. “Actually, yeah, I think I can fit it in there. Are you drinking?”
“Just a little. I need to take the edge off. Don’t worry. I’ll catch a ride with Sam.”
On the final night of the band battle, drinking was bound to happen. Still, I couldn’t shake the concern rooted in the back of my mind. “Well, I guess I’ll see you there then.”
Rowen’s laugh was low and throaty. I almost wished we could blow off the whole evening and just stay in together. “I can’t wait to have my ass kicked by you.”
After we hung up, I worked on squeezing the Midnight Star into my guitar case. It was tight, but I managed. That sword wasn’t the kind of thing I could just pull out and start brandishing like a wannabe warrior woman, but having it with me gave me some comfort.
I checked on Seth before I left, ensuring he had fresh food and water. Then I gave his little head a kiss and locked up on my way out. Guitar case and bat wing purse slung over my shoulder, I headed down the hall with a strange, growing excitement in my step. I was still wary about what the night might bring, but I was kind of looking forward to it.
The elevator door slid open. Cinder stood inside with arms crossed and a playfully scolding expression. He was channeling his inner ’80s rocker with a Poison t-shirt and blue bandana tied around his shaggy blond hair.
“Taking the elevator, Ember?” He teased. “Really? You live on the second floor.”
I stepped in and hit the button for the lobby. “Hey, this sucker gets heavy.” I eyed his clothing with an inquisitive stare. “What’s with the threads? Are you coming to the show?”
Cinder didn’t often come to my shows, and I’d always accepted that it wasn’t an ideal scene for angels. On second thought, maybe it was. Still, I hadn’t expected to see him tonight.
“I am. For the most part I’ll be unseen. I fully believe you and Rowen are more capable than Dash realizes. However, should it be required, I intend to be there to fight at your side.” Cinder’s readiness showed in the way he held himself, rigid though calm.
I threw an arm around him in a hug, finding it funny that he smelled of baby powder. “Thank you. For everything.”
“No need to thank me. I wish I could do more, but I am confident in the woman you have grown into. You have all you need to succeed. And though I probably shouldn’t be, I’m eager to see Dash again. It’s been a while.” Cinder’s gaze slid over me. With lips pursed, he said, “Can you actually breathe in those pants?”
“Yes,” I laughed, momentarily distracted by the revelation that Cinder wanted a piece of Dash. I suppose kicking some demon ass was pretty satisfying for the angels though Cinder would never say as much.
Cinder could have popped over to The Spirit Room in an instant, but he rode with me in the Nova instead. The engine sounded a little rougher than usual. Probably time for another oil change. As long as The Piece didn’t leave me stranded and waiting for a tow truck, it was all good.
A line had already formed to get into The Spirit Room before we arrived. As I parked, my belly flipped a few times, but otherwise I was feeling good about the show.
Arrow would be sorry if he just handed us this win. Of course, the fact that he was willing to do that made me think something was very wrong. But what could I do? He’d left on his own. Hadn’t he?
“I’ll see you later,” Cinder said when I began dragging my stuff out of the car. “Break a leg. That’s what they say, right?”
I nodded and smiled, happy for his good wishes. “Yes, thank you.”
He was gone before anyone could take notice of him. Jett was waiting at the side door where the bands enter. She thrust a vodka and sprite topped with a cherry into my hand.
“Here’s to our big win.” Her grin was huge. Her deep-burgundy painted lips made her teeth appear dazzlingly white. “Can you feel it, Spike? I can fucking feel it.”
“I feel it, Jett. It’s going to get interesting.”
She did a little happy dance that I had to admit was infectious. Our chances were good but not guaranteed. Still, I wasn’t going to ruin the positive vibe she had going. Positivity could breed very good things.
The DJ pumped classic rock into the building while Sacred Stone set up. Being the last band to be eliminated, they’d been brought back as the opening act tonight. Hopefully Paul would keep his chauvinistic trap shut if we ran into each other.
I scanned the growing crowd. It was too soon for Dash yet. He wouldn’t appear this early in the evening.
“Tonight we win. Then we get signed. And then we tour and live it up.” Jett’s eyes sparkled with big dreams. “I can’t fucking wait.”
I’d grown up sharing that exact dream. I still did, but now I wondered if it was doable. Once I chose a side, I would have new obligations. No. I shoved those thoughts aside and focused on everything from Jett’s lilac perfume to the notes being plucked on stage as Sacred Stone did their sound check. Live in the moment.
I drank back the vodka quicker than intended. I needed a little relaxation, something to take the edge off. The alcohol spread through my veins with more force than I’d anticipated.
“Is this a double?” I asked.
Jett tossed her purple bangs out of her eyes. “Damn right it is.”
I followed her upstairs to the dressing room. It was empty other than Rubi and Tash who primped in the mirror amid giggles and girl talk.
“Dude, don’t let him do shit like that to you,” Rubi admonished as we entered. “It’s unsanitary.”
“Shut up.” Tash slapped her with a hairbrush. “I like it.”
“Do we want to know?” Jett asked, plopping down on the couch. She pulled a joint from her cleavage and sparked it up.
I propped my guitar case near the door. Instead of joining Jett on the couch, I paced around the room. My excited energy made it impossible to relax.
“Tash lets Mr. Country violate her no-no area,” Rubi said, bracing for the next hairbrush smack.
Jett let out a puff of smoke. “No such thing as a no-no area, Rubi. Don’t be so uptight.”
“Told you,” Tash joined in. “You need to get laid, Rubi. I think you’ve forgotten how much fun it is.”
I laughed but said nothing. This wasn’t a conversation I was going to weigh in on. Teasing Tash was kind of our thing, but I wasn’t about to say anything to get this turned around on me.
Except Jett said, “Spike’s finally getting her itch scratched,” She passed the joint to Tash. “Let’s hear about how good Rowen is in bed. I bet he’s good.”
My cheeks warmed. “Let’s not discuss Rowen’s sexual prowess. Some things need to stay on the down low.”
Jett snorted. “Oh, please. Since when do you not fuck and tell? I bet he has a big—”
“Oh, I do,” Rowen broke in, drawing every gaze to where he stood in the doorway. “At least, I like to think so.”
My cheeks burned, but the girls laughed. Girl talk in public places was dangerous.
“I didn’t hear you come up,” I said.
“Yeah, well, I seem to be a lot more stealthy than usual.” Rowen cast a glance toward the stairs. Sam and Greyson clambered up, making enough noise for a herd of elephants.
Rowen was ridiculously hot. His hair was perfectly spiked with that piece I loved falling into his eyes. In a black leather jacket with a Crimson Sin t-shirt and black jeans, he gave me a rush that filled me to overflowing. So swoon worthy.
I gestured to his shirt. “Are you kidding me right now? You are going to get so lucky tonight.”
“Hey ladies.” Sam shoved by Rowen into the room. He had a beer in each hand, a guitar case strapped to his back, and a giant grin on his face. He shrugged off the guitar case and sat down beside Jett. “Damn, Jett, you’re looking fine tonight. What are you doing after the show?”
Jett eyed him like the predator she was. Assessing the cute, fun-loving, but somewhat goofy Sam, she cocked her head to one side and smirked. “Not you, sweetheart. Nice try though.”
“Come on, baby, let me rock your world.” Dimples gave Sam a cherubic appearance. That grin probably worked on a lot of ladies.
“I don’t think so.” Jett’s dark-red lips quirked as she enjoyed his attempt at flirting. “You couldn’t handle me. Really. I’d eat you alive.”
I suspected that statement had some truth to it. Jett wasn’t a violent monster, but she was as spirited as they came. Being part of a pack kept her wolf under control and allowed her animal side to flourish. Still any guy that got involved with her had to be able to hold his own. I wasn’t sure Sam was up to the challenge.
“I am totally ok with that,” Sam said before pounding back one of the beers he held.
Rowen and I exchanged a look. He rolled his eyes at Sam and said, “Trust me, Sammy. There’s more to these girls than it seems. You’d never stand a chance.”
Voices and laughter quickly filled the room. Rowen leaned his bass case against the wall and steered me into a corner that barely gave us the illusion of privacy.
“I’ve been looking forward to this all day.” His kiss started off tender and sweet, deepening with emotion and desire. Our friends whistled and shouted at us, but we ignored them all. I slid my arms around his neck and pressed closer. His hands were warm on my hips. Drums began to thunder beneath us, announcing the start of the show.
Jett and Sam said almost in unison, “Get a room.”
“Who plays first?” I asked when we finally broke apart. “Do you know?”
“We do,” he said, running a hand over his mohawk. “Still no word from Arrow. He’s not replying to messages or answering his phone.”
“Fuck him,” Sam muttered while Greyson nodded his silent agreement.
“Are you worried?” I whispered, searching Rowen’s amazing, fiery eyes. His reluctance to show any feeling regarding Arrow was worrisome. They were friends and brothers. It felt like he should be more concerned.
Rowen glanced toward the other guys. Anger lit up his face. “I care about Arrow. I hope he’s ok, but he’s fucked up too many times. The lies. That shit he pulled with you. I can’t let that go. Not yet.”
I nodded, totally understanding where he was coming from. With a hand on his face, I kissed him again before whispering against his lips, “For the record, he didn’t know you’re his brother until recently. From what I’ve observed, he’s such a fucking asshole because nobody ever genuinely gave a shit about him. Just try to remember that. And don’t forget that he went in after you.”
He frowned and shook his head. The anger melted away, and he sighed. “See what I mean? That beautiful heart you have is what made me so sure of my choice. It’s why I fell so hard for you.”
Our friends were engrossed in conversation, but I could feel Jett’s watchful gaze upon us. She knew me so well. I was sure she could see the doubt that flitted through me, which I tried desperately to hide behind a smile. Catching my eye, she gave me a pointed look, which I took to mean, `Don’t be a chicken shit.’
“You’re sweet, Rowen.” I ducked my head to hide the uncertainty that I was sure was painted all over my face. It wasn’t that I didn’t have feelings for him. It was that those feelings scared the shit out of me.
“Hey.” He touched the side of my face. “Are we cool? I mean, are we on the same page here? I know we haven’t really made it official, but it didn’t feel like we had to. Are we… together?”
I hadn’t expected this moment to happen in front of our friends. Thankfully only Jett appeared to be paying any attention. Her keen wolf ears could likely pick out every word too.
I had just seconds to form a response. To take any longer would reveal my inner doubts and fears, and Rowen would form his own assumptions from that. I knew that if I didn’t take this chance, I never would. I could take a risk and possibly be disappointed, or I could shy away and never know what might have been. What I had to ask myself was if Rowen was worth the risk.
“Yes,” I heard myself say as my pulse pounded in my ears. “We are on the same page. I’ll be honest. This scares me. But I want to be with you. I want to discover what we could have.”
Rowen pulled me into his arms and kissed me with a ravenous passion. Then he chuckled, a sensual sound that drove me a little crazy. “Will you still feel that way if we kick your ass tonight?”
I shoved him and laughed. “Not gonna happen.”
“Care to wager on it?” With a raised brow, he shot me a naughty smile.
Before I could answer, the stage manager appeared with orders for Molly’s Chamber to get downstairs. The DJ broadcasting live for the radio station hosting the event wanted to have a short interview with each band before they went on.
“Hold that thought,” Rowen said, giving me one last lingering kiss before he and the guys disappeared downstairs.
“We should head down too,” Jett said, waving a hand at Rubi who still stood in front of the mirror back-combing her hair. “If you bitches are finished here, I’m on the prowl for a boy toy tonight.”
“Well, Sam was willing.” I hid a smirk, expecting the withering look she shot me.
“Oh, please,” she scoffed. “That boy would jizz his pants before I even got my clothes off.”
The Spirit Room had filled up considerably in the short time we’d been upstairs. The air buzzed with anticipation as people drank, laughed, and waited to see if their preferred band would reign.
Right away people started coming up to us, wishing us luck and offering to buy us drinks. By the time we got seated as close to the stage as we could get, we had more than enough booze on the table to supply a dozen people.
“Thanks for coming out, sweetie.” Jett accepted a silver Sharpie from a bearded rocker guy who’d asked us to sign a t-shirt he’d grabbed from our merch table. Tash’s sister Tanya was manning it tonight. When he’d gone she gushed, “Now that is what I’m fucking talking about. People love us. Arrow can eat his fucking heart out.”
“Don’t be a cocky bitch, Jett,” Rubi warned, ignoring the glare she received in return. “You’re going to give us bad karma.”
“Fuck your karma. You’re starting to sound like Tash.” Jett shoved a shot of tequila in front of each of us. “We will win this because we’re good. Not because we kissed the universe’s ass.”
The tequila burned like a son of a bitch, but the effects were calming. I kind of needed that. I wasn’t getting in the middle of this argument. Those girls could go back and forth for hours about that shit. Luckily they were both too excited to bother.
My gaze kept straying to the door. I wasn’t sure what I expected. Part of me was sure Arrow or Dash was going to make an appearance soon.
Then I did see someone unexpected. Gabriel shot through the nightclub, heading for the back exit. His dark head was ducked as he avoided eye contact with everyone he passed.
Jett followed my gaze to the recently turned vampire. “Well, look who decided to show up.”
“Looks like he’s on his way out already. I’ll be right back.” I hurried after him, knowing that if he didn’t want to be caught, I’d never reach him. Vampires were speedy things. Fucking scary things too.
To my surprise he was standing right outside the back exit, talking hurriedly on his cell. He hung up when I appeared and started to turn away, then stopped.
“Spike? Why are you still undecided?” It sure wasn’t the greeting I’d expected.
“Is everything ok?” I asked. “You look like you’re in a hurry. Not staying for the rest of the show?”
“Seriously? Why? Are you nuts?” Gabriel’s eyes were wide, his nostrils flared. Standing beside him felt like standing next to a blanket full of static. “This is a bad time to not have a side.”
“What’s going on, Gabriel?” Careful not to get too close, I made my question more of a demand.
“What isn’t?” he replied, shooting an anxious glance at the door we’d just exited. “This city is fucked. It’s crawling with bad things, and you need to not be one of them. Ok?”
Because I didn’t know what else to say, I said, “Ok. Noted. Are you in some kind of trouble?”
Gabriel inched away, as if being this close to me were painful. Maybe it was. I didn’t know the first thing about being a vampire.
“You never saw me,” he said. “Cool?” This conversation was going about as well as the last one we’d had at The Wicked Kiss. Gabriel never had been a big talker. He’d always been the strong, silent type. Still, this urgency and paranoia wasn’t normal for him.
“Got it. I never saw you.” I stood there puzzled, watching as he disappeared into the night too fast for my eyes to follow.
It wasn’t news to me that the city was a mess. It was a place that drew and harbored many supernatural things. Rumor had it that the government had set up a supernatural task force here, though I had yet to see proof of that myself. It wouldn’t have surprised me. In a city crawling with such darkness, there was great need for those that walked in the light. Like Cinder, and now Rowen.
And you, my conscience added. You should be among them.
I went back inside, both disappointed and disturbed by the brief encounter with Gabriel. He was in deep. The dark had gotten their hooks into him some time ago, yet somehow he retained enough of himself to know how far he’d fallen and to warn me not once, but twice.
Sacred Stone rocked the rest of their set without incident. I rejoined the girls at the table where we laughed, drank, and counted down until the big moment when we would take the stage for our final performance of this showdown.
Molly’s Chamber was setting up their equipment when Rowen broke away to come by our table. He pulled me into his arms with a noise of aggravation. “If Arrow doesn’t walk through that door right now, I’m going to knock him the fuck out when he does show up.”
I gasped, not because of what he said but because of the eerie timing. As the words left Rowen’s mouth, Arrow did indeed walk through the door, looking like something the cat dragged in. Arrow strode through the building with a cigarette in his mouth and a scowl on his face. He ignored the security guy who tried to stop him from smoking, shooting him down with a disdainful glare.
Dressed all in black, his disheveled hair exploded from beneath the hat he always wore. His black liner-smudged eyes were red rimmed. A purple bruise outlined one of them. It curved along his cheekbone, disappearing before it reached his chin. He cast a glance our way. His gaze was somehow haunted and vacant at the same time. Without a word to the people who tried to speak to him, he continued on to the stage where Sam and Greyson were.
“You better go talk to him.” I gave Rowen a gentle shove, unable to tear my eyes away from Arrow’s retreating form.
With a sour expression, Rowen said, “I have a really bad feeling about this.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 
 
Rowen wasn’t the only one with a bad feeling. As I watched him go, I had the distinct sensation that something wasn’t right. He approached Arrow who was speaking with the other guys. Nobody looked happy.
“I hope they throw down on stage again,” Jett observed, watching the tense exchange. “That was hot.”
I didn’t quite share that sentiment. It had been alarming to see Arrow and Rowen throwing punches at each other. I didn’t want to see it again, but the two of them glared at one another. Then Rowen held both hands up in some kind of appeal, and his expression softened. Arrow shrugged and turned away. Oh boy.
Jett stole my attention. “Excuse me a minute. I spy something I may want to sink my teeth into later.” She slid from her seat, adjusted her cleavage, and strutted up to the bar where a guy with long dreads waited to order a drink.
Rubi disappeared into the ladies room, and Tash stared at her phone, most likely texting Mr. Country. I sipped another vodka and sprite, watching Molly’s Chamber finish setting up their gear. Feeling a nerve-racking mix of stress and excitement, I headed outside for a cigarette.
I shoved through the crowd just making their way inside. Someone grabbed my arm, and I turned, expecting to see a fan or friend. It was neither. The man who held my elbow was tall with fair hair and silver eyes. He held my gaze for a moment before releasing my arm.
“You’re angelkind.” It wasn’t a question. The brief moment of contact had given me a glimpse of him. He was angelkind as well.
“And you are?” I continued on outside to escape the mass of people lingering near the entry. He followed.
Once outside, I headed toward the parking lot, away from the door. Sparking a smoke, I leaned back against the building and waited for him to speak. Something about him insisted that he was neither angel nor demon. Since he wasn’t a nephilim, I could only surmise that he was a fallen angel, no longer angel but not full demon either.
“Falon,” he said with a cool, appraising stare. “And what might your name be?”
I studied him, trying to determine if he was a threat. He held himself with confidence, shoulders squared and posture stiff. Despite the arrogant set to his features and the cruel curve of his lips, I suspected that whatever had brought him here had nothing to do with me.
“Ember.” I wasn’t sure why I told him my real name. It came out before I could rethink it. “But my friends call me Spike.”
“So what can I call you?”
“I guess we’ll see.” I drew the smoke into my lungs, feeling my body resist, promising myself I’d try to quit. Again. “Is there something I can do for you?”
Falon studied the people gathered around the door, waiting their turn to pay their cover charge and join the party. “I hope so. I’m looking for someone. A vampire, to be specific.”
Damn. He was looking for Gabriel.
“Oh yeah? I think you might be in the wrong place for that. The vampire bar is downtown.” Keeping a straight face, I puffed on my smoke, meeting his silver gaze. Nothing would make me admit that I’d seen Gabriel.
“Yeah, well, he’s not known for spending a lot of time there. I’ve found him here before. It seemed like a good place to start.” The curious expression Falon cast my way caused me to stiffen, but instead of pressing me about Gabriel, he asked, “Can I ask you something?”
“Shoot.”
“Why are you undecided?”
This was starting to become a recurring theme this evening. What the hell? “Can I ask you why you’re fallen?” I countered with a smirk.
“Seriously,” Falon continued, ignoring my jibe. “Let me give you some advice. Being undecided is no different from being fallen. You belong to neither side. By not choosing, you still choose. And when it all goes down, you’ll be claimed by the dark. You’re a self-made casualty, kid. All because you didn’t want to make a choice.”
I considered this. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard such a thing. I was puzzled and somewhat intrigued. It wasn’t everyday a fallen angel tried to steer me in the right direction.
Even though it wasn’t any of his business, I felt inclined to clarify my position. “It’s not that I don’t want to choose. I’m afraid of what comes next. Maybe I’m not good enough for the light and maybe I don’t want to be dark. Also, I have commitment issues.”
Falon laughed, a light, happy sound that surprised me. Now I was even more curious about him. “We all have commitment issues, kid. The difference between you and me is that you still have a chance to make things right. Second chances are a gift. Don’t blow it.” He shrugged as if it was no bother to him that he was beyond redemption.
Fallen angels were not given the same mercies as humankind simply because they had made their choice knowing full well what they were turning their back on. Humans lived in ignorance and deception that clouded their view. They rarely knew the depths of their decisions. The world cast a shadow over the truth. Humans were granted forgiveness for their lost and misguided ways.
I nodded and flicked the ash from my cigarette. “Well, thanks for the advice. It’s hard though, you know. I have angels in one ear, demons in the other. Sometimes I just feel like I’m so over it. All of it.”
“Running from who you are doesn’t change anything. Trust me. I’ve tried.” Falon offered me a hand. His handshake was firm but friendly. “Own it. And never apologize for who you are or what you have to do.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.” The brief exchange didn’t give me much of an opportunity to analyze Falon or decide how I felt about him and his advice. The fallen weren’t known for being trustworthy. Still, I sensed that his words came from a place of truth.
He turned to go but hesitated as if he had more to say. We stared at one another until it grew uncomfortable. Then he said, “There is only one keeper of the Midnight Star at a time. Right now, that’s you. Don’t fuck it up. Oh, and don’t lie. You suck at it.”
Without another word, Falon walked away. He rounded the corner into the parking lot and vanished with the sound of wings.
I stood there dumbfounded. He’d known I was lying about Gabriel, and he’d offered me guidance anyway. The signs were starting to stack up. I felt the significance of the fallen angel and the vampire he sought giving me pretty much the same advice.
“Yeah, I get it,” I muttered to no one in particular.
A chill stole over me. I attributed it to the falling temperature even though I knew it was the icy hand of fate sliding over me. Standing there on the sidewalk alone gave me a few minutes to mull this over. I already feared failure with Rowen. My failure, not his. Now the pressure to choose was mounting. I was beginning to tire of my own issues.
By the time I went back inside, the emcee was announcing Molly’s Chamber. He stirred the crowd up, telling them to scream if they wanted Molly’s Chamber to win. The audience erupted in a deafening roar.
Lost in thought, I wandered closer to the stage to watch from the outskirts of the crowd gathered there. The rumble of the bass boomed through the building, so low and smooth I could feel it in my bones. Guys held drinks up in salute. Girls screamed and struggled to get as close to the stage as possible. A few flashed their breasts, earning a passing smirk from Arrow. I watched the ensuing chaos feeling both pride and trepidation.
Arrow’s voice snarled, an accent to the menace in his mannerisms.
 
Master of shadows
Don’t fear what you don’t know
Keeper of secrets
The illusion is part of the show
Be careful if you touch me
I get inside your head with ease
I won’t remember you in the morning
But you will never forget me.
 
He gripped the mic stand with both hands, and the passion poured out of him. As we all watched, he worked out his personal issues through singing, screaming, and making the crowd his. They wanted him or wanted to be him.
I watched him for any sign of what he’d been up to the past few days. He had more aggression to his actions than usual. He whipped off his hat and threw it into the crowd, swinging his black hair wildly.
Our eyes met, and he made a gun out of his thumb and forefinger, pointing it at me. Crossing my arms, I stared back until he broke contact to flirt with a girl in the front.
My gaze slid to Rowen who was playing his heart out. His fingers moved on the bass strings. So much more than an instrument, it was an extension of him. His very soul poured out through his fingertips. I knew that feeling.
Watching Molly’s Chamber play, I was blown away by how good they were. All four of them brought something special to their sound. Even at odds, Rowen and Arrow were magic together. Light and dark. Empathetic and arrogant. They were so different but when the music flowed, they became something greater than they each were on their own. I didn’t want to lose, but if we did, it would be to worthy musicians.
I still couldn’t wrap my mind around what everyone was saying about me these days. Having the Midnight Star didn’t make me anyone or anything different. Rowen attributed his choice to join the light to me, but that was misplaced credit. He’d done that all on his own. Arrow was so far gone. I didn’t see how I, or anyone else for that matter, could do a damn thing about that.
Time moved swiftly. With each passing moment, my nerves grew until I was roiling with excitement. I was eager to get on stage.
Jett swaggered up to me, drink in hand, announcing that we needed to do a short interview on the radio. We answered questions about our songwriting, how the band met, and how the experience had been for us so far. We talked over one another, laughing a lot, and I knew that no matter what choices I made, leaving this band and these girls would not be one of them.
I didn’t get a chance to speak with Rowen before we went on. As soon as Molly’s Chamber left the stage, we were rushed on for sound check.
The emcee approached us with a huge grin. “Ladies! I’ve got some news for you. There’s a rep from Dark Mountain Records here tonight. He seems interested in you. He saw the video of your last show.” The bearded, long-haired, hippie-like emcee waited expectantly for a joyful reaction.
My stomach flopped, but Tash and Rubi gushed jubilant exclamations. Jett’s gaze narrowed in suspicion, but the smile she tried to hide broke through. Of course we were excited by that. We were also a little intimidated and a lot wary. These things always seemed great at first, but they often didn’t pan out.
“I’m sure he said the same damn thing to Molly’s Chamber,” Jett said when he’d left us. “I’m not letting that shit get inside my head. Right now all I care about is wiping the floor with Arrow.”
“You and me both.” I strummed my guitar, picking through the strings and tuning the pegs until the notes were just right.
“Glad to see that love hasn’t made you weak.” Her tone was joking, but she meant it.
We shared a look and, with it, the rush of those precious moments before we stepped on stage with hundreds of eyes upon us. I replied, “Me too.”
I was head over heels for Rowen, but I was not going down without a fight. The guys deserved to win as much as we did, but that didn’t mean we had to hand it to them. They’d given it their all, and I knew Rowen would expect me to do the same.
“I am so fucking stoked.” Jett threw a few air punches and hopped up and down, unable to contain her enthusiasm.
I felt a definite buzz to the atmosphere. We were dreamers. Artists. We might have been playing a small stage in a city bar, but the place was packed. The raucous audience was more than we could ask for. Gratitude filled me. I was happy just to be able to play. Having people like it was just a really amazing bonus that I would never take for granted.
At last we were ready. The stage lights went dark, and the DJ’s booming music died. A cheer went up. Several drunken shouts, whistles, and cries filled the silence.
The emcee stepped up to the mic at center stage. The rest of us hung back in the shadows. I was shaking with adrenaline. The need to pour out this pent up energy into my guitar was dire.
“Our final band of the night, these ladies have rocked your faces off for weeks now. Tonight they could win it all. Give it up for Crimson Sin!”
The emcee jumped off the stage, and as one, we launched into our first song of the night. The second that first note left my fingers and exploded out of the amps, I sighed. It was the elated release of a held breath that could be held no more.
We brought it loud, and we brought it hard. People rushed toward the stage, abandoning the bar and coming in off the street where they’d been smoking. As one giant wave, they joined those already packed in as close to the stage as they could get. With a giddy thrill, I caught sight of several Crimson Sin t-shirts among them.
I watched with a huge grin as people crowd surfed. Guys, girls, it didn’t matter. Everyone was rocking out and partying their asses off to our music. We even got a couple of boob flashes, which had Jett and me exchanging a wry smile.
Sweat trickled down the side of my face. Each breath came fast and hard. My hands moved with the memory of songs I’d played so many times before. My soul was on fire with life.
People crowded into the building. I glanced around for Rowen but didn’t see him though I knew he was out there. Despite how deeply entrenched I was in the music, I couldn’t help but be aware of certain eyes upon me.
I ran across the stage, dodging Jett’s mass of purple hair as I went. I jerked to a halt beside Tash and together we ripped through the bridge of the song. On my way back to my side of the stage, I happened to look out at the crowd, and my gaze landed on Koda.
Surprise almost caused me to stumble. Somehow I recovered before falling on my face. The demon stood off to the side of the stage, arms crossed and gaze narrowed. He bore the hard expression of one who’d been shot down too many times.
His presence wasn’t a total shock, but it wasn’t a good sign. He wasn’t the highest demon on my radar, but demons often traveled in groups like insects or rats. Where there’s one, there’s gonna be more.
Once my demon radar went off, I became more aware of the dark beings that lurked among the rest of us. I sensed a lot of clingers, the hangers-on that latched onto people, encouraging bad thoughts and even worse behavior. They gained a lot of their power simply by being so often overlooked.
I spotted Arrow at the back of the crowd. He watched us with blatant contempt. He was alone. His gaze swept over the stage, landing on me. I was tempted to give him the same finger gun he’d given me, but I didn’t dare risk a fumble by taking my hand off the guitar. For just a moment his eyes changed. They’d flashed red so fast I almost second-guessed whether I’d really seen it or not. Red.
So Dash was here. He was just conveniently hiding out inside of Arrow.
With a big solo coming up, I couldn’t let my gaze linger. Distractions would pull me out of the moment and steal this win from us. I refocused my attention on the crowd gathered closest to the stage, and I let the solo rip from me with a staggering force.
This was my moment. It was my brief time to shine, to share this magical moment with my closest friends. Dash was not going to take it from me.
The power of the solo drove me to my knees. My long, black hair fell into my face, but I didn’t need to see. My fingers flew over the frets of their own accord. I was vaguely aware of Jett leaping into the crowd, surfing on raised hands. Tash was standing in front of the drums, whipping her hair in time to Rubi’s beat. Fuck, yeah.
Our set came to an end much too quickly. I wasn’t ready for that last note. We ended on screams and applause that bordered on deafening. I knew no feeling in the world could compare to what I felt right then. Amazing.
“We got this.” Jett dropped her mic and threw her arms around me. We shared a sweaty hug that got a few whoops and catcalls from the crowd.
The emcee returned to tell the crowd that the bar would be serving two-dollar shots for the next half hour. Then the winner would be announced.
“Dash is inside Arrow,” I said as we retreated from the stage. “At least, I’m pretty sure he is.”
Jett’s brow creased in thought. “Why? What’s he trying to achieve by doing that?”
“I don’t know. I think I’m going to find out. Help me keep the girls away from him, ok?”
“Of course.”
I searched the crowd for Koda and found him backed into a corner near the restrooms by Cinder. The fact that they were both in corporeal form indicated to me that Cinder was trying to deal with Koda as peacefully as possible.
The girls and I swept through the room, receiving high-fives, handshakes, and hugs. Jett, Tash, and Rubi dispersed to join the party. Rowen stepped out of the crowd and caught me in his arms, lifting me off my feet. The kiss he planted on me was dizzying.
“Dash is possessing Arrow.” I pressed my lips against his ear, ensuring he heard me.
Rowen took it in stride, completely unfazed. He was already more at home in his skin as nephilim than I was. “That explains a lot actually. So what do we do?”
“We drive him out. If we can.”
Rowen slipped an arm around my waist and guided me toward the bar. “Let me buy you a drink. Play it cool, or he’ll know we’re onto him.”
I let Rowen steer me along until Arrow appeared in front of us with a wicked smile and eyes that flashed red. I sputtered, “I think he already does.”
“This doesn’t have to get violent,” Arrow said in Dash’s voice. “In fact, I prefer that it didn’t. You’ve already seriously harmed one of my people.” Harmed. Not killed. So Michelle had lived. My heart soared. I hadn’t killed anyone.
My gaze traced the bruises marring Arrow’s face. “Looks like you’ve already gotten violent. What the hell have you been doing to him?”
“I’m not here to talk about him,” Dash snapped. “I’ve waited patiently until now. I’m here to speak with the two of you. Is there somewhere we can go? It’s rather loud in here.”
Yeah, that didn’t sound like a trap or anything. I thought about the Midnight Star upstairs where I’d left it, safe in my guitar case. I couldn’t very well use it when he was possessing Arrow. Still, if we could drive him out of Arrow, I might get the chance.
“Outside?” Rowen asked, likely thinking it would be safer there.
“No.” I shook my head, knowing this was a risk. “Upstairs.”
Arrow’s eyes flickered again, becoming hazel. He shook his head and uttered, “Rowen, don’t.”
He was fighting it, which meant that unlike Michelle, Arrow was not a willing participant in this possession. His fight was as terrifying as it was reassuring. Dash wrestled for control, and Arrow’s eyes turned red once again.
Though I couldn’t rely on him to always come to my aid, Cinder’s presence gave me courage. He was right where I’d last seen him. If Rowen and I didn’t deal with Dash now, he would keep coming back. That’s how demons worked.
“Let’s go.” Rowen took my hand, and we went upstairs with a demon wearing our friend’s skin. This could end terribly in so many different ways.
The dressing area was empty. Everyone was downstairs partying. I wished I was among them.
“Let’s not play games or waste time,” Dash began as soon as it was clear we were alone. His red stare fixed on Rowen. “It’s you I wanted all along. I still do. Arrow was a means to an end. Since he failed, now he’s useless. I’m willing to offer you a deal. A good deal.”
Rowen made a sound of disgust. He backed us away from Dash, putting the length of the room between us and him. “Go to hell. I’ll never make a deal with you.”
Dash looked out through Arrow’s eyes. Something about it made my skin crawl. He looked at me and very calmly said, “What about you? You’re not my first choice, but you’ve got a few things going for you. You’re female. Rare. And the keeper of the Midnight Star. Actually, the more I think about it, the more useful you could be.”
“Forget it,” I spat the words at him. “I’m not negotiating with you. You don’t even have the balls to face us yourself. Let Arrow go.”
Dash nodded and slowly advanced on us, stopping in the center of the room. “I intend to. Since he betrayed me, I also plan to kill him. But because I can be a nice guy I came to offer his brother the chance to save him.”
Rowen and I exchanged a look. A demon was always up to no good. Dash had likely spent the week cooking up this scheme, knowing how to get the response he wanted.
“Ok, I’ll bite,” Rowen said. “What do you want?”
Those red eyes were so wrong on Arrow. The cackle that followed was equally foreign. “I want you, Rowen. The son Rhine was never supposed to have. Join my coven in Arrow’s place, and I will let him live. You too, sweetheart,” he said to me. “Feel free to get in on this.”
“Never.” The word came as a ragged breath, but Dash heard me. Rowen stood silently at my side.
“Well, you have the right to exercise your free fucking will. As do I.” Suddenly Dash materialized beside Arrow who wobbled unsteadily as he regained control of himself. Venom seeped from the demon. “Arrow dies.”
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Rowen didn’t wait to see what would happen. He flung himself in front of Arrow. Dash circled the two of them with the slow stride of a predator sneaking up on prey.
I eyed the guitar case in the corner. I had to just go for it. As soon as Dash turned his back to me, I dove for the case and flung it open. Nothing.
“Oh, is this what you’re looking for?” Holding out a hand, Dash produced the sword. He never touched it though. Instead it hovered above his open palm. I suspected that he couldn’t touch it, that whatever law that made it mine somehow prevented him from using it.
Rather than waste words on the demon, I projected a stream of fire that thrust him against the mirrored counter, causing my sword to clatter to the floor. Rowen quickly joined me. He cast a circle of light that surrounded Dash, but it didn’t hold the demon long. I’d just wrapped my hand around the hilt when he broke free.
Wearing a grim smile, Dash attacked all three of us at once. He barely moved, barely so much as twitched a hand, but we all fell to the floor, writhing in pain. Heat swept through my limbs, threatening to scorch me from the inside out. Hellfire burned inside me as I screamed.
“I’m sure this is the part where you think Cinder will rush to your aid.” Dash stood over me, watching me try desperately to hold tight to the sword. “Koda makes a very good distraction, what with his obsession with you and all.”
“Koda?” I gasped. “Fuck Koda.” I was in too much pain to get anything else out.
Dash leaned down closer. “You’ve spurned his advances too many times. His soft spot for you has hardened.”
Of course Koda was going to take any shot at revenge that came his way. I wouldn’t have expected otherwise from a demon. Summoning as much strength as I could muster under Dash’s assault, I wildly swung the sword. I missed, but he did step back, out of my face.
Too busy sneering at me, Dash failed to notice the shadow that coiled itself around his ankle. It jerked him off his feet and flung him into the ceiling half a dozen times before slamming him on the floor. A demon could withstand loads of physical damage, though eventually they would weaken to the point of having to return to the other side to regain their full strength.
Arrow rose, dragging Rowen up with him. Though he had a head start on Rowen and I in developing his gifts, his quick recovery definitely made a good argument as to why one should not delay making a choice.
“Well, look at you, biting the hand that feeds. It’s too late to pretend you’re better than you are, Arrow. You’ll always be a piece of shit.” Dash chuckled as he pushed to his feet. A gash on his forehead healed up as we looked on. We would tire long before he did.
“Rowen is light. You couldn’t torture him into choosing dark, and you won’t coerce him into it now. Kill me if you want. I don’t even care.” Arrow held his arms open wide, inviting further attack.
I regained my footing, thanks to Arrow, but I felt faint and mildly confused. Being undecided made me the weakest one here. I was very much aware of what my hesitation could cost me.
Dash and Arrow glared daggers into one another. I didn’t want to watch Arrow die, and from the distress on Rowen’s face, neither did he. The only way to drive Dash to the other side was to impale him with the Midnight Star. If we simply tried to out power him, it would never happen. He could run circles around us in a power match. Even at three on one, we were outnumbered.
“As you wish.” Dash’s smile faded. With eyes vacant of emotion, he merely stared at the dark nephilim.
For a moment nothing appeared to happen. Then Arrow coughed, and blood ran from his mouth. Then from his nose. As I looked on, his eyes turned scarlet, and blood seeped from them too.
Rowen hurled himself at Dash. He crashed into the demon with a body check so hard I cringed. The two of them went down. Rowen’s body lit up with a brilliant light, as if the sun itself burst from inside him. He held tight to Dash and fed him punch after punch. I quickly realized that Rowen would tire before he could cause any serious damage.
I hurried to Arrow, who had dropped to his knees. I’d seen him come back from this before. He could do it again, couldn’t he? A closer look showed me that he was much worse off than he’d been last time. Dash had truly intended to kill him.
“Arrow? Stay with me, ok? We’re going to take care of you.”
He shook his head. He tried more than once to speak until he croaked out, “No. Take care of Rowen.”
Because I didn’t know what to say or do, I grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him until his eyes focused on me. “In twenty minutes, one of us is going to win the opportunity of a lifetime. Don’t you dare die and let me win by default.”
The corner of his mouth curved up like he was trying to smile but failing. “You deserve it more anyway.”
“Shut up.”
He was giving up, and I couldn’t just step back and watch it happen. Blood dripped from his face. It splattered my hand before trickling between my fingers to slide down the blade of the sword. The silver-coated blade seemed to glow in response to the dark blood. Its energy field grew substantially, until I could feel it demanding more. The Midnight Star was hungry for demon blood.
Dash and Rowen grappled on the floor. Tired of tolerating Rowen’s repeated blows to his face, Dash had taken the upper hand. He pinned Rowen to the floor, one hand tight on his throat. In the other he dangled a live snake over Rowen’s head. The snake bared vicious fangs that dripped venom. It wriggled inches above Rowen’s face.
Without thinking twice, I merely reacted. With the sword firm in my grip, I lunged forward and swung.
Thanks to hours of training with Cinder, my aim was dead on. The blade sliced the snake’s head off, sending it flying. It landed on the carpet with a wet plop.
Immediately, I swung again, this time at Dash. The blade caught his hand, slicing off his fingers. Not good enough. I swung a third time, but he sent me flying. I crashed into the mirror and hit the floor. Miraculously, the mirror only cracked rather than raining shards down around me.
I knew what I had to do. I had been told repeatedly all night. There was no more time. To hold off any longer would mean death for all of us.
“I choose the light,” I said, the words were barely audible as I spoke through clenched teeth. Louder, I repeated, “I choose the light.”
Dash forgot Rowen then. He came at me with his bloody hand outstretched as if he could grab me without fingers. I wasn’t sure if he planned to kill me or merely to silence me. He never got the chance to do either.
A bright white light struck me and surrounded me in a comforting warmth, like a fireplace on a cold winter night or a hot shower after a cold rain. The light offered such assurance that I felt safe. My entire body began to tingle. The warmth spread through me, filling my extremities. My hand clenched on the Midnight Star as the light shot down the blade, making it gleam as if lit with an inner fire. Though no audible words filled my ears, I heard a whisper telling me that I’d done right by embracing my destiny. Destiny. Such a strange word, filled with so much promise and so much left unknown.
A sense of expansion filled me. My lungs swelled, and my heart raced. Deep within my psyche, a sudden and new awareness jolted through me as my talents increased in potential and skill. For just a moment I knew who I was supposed to be with perfect certainty, something I’d known all along despite my confusion and fear.
The light slowly faded, and I turned on Dash with a fierce cry. Fire exploded from my hands to crawl along the Midnight Star engulfing it in flames. When I swung the mighty sword, the flame lashed out to strike Dash, knocking him further from Rowen.
Rowen stood unsure, wondering if he should come to my aid or his brother’s. Being the empathetic person he was, he knelt down beside Arrow and helped him stay upright.
The demon had blazing red eyes only for me. “You just made a huge mistake,” Dash hissed. He advanced on me, each step calculated.
“Oh, I don’t think so.” I held the sword out in front of me, daring him to take a run at me. I stood ready to lop his head off.
Dash was enraged. He flung a psi ball at me, an orb of energy meant to maim. I deflected it with the sword, sending it right back to him. Unfortunately, he simply reabsorbed it.
His next attack tried to wrench the sword from my grasp. He used his demonic power and why not? If I had the kind of power that Dash had, I’d never use my hands either.
When I refused to let go of the hilt, the force dragged me off my feet. It slammed me into the couch before tossing me onto the coffee table. Dash grabbed me by the back of the head, tightly clutching a handful of my hair.
Jerking my head back so he could glower into my face, he snarled, “I have way too much at stake to put up with more nephilim bullshit. I’d rather not kill you. Having Cinder up my ass for the next decade doesn’t really appeal to me. But I have no problem killing these two. Choose your next move very carefully.”
He held my head at a precarious angle. I was sure he could break my neck with just a twist of his wrist. I couldn’t see Rowen from where I sat, but I could feel his worried gaze.
Instinctively, I reached back with one hand to grasp Dash’s wrist. My breath caught as a force flowed between us. I didn’t understand what was happening, but Dash did.
He jerked free of me, releasing my hair in the process. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. You’re a replicant? A thief? I know who your father is.”
A thief? I felt the slither of a demon inside me in answer to my silent question. Thrusting my hand toward him, Dash was thrown off his feet and dragged around the room, exactly what he’d just done to me. I’d stolen his power.
I had no time to marvel at this new talent. I knew about a plethora of powers and talents, but I wasn’t familiar with this, whatever it was. Yet. I’d have to figure out my moves from moment to moment.
“Good for you,” I said. “At least somebody does. Can’t really say Daddy and I were close over the years.”
Dash landed flat against the wall. His big, black wings unfurled, spreading wide behind him. He regarded me with curiosity that became disdain.
“Spike.” My name was a ragged sound on Arrow’s bloody lips. Pale and weak, he extended a shaky hand to me. “Take it. Rowen’s too.”
Thief. My mind raced to put it together. I’d stolen Dash’s power, but what I’d taken I’d already used. This wasn’t a gift with much longevity, but it could come in handy if I could learn how best to use it effectively.
I dropped down beside the guys. They grabbed my offered hand, first Arrow, then Rowen. After a brief wave of dizziness that passed as fast as it had come, shadows crawled through my mind while light lit up my focus. Awesome.
Rowen and I stood up together. His silver wings flared as a shelter over Arrow. I stepped forward to meet Dash as he came toward me. But his eyes weren’t on me. He was looking at Rowen.
“I don’t want to kill you,” Dash said, hands up in feigned surrender. “Your father is my brother. Rhine and I fought side by side many times. It would be a great honor to have you among us. Please, consider it.”
Confusion filled Rowen’s face. He blinked a few times and shook his head. “My father… Then that means he wasn’t an angel when I was conceived. He was a demon.” Shock took the place of confusion, followed quickly by anger.
The nephilim could be born of either angels or demons, though lore often left the demons out of it, spinning the stories into tales of angels in love and lust with human women. That lust came from a dark place, so in my mind, they were all the same, all sinners who had allowed their offspring to bear the burden of their debauchery.
Dash nodded. “That he was. Rhine was a demon long before either of you were born.”
Arrow gave no indication that he was hearing this for the first time, but he didn’t look so good.
“Don’t let it get you down, kid,” Dash said with a sympathetic expression that looked so real I almost bought it. “Eventually, you all end up dark or dead.”
The torment in Rowen’s eyes was almost more than I could stand. I wanted to kiss it away, to hold him, to promise him that demons were liars and that everything would be ok. But the sad truth was that demons were just as good at speaking the truth as they were at twisting it.
Rowen’s face hardened into a mask of loathing. “Either way, death will catch me one day. The dark never will.”
Dash shrugged. “It’s too bad that you feel that way. I have goals. Plans. If you’re not with me, then you’re against me. I’m sure Rhine will understand. You leave me no choic—”
I didn’t let him get the last word out before I flung up my free hand and released the mix of nephilim talents I held inside me. A bright light struck the demon in the chest, paralyzing him in place. A shadow coiled itself around his body, squeezing tight so he couldn’t abandon his corporeal form. Flames started at his feet, licking their way up until he was ablaze.
I stumbled back a few steps, and Rowen reached out to steady me. As wondrous as my new talent was, I was still very much a mortal and starting to feel my limitations. My strength was quickly being sapped.
“Go,” I said to Rowen. “Get Arrow out of here. Find Cinder.”
He grabbed Arrow but seemed conflicted. “I can’t just leave you here with him.”
“He won’t kill me. Go. Now. You don’t have much time.”
Rowen and Arrow made it into the other room. They were almost to the stairs when Dash broke free. With the light out and the fire extinguished, he shook off the shadow, but sweat lined his brow. The effort left him temporarily flustered, meaning that the three of us together in one shot had managed to weaken him. Still I didn’t think it was enough.
Dash shoved me aside and went after the guys. Arrow used his waning strength to throw a hand up, freezing the demon in place. It would hold him for seconds at best, but he bought us enough time for Jett to appear at the top of the stairs, assess the situation, and jump into the fray.
With fangs bared she lunged at the demon. A deadly claw found his eye and dug deep. Those vicious wolf teeth ripped into the skin of his throat, not once but several times in succession. She tore his throat out, leaving a gaping hole, but it began to heal even as blood spilled over both of them.
Dash broke free of Arrow’s freeze and swung a fist at Jett who jumped out of reach. I didn’t waste a moment. Swinging the Midnight Star with all I had, I brought the blade down against the gaping wound Jett had made.
The blade buried itself in his neck, sticking so that I had to wrench it free to swing again. Even as I severed his head from his body Dash lashed out with a blow that threw me. I landed hard on my back, slamming the breath from my lungs. While I struggled to breathe, I watched Dash’s body fall to the floor and disappear on impact.
“Jett, what the fuck?” The first words out of my mouth were strangled and forced but accompanied by a grateful smile. “Nice timing.”
She helped me up before casting a scowl at her blood-soaked shirt. “I’m your best friend, Spike. Did you think I was going to leave these two to have your back?” She gestured to Rowen and Arrow who clung to each other in the next room.
I was exhausted and bruised but, for the most part, unscathed. I hugged Jett and said, “Thank you. But don’t ever do that again. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“Hey, I don’t get a lot of chances to rip someone’s throat out. That was fucking great.” Jett peeled off her bloody shirt and wiped her face with it. She stood there in her black bra and eyed the guys. “Would one of you care to give me your shirt? I could go downstairs like this, but I don’t want to blow the crowd’s mind anymore than I already have tonight.”
Rowen stripped off the Crimson Sin shirt he wore and tossed it to Jett who slipped it on. “Thanks, dude. Damn, your cologne smells good. What’s with him? Did he get his ass kicked?” She pointed to Arrow who’d collapsed at Rowen’s feet.
“Yeah,” I said, dropping the sword. “Did you see Cinder downstairs? We need him.”
No sooner had I said his name than Cinder appeared. His violet gaze fixed on me first. Before I could brace for it, he pulled me into a crushing hug.
“You chose,” he whispered against my hair. “Oh, dear, precious child. You have no idea how relieved I am. Welcome to the light, Ember. You will be a valuable asset to our cause.”
I clung to him, enjoying his baby-powder scent. So much warmth and love emanated from him. Closing my eyes, I soaked it all in. Finally I pulled back and met his joyful gaze with my worried one.
“Cinder, you’ve got to help Arrow. Please. Dash tried to kill him. I don’t think he’s going to make it without help.”
Cinder gave me the wide-eyed look he often got right before telling me no. He gave a slight shake of his head, opened his mouth to speak, but merely sighed. Instead of denying my request, he went to Arrow. He had a hard time getting Arrow to make eye contact. The dark nephilim was fading in and out of consciousness.
“Arrow,” Cinder snapped in a voice that could reach through the foggiest brain haze. “Look at me. Now. I’ve been asked to help you. Ember has made this request on your behalf. But you must allow it. I need your consent. Do you understand?”
Arrow’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he mumbled something nonsensical. Rowen spoke softly in his ear. I watched with growing unease. My heart would break for Rowen if he had to watch his brother die.
“Don’t you dare die, you mother fucker,” Jett muttered. “Not before you hear them announce Crimson Sin as the winner.”
Cinder frowned at her vile remark, but it seemed to bring Arrow back to himself. He rolled his hazel eyes toward her and scoffed. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, and he coughed.
“Arrow,” Cinder repeated. “Answer me if you consent to healing.”
“Fuck yeah,” Arrow said, his gaze sliding to me. “I didn’t come this far to let these bitches win so easy.”
Cinder frowned again at the foul banter we all seemed to share, but he didn’t hesitate. He took Arrow’s hand and pulled him to his feet. By the time Arrow stood, his bleeding had stopped, and his breathing had evened. Cinder stopped short of healing the bruises on his face. That would be too suspicious among humankind.
Arrow clapped a hand on Cinder’s shoulder, saying, “Thank you. Again. I know you’re not really supposed to help shitheads like me.”
Cinder smiled, genuine and warm. “That’s where you’re wrong. People like you are exactly who I’m supposed to help. You can thank Ember. She’s the one who keeps speaking on your behalf.”
“Where’s Koda?” I asked. I didn’t have the spunk to deal with another demon tonight.
“Koda won’t be bothering you tonight.” Cinder scrubbed a hand through his shaggy, blond hair. “He got the jump on me. I wish I’d realized he was sent to distract me while Dash cornered you. But it looks like you handled it on your own.”
He glanced around at the mess. Blood stained the floor, and the mirror was broken. The Spirit Room’s owner was going to be ticked. Oops.
“We couldn’t have done it without each other,” I replied. “All of us. Jett too.”
“Three nephilim and a werewolf,” Cinder mused, appraising us each in turn. “Interesting. You guys may really have something there.” He was thinking something—I could see it—but whatever it was, he kept it to himself.
“Ok, boys,” Jett clapped her hands together. Other than a blood smear on her chin, she looked like her human self again. “Put those wings away, Rowen. We have to get downstairs before they announce a winner and we’re all missing.” She was so peppy and unfazed by what she’d just done. I’d be having nightmares about this for weeks.
I stuck the sword back into the guitar case and gave Cinder another hug before following the others downstairs.
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“You feel different,” Jett remarked when we were standing with the other girls to the left of the stage. “Like less human than usual.”
“I feel different to me too. Still feel pretty human though. Fuck, I’m tired.” I stifled a yawn and glanced over to where Rowen stood with Molly’s Chamber on the other side of the stage. “I’m a little bummed that I didn’t get wings like Rowen did.”
Jett nodded and slammed back a drink. “Yeah, those wings are pretty badass. Your turn will come.”
I clutched a beer bottle, preferring to take it slow. I felt like I needed to sleep for a few days. The emcee gave the five minute warning, and people crowded the bar, trying to get another drink before the big announcement. Despite the tiredness, I had enough energy to be nervous. We’d been working up to this moment for weeks now.
People kept coming up to us with wishes of good luck. This wasn’t about luck though; it was about talent and hard work. I smiled and said thank you so many times I thought my face would break. The good wishes were genuinely appreciated. I’d take all of the positive energy I could get. But if we lost, I’d still have to face everyone, have them gauge my reaction. I would still have to hold my head up.
Of course, winning a radio show contest wasn’t the defining moment of my life, not by a long shot. In fact, I thought I might have just had that moment upstairs despite feeling a lot less fanfare than I’d anticipated. But this contest meant the chance to see a part of my dream come true, so it meant a lot. We would always find other opportunities, but we’d fought hard for this one.
Tash grabbed us all in a giant group hug. Someone splashed beer on my boots, but it didn’t matter. “I love you ladies,” she said. “No matter what happens, it doesn’t end here.”
Feeling the weight of a watchful stare, I glanced up to meet Arrow’s eyes. He didn’t say anything. He just gave me the rock n’ roll devil horns and turned away.
I caught Rowen’s eye and gave him a nervous smile. He pointed a finger at me and mouthed the word, “You.” He seemed so certain we’d win and didn’t appear to be the least bit threatened or disappointed. With a saucy wink, I blew him a kiss, feeling incredibly satisfied when his smile grew.
The emcee returned to the stage. A cheer went up from the gathered crowd. My stomach tightened, and I felt a little nauseous. “Are you guys ready?” The emcee held up a white envelope, and the volume in the building shot up. “Someone is about to win a chance to record their debut album with Dark Mountain Records and open a show for an upcoming headlining act. Are you guys friggin’ excited?”
“Just get to it already,” Jett muttered, but I could tell by the way she was shifting from foot to foot that she was anxious too. This meant more to her than it did to anyone else here.
Rubi grabbed my hand, and I grabbed Jett’s. Resisting, she tried to tug away at first but then reached out to grab Tash. We stood there with heads bowed, holding tight to one another, as sisters united through the magic of sound.
“Both bands did fabulous tonight, didn’t they?” The emcee’s voice thundered in my ears. “But there can only be one winner.” He slid a card out of the envelope, as if this were some kind of awards show. “And the winner is…
“Crimson Sin!”
It didn’t sink in at first. The words echoed in my ears, but I couldn’t make sense of it until Jett grabbed me and shrieked. We won? We won!
My feet refused to move. Frozen, Rubi pushed me along from behind. Together the four of us climbed the stairs to the stage. The room seemed to spin, and I blinked a few times, trying to center myself. We fucking won!
Jett acted as our spokeswoman. She grabbed the mic and told the crowd how fucking awesome they were for being so supportive. After answering a few questions from the emcee about how psyched we were, we left the stage in a blur of camera flashes and encouraging shouts. It all happened so fast. My head spun.
We were shuffled around. First we were posed for the photographer from the radio station who would be taking our photo for their website. Next we were introduced to the well-dressed rep from Dark Mountain Records who seemed genuinely pleased to meet us. He congratulated us on our win and promised to have us into his office within the week to discuss the album we would record.
Lost in the whirlwind of excitement, I was almost able to forget about what had just happened upstairs.
Well after midnight, I was able to break away and go to Rowen. He sat at a table with the rest of his band. He looked up with a grin at my approach. “Congratulations. I knew you would win. You guys deserve it.”
I planted an eager kiss on him, squealing when he pulled me onto his lap.
Sam and Greyson mumbled their congratulations, which they really didn’t mean. I couldn’t blame them though.
Arrow placed an unlit cigarette between his lips and glowered. “Congrats.” The word was forced. The glower never changed. Arrow was as happy for me as he could possibly be.
“You guys know this is just one competition, right?” I tried to coax a smile from them. “It doesn’t mean shit. Besides, it’s usually the runners up on reality TV competitions who go on to have the most fascinating careers.”
Arrow’s glower became a scowl. Greyson chose to drink rather than respond. Sam shrugged and muttered, “Yeah, that’s kind of true.”
“I’m sorry.” I got up despite Rowen’s attempts to keep me planted on his lap. “I’m probably the last person you guys want to talk to right now. I’ll catch up with you later.”
“Actually,” Arrow spoke up. “Jett is the last person we want to talk to right now. So keep her busy, will ya?”
With a salute, I turned to go. “Will do. Have a good night, guys.”
Rowen caught my hand and pulled me back for a kiss. “I want to see you later. Can I come by your place?”
Those fiery, amber eyes weakened me in all the right places. I caressed the back of his neck, trailing fingers through his ’hawk. I marveled at how I could touch him and feel the talents he possessed, knowing I could swipe a sample if I chose to. “I’ll meet you there.”
“Hey, Spike,” Arrow called as I started to walk away. “You’re really not so bad, you know.”
“I know. You could use a little work though.” He met my teasing grin with an eye roll. Arrow and I had reached some kind of understanding. Maybe one day we’d even be friends. Well, that was a long shot, but stranger things had happened.
My ears rang, my head spun, and I clung to Jett as we giggled about stupid shit we wouldn’t remember in the morning. The night had been a gong show, a shitstorm of rivalry, demons, and celebratory booze, but Crimson Sin had survived. I partied with my girls until almost three in the morning.
When the house lights came on to signify that it was closing time, management started ushering people out. Rowen had left already, but I hadn’t seen him go. Rubi, the sober one, rallied us girls together and led our way to the door. The van full of our gear was ready and waiting to chauffeur us home.
Then Cinder stepped in. He had my guitar case slung over his shoulder. “Car keys,” he said, hand extended. “Come on. I’ll drive you home. We need to talk.”
I hugged the girls and shared one last excited squeal. Then I let Cinder lead me to the Nova.
“I didn’t know you could drive.” I tripped on a concrete divider in the parking lot. When had I gotten so drunk?
“I can do many things if required of me, Ember.” He gripped my elbow until we reached the car. “I understand that you had something to celebrate tonight. However, you seem to have imbibed a little too much. It’s not my place to lecture or to judge, but I must remind you that being intoxicated compromises your ability to defend yourself.”
I fumbled with the seatbelt. A yawn escaped me, and I slumped back against the seat and closed my eyes. “I know, Cinder. You’re right. You’re always right.” I reached out blindly feeling around for his arm, then patted it with drunken affection. “You’re so good.”
Cinder laughed in spite of himself. “You gained a new talent tonight. I can feel it. We’ll have to work on that. The skills of a replicant can run away with you.”
“More training. Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
“It’s better to be prepared for things you may never face than to be caught off guard. What happened tonight with Dash is just the beginning I’m afraid.”
I frowned. The movement of the car turned my stomach. The drinks Jett had plied me with threatened to make a reappearance. Somehow I made it home without getting sick. The elevator didn’t make that challenge any easier. I staggered down the hall with Cinder at my side.
Rowen sat on the floor, leaning against my apartment door, playing on his phone. He looked about half as drunk as I felt.
“I sure hope you didn’t drive.” Cinder’s greeting was typical. He never stopped being the concerned guardian.
“Nope. Took a cab.” Rowen pushed to his feet and stood back to allow Cinder to unlock the door.
Once we were safely inside, Cinder studied Rowen and me in turn. “Should I bother trying to speak with you both? Or would it be wiser to wait until you’ve slept off your poison swill?”
Rowen produced a crumpled joint from a pocket. “I’m sorry, but I really want to blaze this thing.”
“I suppose I have my answer.” Arms crossed and violet eyes narrowed, Cinder followed us to the balcony. “You two are going to make my job a real challenge, though I guess I should be grateful. Your choice of recreational activity could be far more dangerous. Still, try to keep the narcotics and alcohol to a minimum. Ok? It may seem like harmless fun, but anything that clouds your thoughts or judgment can be dangerous.”
“How do you do that, man?” Rowen sparked up the joint and took a long pull. “Come across so genuine. No judgmental crap. It feels like you really care.”
Cinder leaned against the doorframe wearing a wry smile. “I do care. I understand that such things are often part of the human experience and especially part of the rock music experience. But it doesn’t have to be. Besides, only God can judge and contrary to popular belief, He’s much more interested in positive reinforcement.”
Rowen offered the joint to me, but I held up a hand to decline. If I indulged any further, I’d probably fall off the balcony. He studied Cinder for a moment before saying, “What about Arrow? Is it too late for him?”
“No. It’s not. His humanity means that as long as he’s alive there’s a chance for him to find his way out of the dark.” Cinder held Rowen’s gaze. “Don’t give up on him.”
“Arrow’s a good guy somewhere in there,” I said. “I’ve seen it.”
“I believe that’s true,” Cinder agreed. “But I’m afraid I can’t come to his aid every time he gets in over his head. I was stretching the rules tonight.”
“But why? Why does saving someone’s life have to be against the rules?” I leaned on the railing, looking down below. The ground below began to spin, and I had to turn away.
“Because there is a natural order, Ember. And death is part of it. I intervened because you requested it and requests made on behalf of another are powerful. But it can’t always be that way.” Cinder looked apologetic as he spoke, as if he disliked telling it like it was.
“Makes sense,” Rowen said.
Cinder tapped his fingers against the doorframe in a rhythm that sounded a little bit like our song, `Daughters of Disaster’. “I’m going to leave you two now. I’ll be back after you’ve gotten some sleep. I want to talk to you about what happened tonight. The three of you with Jett, it’s given me an idea I’d like share with you. When you’re of sound mind. Goodnight.”
Gone. Just like that, he vanished. Sometimes I envied that ability.
Rowen stretched and stifled a yawn. “Sleep sounds really good right now. After I blow your mind of course. I have a congratulatory orgasm to give you.”
My cheeks burned as I blushed to the tips of my toes. “Well, how can I say no to that?”
It wasn’t our finest intimate encounter by any means. We literally fell into my bed together. Intoxication botched our normally smooth moves. We laughed it off, which increased our closeness.
Joining the light hadn’t come with fireworks, balloons, or a big welcome party. I hadn’t really expected it to, but finally choosing was rather anticlimactic overall. However, not every choice needed to be celebrated to make it real. Perhaps the most poignant choices were the ones made in the privacy of one’s own heart and soul.
As I lay curled in Rowen’s arms, I found myself whispering words of thanks. Choosing the light didn’t make anything any easier or less frightening, but it did mean that Rowen was my ally, a partner in more than just love. We had dedicated ourselves to the greater good even though we were so far from perfect ourselves. Venturing into this endeavor with him made it far less intimidating.
“You know, I got a new ability too,” Rowen said, his voice thick with sleep. “I can enter other people’s dreams.”
I listened in bewilderment as he described his new talent. Entering the dreams of another person sounded both intriguing and terrifying.
“Can you do it at will? Are you forced into it? Sounds scary.”
“It’s only happened a couple of times. With Arrow, actually. I think I did it accidentally. It didn’t feel scary, just confusing.” He yawned, causing me to yawn as well. “I’ll have to ask Cinder about it sometime. I’m not sure I know anyone else who would know.”
I knew then that Cinder’s declaration was true. This was only the beginning. We would likely face Dash again. He had seemed so intent on having Rhine’s boys among his kind. A demon required more than a decapitation to keep him down. Even if he didn’t prove to be a further threat, then there would most certainly be others like him.
The world could be a dark, ugly place. We would find the beauty and help others to see it too.
I had thought that I needed to be ready to declare my choice, but I would never have been ready. Having my back against the wall as a demon threatened to harm my friends and me, that was what I’d needed. It forced me to choose by stripping away my uncertainty. Danger itself had given me the courage to be bold.
Good things could come from evil. It was a tough concept to grasp sometimes, but it was perhaps the biggest affront to evil. As much as evil sought to breed more of itself, it often planted the seed of goodness.
My commitment phobia was by no means over. Even lying there with Rowen, part of my mind whispered: What if it doesn’t last? What if he just breaks your heart? What-ifs are total bullshit, the lies we tell ourselves to foster a fear we shouldn’t have to live with. I’d just made two significant commitments: one to Rowen and one to the light. Maybe that didn’t mean I was cured of my fears, but it was a damn good start.
 
* * * *
 
The mouthwatering aroma of freshly baked cookies drew me to the kitchen. Cinder had just taken them out of the oven. He flapped an oven mitt at me, herding me out of the small space.
“Go sit down, Ember. They need to cool for a few minutes.”
When he turned back to the oven to grab another tray, I swiped one from the counter anyway. Crazy hot, I juggled it back and forth between my hands as I returned to the dining room table.
Rowen and Arrow sat on one side, Jett on the other. I took the seat next to her, frowning when she swiped the cookie from my grasp.
It hadn’t been easy getting Arrow over here. He’d been reluctant to say the least. He sat there with a hand clenched on the handle of a mug of coffee. Since arriving with Rowen twenty minutes ago, he’d barely spoken more than a few words.
Around a mouthful of cookie, Jett exclaimed, “Holy shit, Cinder, these are good!”
That earned her a nasty glare from Arrow whom she rewarded by showing him a mouthful of chewed food.
“Does anyone want more coffee?” Cinder asked. With an apron and oven mitts, he looked hilariously cute. He was more in his element than I ever would be in such attire.
“Only if you have some Irish cream to go with,” Arrow said, frowning into his mug.
“No thanks, we’re good,” Rowen interjected.
Cinder joined us, setting a plate of cookies in the middle of the table. Then he pulled out the chair at the head of the table and sat down. He waited expectantly for us to try his baked goods. Even Arrow couldn’t resist nabbing a few. They were shortbread, my favorite, and tasted absolutely, melt-in-your-mouth fantastic.
“The reason I’ve asked you all here,” Cinder began once we were all happily munching away, “is to discuss the possibility of arranging a team, if you will. You all have various strengths and gifts. Combined together, you were able to drive off a very powerful demon. Your teamwork was impressive. Together you can accomplish so much more than you can accomplish working alone.”
“Wait a minute,” Jett broke in, her cookie paused halfway to her mouth. “You want the four of us to work together? As a team?”
Cinder gave a nod of his shaggy, blond head. “Yes. A run in like you had with Dash won’t be the norm I’m sure, or so I hope. However, in many other scenarios, the four of you could truly complement one another.”
Arrow began to laugh, a bitter sound that drew everyone’s eyes to him. “Have you conveniently forgotten that I’m dark? I’m a drug dealer who takes orders from those in direct opposition to you. How do you expect me to be part of your little band of merry men?”
Unfazed by Arrow’s snark, Cinder met his gaze evenly. In a gentle tone, he said, “Arrow, I would never ask you to do anything you’re not comfortable with. I merely thought perhaps you would be interested in working with your brother at times. You are dark, yes, but you still have free will. And I did not ask you here to count your sins, merely to invite you to be a part of something special.”
Arrow leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and muttered, “Special.”
“Even me?” Jett asked. “I’m not an angel baby like these three. What can I do?”
Cinder graced her with a smile that revealed his even, white teeth. “No, an angel baby you certainly are not. You are fierce with the exceptional strength and healing that a human does not possess. Even these three can’t heal as fast as you can. Your dedication to Ember is admirable. You have more to offer than you think.”
Munching on her cookie, Jett pondered this, nodding silently. Then she said, “I’m in. As long as it doesn’t interfere with band stuff.”
“I’m definitely in,” Rowen added. He slid a sidelong glance at his brother who glowered at nobody in particular. “Arrow? You can say no, but I think you should at least consider it.”
With a screech, Arrow shoved his chair back. “Yeah, I’ll do that.” He grabbed a handful of cookies before storming for the door. He paused on his way out to add, “Thanks for the cookies.”
“Well, that went well,” I said when he was gone.
Cinder shrugged, unfazed by Arrow’s attitude. “He’ll come around.”
“So, what about you, Spike?” Jett’s elbow found its way between my ribs, making me squeal. “Are you in?”
I thought about the demons I’d faced down. They existed to offer unsuspecting humans choices that would swallow them whole. They slunk from person to person, breathing lies and deception into the ear of any who would listen. I recalled the poisonous smile on every one of their faces when they saw me, so sure that little old me couldn’t do a damn thing to throw a wrench into their plans. Then I thought of Dash and Koda.
“Yeah, I’m in.”



EPILOGUE

 
 
We hadn’t seen much of Arrow lately. In the week since our talk with Cinder, he’d kept to himself, preferring to stay home and write music while locked away in his basement. He had barely reacted when Rowen announced that he was moving out. Though it was safer for them both that way, Arrow’s lack of emotion was worrisome. I knew that Rowen was more concerned than he let on.
Jett and I were back at The Spirit Room to watch a friend’s band play. We’d decided to use tonight’s outing as an opportunity to find out if we were up for the challenge Cinder had presented to us.
“There’s a demon behind you,” I told Jett. “Don’t turn around. You won’t see him. He’s incorporeal.”
“Ok, so what now? What’s he doing?”
“He’s giving me the finger.”
And he was. He knew we were on to him. We’d caught him whispering in the ear of a guy already strung out on drugs, encouraging him to take it further, to test the limits of life and death. The guy was oblivious to the literal monkey on his back. With bloodshot, sunken eyes, he scanned the bar, most likely looking for Arrow or one of the many other dealers who frequently passed through.
“Well, give it right back.” Jett spun around with both middle fingers up. The people standing behind her gave her a dirty look, which she ignored. “What does he think of this?”
“Stop that.” I grabbed her hands, trying to stop the werewolf from antagonizing the demon.
“Hey, buddy.” Rowen swooped in out of nowhere, sauntering up to the bleary-eyed guy. “Want to come outside for a smoke?”
The guy tried to focus on Rowen, but he had a hard time and shook his head in confusion. “Yeah, sure, whatever. Thanks, man.”
The demon moved as if to follow them, but I stepped into his path. “Not tonight, dude. Leave that guy alone.”
To anyone who was paying attention, I appeared to be talking to nobody. However, in a rock bar where everyone was getting a drunk on, nobody was watching me that closely.
The demon sneered at me. Even though he wasn’t corporeal, he had a human appearance. Not all of them chose to look that way. Some of them chose to be downright ugly and terrifying.
“You think a couple of nephilim brats are going to get in my way?” With an exaggerated sigh, the demon suddenly turned visible. He remained relatively emotionless, as if I was so low on his awareness scale that I wasn’t even worthy of his disdain.
“Not just us.” I pointed at Jett who was made a show of flexing as if prepping for a brawl. “Trust me, you don’t want to tangle with her. She’s an eye gouger.” To emphasize my threat, Jett held up a hand tipped with claws and smiled. “Of course, if you don’t have it in you to take us, I guess you could just jump on out of here and there wouldn’t be anything I could do about it.”
“Do you think I’m an idiot?” He did muster a glare for me then.
“Yes,” I nodded. “I do.”
He held up both hands in a `bring it on’ gesture. “Alright. Let’s have it. Show me what you’ve got.”
Without wasting a second, Jett grabbed him by an arm, spun him around, and wrenched his arm up behind him so hard he grunted. Then she shoved him up against a nearby pillar and put her free arm across the back of his neck.
“I can slit your throat in a split second,” she snarled. “Take your business elsewhere. You’re done here.”
I placed a hand on his shoulder, pulled some of his dark power into me and then thrust it right back into him. “Listen to the wolf. We can’t kill you, but I can guarantee that we’ll have fun trying anyway.”
“Are you for fucking real, little thief?” The demon chuckled. When he followed that up with a sigh, I wasn’t sure I liked his bored response. “I don’t need this crap tonight. I’m far too busy to piss around here with half-breeds. You want the junkie so bad, fine. Have him. There’s always more where he came from.”
The demon vanished, which pleased me but lacked true satisfaction. Unfortunately, he was right. There were always more. For every person we aided, there would be hundreds more we couldn’t. That realization startled me even though Cinder had warned me not to entertain such ideas.
“You do what you can do, Ember,” he’d said. “And leave the rest in God’s hands.”
I knew he was trying to ease the perfectionism that I’d felt since choosing the light. In a way he did. Still, there was so much to mull over.
Jett scoffed, “Where was the challenge in that? I expected more of a fight.”
“Sometimes they give in because it’s easier to move on than to engage. It’s not a good thing. He’s just moved on to another target.”
We headed outside to find Rowen. He was sitting on a bench, sharing a smoke with the guy, and talking him through what appeared to be a bad trip. We hung back and watched without being obvious.
“Too bad all guys aren’t like that.” Jett nodded toward Rowen. “You nabbed a good one. It’s about time I guess. Your track record sucks.”
“Tell me about it. I think Rowen and I were meant to meet now. I don’t want to read too much into it, but it feels destined.”
Jett cackled and tossed a purple lock out of her eyes as she lit a cigarette. “You? Read too much into things? No way.”
I had to smile at her sarcasm. I couldn’t help that I was an over-thinker. Since our meeting with the Dark Mountain Records reps a few days prior, all I’d done was think. About juggling music, keeping up on my graphic design business, and being available to act on behalf of the light. This juggling act was going to require some work.
The Dark Mountain rep booked some time for Crimson Sin at one of the better studios in the city. We would be recording twelve of our original songs. We currently had an indie record available for download, but this was the real deal. Dark Mountain was going to back our record and had already committed to a small, promotional tour.
I was thrilled. We all were. This was the start of our dream come true. Still, I hoped like hell that it didn’t drive a wedge between Rowen and me. He’d been nothing but supportive. I wondered if I would have been as supportive if our roles were reversed.
Of course Dark Mountain didn’t forget Molly’s Chamber. They too had been contacted for a meeting. They were offered the chance to record an EP, which would be promoted by the label. According to Rowen, Arrow had barely surfaced since then. He stayed in the basement writing.
Rowen found an apartment downtown already. Living at Arrow’s had become too dangerous. This way Cinder could put a ward on Rowen’s place, giving him some sanctuary from demons. Cinder had also put his seal on Rowen. As a Dominion, he supervised other angelkind, the light nephilim included. His constant guidance and presence in my life made more sense to me now. Of course, Cinder’s seal wouldn’t stop all demons from messing with us. Some of them would be encouraged by it.
Koda for one was not deterred by it. Though we hadn’t spoken since the last time he showed up at the jam space, he’d been around. I saw him lurking in the parking lot outside the vampire bar when we played there a few nights ago. He kept his distance, but he made certain that I knew he was there.
Dash, on the other hand, hadn’t bothered Rowen or me, though from what I heard, Arrow had been in contact with him. Dash had offered him a chance to earn his way back into the family. Arrow had been reluctant to share the entire conversation with Rowen.
Demons were unpredictable. Like tonight, some of them would go out of their way to avoid a run-in with a white lighter. Others sought us out. I still wasn’t sure which Dash was. Would he give up on Rowen? I didn’t know, but if not, I was more than willing to hack his head off again.
“Wanna head over to the jam space? I think I’m done with this scene for tonight. I’d rather work on some new material.” Jett’s gaze followed a guy with liberty spikes and a studded leather jacket. “Or maybe I’ll see what he’s doing.”
“What happened to the dude with the dreads?”
She scrunched her face up and shook her head. “No go. He was engaged. Alas, my hunt for a boy toy that can keep up with me continues.”
“Your pack is huge. Why not hook up with another wolf?” I refused the cigarette when she offered it. I was down to just a few a day. Good for me.
“Been there, done that. It just leads to awkward shit within the pack. I prefer to keep my personal life personal. And I kind of like human guys. They’re always so surprised when I throw them down and rip their clothes off.” She chuckled to herself at a naughty memory.
I watched as Rowen flagged down a cab and got the guy safely inside. They exchanged a few words, and the cab drove off. Running a hand through his blue ’hawk, Rowen flashed me the smile that always made me weak.
“Go get laid,” Jett quipped. “You reek like lust.”
Despite her ribbing, I knew she was happy for me. She just showed her happiness through snarky remarks.
When he rejoined us, Rowen said, “I convinced him to head home and get some sleep. We had a good talk. I may have got him thinking about rehab.”
“In ten minutes you managed that?” Jett asked. “Shit. You’re good. No wonder you have wings already.”
Rowen grinned and ducked his head, embarrassed by her praise. Taking his hand, I slipped my fingers between his and squeezed. He squeezed back, and we shared a look.
With a nudge, I asked Jett, “Do you still want to jam?”
She cast a last glance at the punk rocker with the spikes. “Yeah, let’s go. Bring lover boy. He can play bass.”
“You sure that’s ok?” Rowen’s grin was teasing. “Our bands might consider that some kind of treason.”
“Aw, screw ’em. I happen to know for a fact that Tash song writes with Mr. Country. I don’t suppose Arrow would want to come by, hang out, and have a drink.”
Rowen’s smile faltered. “I doubt it. I’ll text him though.”
My heart ached as his smile faded. Rowen didn’t like to discuss his relationship with Arrow in too much detail. They were still friends, though embracing each other as brothers would take time. Being on opposing sides wasn’t going to make that easy.
We headed for the parking lot with Jett chattering up a storm. She was great at lightening a dark mood. In no time she had us laughing and joking along with her. When Rowen and I showed her the song we’d written together, she didn’t even get mad. She just wanted to steal it for Crimson Sin.
After we ran through the song a few times, she admitted, “I kind of hate to say it, but you two make a pretty good team.”
I exchanged a look with Rowen, who gave me a sexy wink. My heart fluttered the way it always did when he looked at me like that.
“Yeah.” I fiddled with the pegs on my guitar, hoping to hide my goofy blush. “We really do.”
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“I’m starting to hate it when your boyfriend plays. Too many groupies.” Jett’s comment was accompanied by a snort of derision and a scowl.
With arms crossed, my back against the wall, I gazed around at the packed interior of the nightclub. Molly’s Chamber was currently rocking the stage. Next to our band, Crimson Sin, they were easily the best band in town. At the Battle of the Bands event a few months ago, they had been our biggest competition, and we’d just barely kicked their asses. They had deserved the win as much as we did, maybe more so. I might be biased though, since I fell for their bass player.
I forced a tight smile when a gaggle of girls shoved by, almost knocking me down. Jett growled, the sound swallowed up by the thunder of drums and bass. 
“It’s not so bad.” I smiled to myself as my gaze landed on Rowen. His vibrant-blue mohawk was flopped to one side. He’d neglected to spike it up tonight. The long piece in front fell into his fiery amber eyes, just the way I loved it. 
Rowen was the love of my life, or at least I’d like to think so. I was crazy about him, but the past had left me scarred and wary, unable to trust or commit. Since we met at the Battle of the Bands, I’d learned more about myself and what I was capable of than I’d ever thought possible from any relationship.
“I need another round of shots.” Jett leaned beside me, scouring the crowd. “And a hot guy who’s over twenty.”
I snickered. She had a tendency to go for the legal but young type. “There’s plenty of post-twenty hotties here.”
“Just yours. Oh and his friends, which includes Arrow, but I mean, come on.” Jett’s predatory stare followed the dark nephilim she spoke of. “It’s Arrow. He’s hot, but he’s so not my type. I don’t do crazy junkie assholes.”
I tore my gaze away from my foxy boyfriend to follow Jett’s gaze to Arrow. He gestured to the annoyed sound guy, apparently lecturing the guy on how to do his job. Arrow, having given his silent instruction, turned back to the crowd of booze-swilling rockers. He ate up the adoring attention from everyone, encouraging the shouts and whistles. What an attention whore.
Arrow Lynch and Rowen Cruz were brothers. Half brothers, to be exact. They shared a father who just happened to be a demon. Having human mothers made them nephilim like me. We all had to choose a side. Arrow was dark. Rowen was light, as was I. And we were all thrust into this crazy rock n’ roll world which caused our chosen sides to collide more than I’d anticipated. 
Jett was picky when it came to what kind of guy caught her interest. She wasn’t wrong about Arrow though. He was a shady dude, a drug dealer who worked for demons. 
“Arrow isn’t so bad,” I said. “He’s got some good qualities.”
Jett smirked and shook her head. “Name three.”
“Um, well, he risked his own neck to get Rowen away from Dash. And he helped me out when Dash had it in for me.” I racked my brain for another example. It was hard to sing Arrow’s praises. He didn’t make it easy.
“That’s only two, and don’t forget that one of those situations involved blackmail.” Jett shrugged. “He’s a selfish prick who hooks people on drugs and takes blowjobs for payment. He’s not a good guy.”
I knew I shouldn’t have told her about that. Arrow wasn’t on my list of favorite people, not even close, but I’d seen a side of him I didn’t think he wanted anyone to see. A strange grace lurked beneath his arrogance and his bad-boy exterior.
Feeling our eyes on him, Arrow’s gaze landed on us. He raised a brow before flashing us a cocky grin. Tattooed and dressed head to toe in black with a smudge of dark liner around his eyes and a shock of long, black hair that peeked out from beneath the knit cap hanging off the back of his head, Arrow was hot. Jett wasn’t wrong there. The ugly part was that he flaunted it.
“What an egomaniac.” Jett raised a beer to her lips. It was promptly knocked out of her hand by several rowdy guys shoving their way through. The bottle hit the floor at her feet, splashing us both. “You fucking punks.”
I thrust out a hand to hold her back before she could bare fangs at the drunken idiots. “Just chill, Jett. It was an accident. Cage the beast.”
Her dark eyes flashed wolf, but she managed to restrain herself. I whirled toward the guys to find a demon trailing after one of them. Demons, prevalent in public places, could always be found drifting from person to person, wreaking havoc with their malicious whispers and cruel intentions. Much like how angels were assigned to specific people, demons were as well, and not all of them were bottom feeders.
This demon in particular made for a potent force to be reckoned with. Walking unseen among the group of guys, he stuck especially close to one. I watched as he leaned in close to murmur something destructive in his ear. The guy leaned in to one of his buddies and said something. His friend’s expression turned ugly, and his lips moved in an angry retort. Moments later, fists started swinging. It didn’t take much to coerce a couple of drunk dudes to go at it. Chaos broke out as those around them started shouting and cheering them on.
I shoved away from the wall and weaved through the crowd, my focus on the demon who watched with a satisfied smile. He saw me coming, and his expression changed to one of intrigue. He blinked solid black eyes at me and raised a hand in invitation.
Because he was incorporeal, there wasn’t much I could do. I had a weapon, which I’d happily discovered would allow me to harm him whether he was corporeal or not, given to me by my dear angel friend, Cinder. Unfortunately, carrying a sword into a rock show was frowned upon. So all I could do was antagonize him into taking form.
“Really? Starting fights between drunks? Low hanging fruit, don’t you think?” To anyone watching it would have looked like I was talking to nobody. Lucky for me, there was too much going on between the stage and the fight for anyone to pay me any attention.
The demon regarded me with those inky black eyes. This close they appeared to be bottomless pits, reflecting nothing back, not even my own face. “I take it where I can get it.”
“You succeeded in making trouble. Maybe you should move along now.” I jerked a thumb toward the exit.
“I succeeded in helping him manifest his anger into something tangible. Something powerful.” That soul-sucking gaze slid over me, taking in my tight leather pants, Mötley Crüe tank top, and spiked collar. “You don’t look like a white lighter.”
“Are you judging me?” I knew that he was only trying to distract me. 
“Of course.” The demon flashed a wide smile of such absolute evil that a chill crept over me.
Molly’s Chamber jammed out their final song. I glanced up to find Arrow watching me engage the demon. The look of intrigue he wore didn’t sit well with me. 
I stared into the demon’s illusively human face, feeling small and fragile next to the monster before me, while we remained otherwise unseen. Everyone’s eyes were locked on the stage or the fight. The demon smirked, taking joy in having the advantage, since confronting them could be as dangerous as ignoring them, especially when one had as limited power as I did. Perhaps I should have kept my mouth shut and minded my own business, but it wasn’t that simple. The demon had a job to do, yet so did I. 
Security moved in to split up the fight and escort both guys outside where they would just continue their aggressive display. 
“Great job,” I muttered, knowing the demon had orchestrated the fight to spread anger and aggression among the crowd, who already had enough adrenaline flowing.
“Thank you, Spike.” The demon slipped me a slimy smile as he revealed his awareness of me. In a show of extreme arrogance, he extended a hand and took corporeal form. “I’m Brook. It’s a pleasure to meet the rare lady nephilim that has Dash in such a mood these days.” His grin widened at the thought.
I stared at his hand with obvious disdain. “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment. Dash doesn’t seem like the type to let someone like me get to him.”
Brook continued to hold his hand out, smiling wide when I continued to refuse it. “Anyone who can get to Dash is worthy of my respect. Of course, I still can’t allow you to get in my way. So let’s just make nice and go our separate ways, shall we?”
Jett came to stand next to me when Brook materialized. She vibrated with tense energy, ready and wary. Still, a crowded bar was no place to throw down with any demon.
Molly’s Chamber wrapped up their last song of the night. The crowd gathered close to the stage, screaming and cheering, with the fight already forgotten.
I found it interesting that Brook spoke of Dash with contempt. Demons might all be on the same side, but they had a tendency to fight amongst themselves, which could always be worked to the advantage of the light.
The music stopped, and the DJ took over, spinning classic rock tunes while Molly’s Chamber cleared their gear so the next band could set up. The Spirit Room was the best bar in town for live local rock shows. The Battle of the Bands event had drawn a huge crowd. It was great, except that more people meant more demons.
Brook’s black gaze settled on something just over my shoulder. “Friend of yours?”
I turned to find Arrow strutting his way through the crowd. He shoved through the sea of people until he was at my side. “What have we got here?” Arrow didn’t wait for a response. Opening his palm, a shadow crept out like a writhing black snake. It wound its way around Brook’s neck, coiling tight. 
I stared in stunned silence.
Brook grabbed at the shadow, but his hands plunged right through it. So instead he retaliated with a roiling black mass of dark energy that struck Arrow in the chest. It choked off his breath.
He coughed, struggling for air. That didn’t stop him from throwing both hands up in a move that froze the demon in place. Yet his move wouldn’t hold a demon like Brook for long. 
“Arrow, what the hell are you doing?” I demanded when I was sure he could breathe again. 
It wasn’t like him to start shit with a demon, although he hadn’t quite been himself lately. He’d been a bigger, more pain in the ass version of himself. Arrow had already betrayed his side, and as far as I knew, he was still in a state of probation, having to earn back his place among the dark.
“Just having a little fun.” He shrugged and jerked his head in a dismissive motion. “Take off. I’ll handle this.” 
Before I could answer, the demon broke free from Arrow’s hold and threw a punch that connected with Arrow’s face. The power behind the hit threw him down on the floor, skidding into a group of girls who shrieked and darted out of the way.
Jett surged forward, ready to throw some punches of her own.
I saw no way this would end well; backing off and letting the demon go was our only wise choice. “Jett, don’t,” I shouted, too late, as she swung at Brook.
He flicked her like a bug and sent her crashing into me.
Arrow had already scrambled to his feet. Shadows swirled around him, unseen in the dimly lit nightclub. Tendrils darted out from him, some lashing out at the demon, others winding around his arms and legs. 
“You traitorous little fuck,” the demon spat, fury flashing in his ebony eyes. “Don’t think that Dash won’t be hearing about this. I know you’re one of his.”
Arrow tilted his head and gave a half shrug. “I’ll tell him myself. I don’t really give a shit what he thinks.”
I’d intended to ask the demon to leave when I approached him. Instead Arrow had leapt in, making the situation far more volatile than it needed to be. I glanced toward the stage in search of Rowen. If anyone could get Arrow under control, it would be him. Although Arrow was not always controllable.
Jett hovered close to me, waiting for my lead. There wasn’t much I could do. Still, I had to try something. So I reached out to grasp Brook’s wrist. As a replicant, I stole a sample of his power, a copy of what he’d just used on Arrow. I stepped back and hit him with the roiling black force. My shot didn’t weaken him as much as I’d hoped, but it did send him flailing backward. 
It also pissed him off.
Black eyes found me again. “Nice shot, bitch.”
I braced for his retaliation. My strongest skill was fire, and I couldn’t very well use that with so many witnesses. It didn’t blend in the way Arrow’s shadows did. 
Jett strained, tense beside me. The muscles in her arm trembled beneath my hand as I held her back. She and I were not at our strongest in front of witnesses. Our brand of fighting was explosive and often bloody. That girl had claws.
Brook looked us over like he couldn’t decide what he should do with us. Though we were limited by the many witnesses, he was too. It was forbidden for any of us to put on a blatant public display that revealed our true selves. Sure, it still happened, but most of us, light and dark, knew better than to break that rule. We walked among humankind, each of us with our own agenda, but keeping our identity concealed was essential for human life to continue on its natural course.
I wasn’t entirely surprised when the demon lunged at Arrow. I was surprised, however, when Rowen stepped between them. He caught the fist that came hurtling toward him, meant for his brother. A light glowed in his palm. It spread like a visible warmth, jumping from him to the demon who shrieked and tried furiously to pull away.
“Let’s not do this here,” Rowen said. “You walk away. We walk away.”
Jerking back, the demon clutched his hand, holding it close. He regarded Rowen with something like trepidation and perhaps even fear. “I didn’t start this altercation. She did.” He pointed at me.
I glowered. “I stepped in on behalf of someone else. It’s what I do. I’m a white lighter, remember?” So badly I wanted to slap him with a fireball. My palms tingled, and I rubbed them, willing the urge away.
Brook held up both hands. “I’m done here. Unless you all would like to take this elsewhere.”
“I’d like to take it elsewhere.” Arrow shifted from foot to foot, as if overcome with pent up energy he needed to unleash. 
“No,” Rowen interjected. “You wouldn’t. Chill the fuck out, Arrow. You’re going to cause a scene.”
The two of them engaged in a small stare down. Before discovering they were brothers, they’d been best friends and band mates. Although Arrow had been instructed to recruit Rowen for the dark, the two had formed a genuine bond. The revelation that they shared a father had been tough for them both, but they seemed to be working through it. 
I didn’t like the way they were looking at each other though. It reminded me of the night they’d gotten into a fight on stage. I’d been horrified, but the crowd had loved it. 
We all watched Arrow, anticipating his reaction. He wasn’t really the taking-orders type. I expected the sneer that crossed his face.
“Fine. Whatever, man. Fuck it.” Arrow threw us a curve by letting it go. Then he spun on a heel and stalked away.
Two girls nearby did a double take as he passed. If they only knew.
Brook jerked a thumb in the direction he’d gone. “That one is going to pay for his betrayal.” He disappeared, as demons do, leaving us to make of that what we would.
“Can’t take that guy anywhere, huh?” Jett muttered.
Rowen and I exchanged a look. He’d spent several years cleaning up Arrow’s messes. Now they were divided, on opposing sides despite sharing blood and a band. Eventually the things that divided them would stack up until Rowen could no longer come to his brother’s aid. Not that Arrow appreciated it, or if he did, he sure kept it a well-hidden secret.
I gave Rowen’s hand a squeeze. My gaze strayed to Arrow who was playing rockstar for a few barely legal girls. As far as the rock industry went, we were all small fish in a big pond, but in the local rock scene, our two bands had gained a lot of attention during the band battle, and now we’d reached some sort of city-wide celeb status, Arrow most of all. Pompous and more than a little conceited, he ate up the attention.
I stifled a sigh and flashed Rowen what I hoped was an encouraging smile. Though I had no intention of saying so, I was starting to get a bad feeling about where tonight was headed. 
Arrow glanced our way and grinned. 
My bad feeling became downright dread.
 



CHAPTER TWO

 
 
 “I just love “Blood and Fire.” That song changed my life,” a bleached blonde in stilettos gushed as we walked up, touching Arrow’s arm and fluttering her eyelashes.
“Oh barf,” Jett said, announcing our arrival. 
Arrow shot her a glare that was deadly but gone as fast as it had come. My opinion on the matter, they didn’t care much for one another because they were too much alike.
“Thanks, doll.” Arrow ignored us and flashed a smile designed only to seduce. “Rowen here helped write that one.”
He drew attention to Rowen, which resulted in gushed compliments and obvious flirtations. Rowen made nice, accepting compliments with humility and genuine gratitude. He’d dragged us over here so he could babysit Arrow. While I was less than enthused with the turn of events, I somehow kept my dismay to myself. Unlike Jett.
The trio of groupies assessed us, dismissing Jett and I immediately but eyeing up Rowen with interest. Dating in the rock industry meant having loads of females wanting to sleep with your man. I found it both entertaining and nauseating.
Jett played with an unlit cigarette and watched the scene play out. Leaning in close she muttered, “Good Lord, I hope I never get that desperate for attention.”
I couldn’t hide my smile. “Jett, you’re a frontwoman. You’re always that desperate for attention.”
Head cocked, unlit smoke stuck between her lips, she nodded. “Yeah, well at least I do something to earn it rather than show my tits and bleach my hair.”
“Now, now. Play nice.” I said with a snicker. “You show your tits all the time. Don’t be so quick to judge.”
A mischievous smile crossed her face. “Well, I have great tits. It would be a shame to keep them all to myself.”
Rowen’s name rang across the room, and Sam, the Molly’s Chamber guitarist, waved us over. We joined him at the table he had claimed in the middle of the room. It put us mid-way between the stage and the bar so we had a clear view of both.
“Hey, Sammy.” Rowen greeted his friend with a fist bump and a few choice swear words. “Where’s Greyson? Did he leave already?”
Sam nodded and let out a belch. He clutched a beer in one hand. “He had to pick his girlfriend up from work.”
I listened to the guys shoot the shit while Jett went to the bar for drinks. Sacred Stone was setting up on stage. They’d been the second runner up in the competition, and the singer, Paul Webber, hadn’t been able to accept losing to a girl band. He was a misogynistic pig who made me yearn to do horrible things.
Jett returned with two double vodka screwdrivers and placed one in front of me. Her gaze landed on the stage. “Oh, this asshole is playing. Great.”
“Don’t even pay him any attention,” I said. “He’s not worth it.”
“What about me?” Arrow plopped down at the table and gestured to our drinks, feigning offense. 
Jett flipped him her middle finger, using it to gesture to the girls now waiting in the bar line. “Get one of your groupies to buy you drinks. I’m sure they’ll be along any moment now.”
“Ah yes, love me some groupies.” Arrow chuckled, amused by himself. “Hey, when do you guys play here next?”
Jett stared at him in stony silence and sipped from her drink.
Trying to keep things light, I said, “We play The Spirit Room tomorrow. The Wicked Kiss the night after.”
“Right. The vampire bar. I tried to get us a gig there, and the owner kicked me out. She’s such a bitch.” For a split-second Arrow looked wounded by the rejection. Then his arrogance oozed back into place, hiding any sign that he was still human after all. 
I laughed, enjoying that we had a regular gig at a place he couldn’t get into. “She’s not so bad. Can’t blame her for having standards.”
Arrow scoffed and shoved away from the table, stalking off toward the bar. I couldn’t help but give him a hard time. He liked to dish it out, but he didn’t take it so well.
Rowen leaned in close so as not to shout over the music. His warm breath tickled against my ear. “I’m worried about him. Something’s up, and he won’t talk to me about it. I think Dash has been working him over hard.”
The mention of Dash brought a frown to my face. The demon had made it his mission to recruit both brothers for the dark. He’d succeeded with Arrow but had lost Rowen, and he’d been punishing Arrow for it ever since. 
“I get the feeling he’s looking for trouble.” I turned to speak close to Rowen’s ear, brushing my lips over his lobe with each word. “I don’t think I want to be around when he finds it.”
Capturing my hand in his, Rowen brought it to his lips. With a brow raised I bit my bottom lip and gave him a flirtatious smile. He kissed me, a small peck that quickly became a sensual declaration. Excitement thrilled through me, setting butterflies loose to tickle my ribcage.
“Get a room.” Jett showed her displeasure by throwing a balled up napkin at us. “I wish Tash and Rubi had come so I didn’t have to look at you disgusting lovebirds all night.”
The girls had stayed in tonight, Tash with her country-music–loving boyfriend and Rubi to work on her university studies. That left Jett and I to deal with the abundance of testosterone flooding the building. 
Sam saw it as an opportunity to flirt with Jett. “You know, Jett, if you and me were making out too, you wouldn’t have to look at them.” He leaned toward her with lips puckered. 
“You have got to be kidding me.” Despite her derogatory tone, Jett was pleased with the attention. “One of these days I’m going to take you up on that, and you’ll be sorry.”
Sam made it a point to flirt with Jett as often as possible. She always shot him down, but she appreciated his efforts. 
“I don’t like the looks of this,” Rowen said, staring over my shoulder. “He’s going to get slapped.”
I turned around to find Arrow chatting up one of the waitresses. Her lip was curled in disgust. Whatever he was saying, she’d probably heard it many times before. Smug and self-assured, Arrow said something that proved how well Rowen knew him. The waitress cracked him across the face before storming off, spewing curses back at him. We couldn’t hear it due to the noise, but I didn’t need audio to know that she’d told Arrow to go fuck himself.
Our table erupted in jeers as Arrow sauntered back to us with a drink in hand. He was grinning like an idiot, proud of himself. 
“Nice job, dickhead,” Sam crowed. “Tell me again why you still have a better track record with the ladies than I do.” 
Arrow plopped down beside Sam. A wicked glimmer danced through his hazel eyes. “I know what the ladies want. Even if they don’t know it yet.”
Jett and I exploded into protests. “Oh come on, Arrow,” I said at the same time Jett muttered, “Fuck that.”
The conversation flowed naturally as jibes were thrown and drinks were downed. After a while, even the music of Sacred Stone was mildly enjoyable.
Then the sensation of being watched gave me goosebumps. I knew who it was before I located him. Being stalked by a demon was not something I expected to ever get used to.
Koda leaned against the wall near the front entry. Tall, handsome, and dark haired was the form he chose to present himself in. There was no telling what he really looked like without his illusive physical form. He stared at me, red eyes boring into me with a palpable weight. Like the guy Brook was tailing, I had a demon of my own. Lucky me.
I didn’t know if Koda had been assigned to me or if he’d taken it upon himself to be a constant reminder of the side I’d turned my back on when I’d chosen to serve the light. As if I needed another reminder; Arrow was more than enough.
“Not even one night without some demon bullshit, huh?” Rowen appraised the lurking demon. “Do you want to deal with him? I’ve got your back.”
“No. Just ignore him. He wants a reaction so we’re not going to give him one.” Meeting Koda’s eyes, I gave a slow shake of my head before turning away.
He continued to stare, unmoving.
Before I’d chosen the light, Koda had been dedicated to recruiting me. From being my friend to pledging his love for me, he’d tried everything. And failed. Yet, here he was. Demons never gave up. Whether recruiting, manipulating, or straight up opposing, the dark was going to be a constant shadow in my life.
A loud squeal followed by a giggle drew my attention back to the table. One of the groupies had joined us. She dragged a chair over from another table and crammed in between Arrow and Sam before excitedly introducing herself as Vicky. 
She gushed over each Molly’s Chamber member, flooding them with flirtatious compliments. Jett and I exchanged a look. As copious amounts of liquor were consumed, both she and Arrow became unbearably annoying. 
Sacred Stone finished their set, and the DJ promptly took over, playing some well-loved 80s rock that got people dancing. Though I wasn’t a dancer by any means, it was tempting if only to get away from Arrow and his giggling friend.
On a quick trip to the restroom, Koda intercepted me. Not at all a surprise. “You look lovely this evening, Spike.” He glided out of the shadows into my path, making me jerk to a halt. 
“What do you want, Koda?” My palms itched and I clenched my fists. “Do you really have nothing better to do than creep around here watching me? It’s a waste of time.”
Koda peered down his angular nose at me, assessing my mood. “Your time, maybe. Time means nothing to me.” When I huffed and tried to shove by him, he held up a hand to stop me. “You know I can’t just let you go. It doesn’t work that way.”
“Yeah, I know how it works. Just because you insist on being a constant annoyance does not mean that I’m required to engage with you or even acknowledge your existence. Leave me alone.” 
“You’re still in danger, Spike. You always will be. As long as you’re light. That’s just the way it is. No sense trying to fight it.” Koda made a show of looking me over. “I’ll be here, waiting for my opportunity. When you realize the futility of fighting the good fight and you start to hunger for more, I’ll be here. I’ll always be here.” He spoke in a manner that made it sound as if he was both warning me and threatening me.
Rather than encourage him with a reply, I shoved by him without a glance back. I kept hoping that Koda would grow weary of this one-sided game, but it was becoming undeniably clear that might never happen.
I returned from the restroom to find that all hell had broken loose in my brief absence. Arrow and Paul were going at it, throwing fists that landed with enough force to make me cringe. I was pretty sure I could guess who’d started it. Sam and Rowen were trying to break them up, but neither guy made it easy for them. Paul’s friends were useless, watching the ordeal with amusement. If they thought their boy could hold his own against an ego-fed and most likely coke-fueled Arrow, they were about to realize how wrong that assumption was. 
Jett stood close enough to watch the action without being involved. She raised her glass in cheers when I joined her. “Can you believe these fucking idiots?”
“Who started it?” I asked. Since the time Arrow had punched Paul for insulting me at a late-night diner, the two of them had been on rocky ground.
“Hard to say.” She shrugged, her gaze on the chaos. “Paul walked by, made a snarky remark about having already fucked Arrow’s bimbo, but Arrow threw the first punch.”
Vicky the Groupie watched the action with something between shock and delight. She was under the impression that this was all about her, but it wasn’t. It was about two guys who both wanted to be top dog in this town when there was only room for one.
Two bouncers appeared, and that seemed to be enough to bring the fight to an end. Paul backed off with hands up, likely hoping he wouldn’t get kicked out. His short brown hair was disheveled, his face blotchy and red. Blood trickled from one nostril.  
Arrow struggled to get to Paul despite the burly bouncer in his path. The guy had to shove him back a few times before Arrow settled down. Swiping a hand over his nose, he seemed pleased to find that it wasn’t bleeding. A nice shiner was already forming under one eye though. I’d lost count of how many shiners I’d seen Arrow with since we’d first met. Apparently a lot of people wanted to hit him in the face. Me included. I’d thrown a punch at him myself.
He stooped to pick up the hat that had fallen from his head in the fight. Tucking it into his back pocket, he ran a hand through his unruly hair and shot Paul a venomous glare.
“I think you two need to leave for the rest of the night.” The bouncer addressed both guys. “Come back tomorrow but keep your hands to yourself.”
Arrow eyed the bouncer, and I was sure he was going to argue. But he just shrugged and said, “Just give me five minutes to finish my drink. Then I’m gone.”
The bouncer fixed Arrow with a hard glare. “Five minutes. I’m timing you.”
Paul and his friends packed their gear out while we all returned to our table.
I’d had enough of demons and dirtbags for one evening. I was ready to call it a night.
Arrow grabbed his abandoned drink and slugged it back while his blonde friend clung to him with a constant smile. As if the entire fight hadn’t happened, he looked at me and said, “Oh, yeah. Spike, I almost forgot. We’re thinking about adding a second guitarist. Are you interested? I’m sure I could be convinced to let you audition.”
Well that sure came out of left field. I stared at him in confusion. “Your brain must’ve taken a beating just now, huh? You’re talking nonsense.”
Jett pointed a finger in Arrow’s face. “Fuck. You. You’re not stealing my guitarist, shithead.”
Arrow merely smirked. He just couldn’t get enough trouble tonight. 
“Ok, we’re done here. You need to go home and calm the fuck down before you do or say something you’ll regret.” Rowen, having had enough for one night, none too gently shoved Arrow along toward the exit. Vicky trailed along, hot on their heels. 
“Just think about it, Spike,” Arrow called over his shoulder. “Then we won’t have to fight over that song you wrote with Rowen.”
“What the fuck is he talking about?” Jett’s eyes were wolf, solid chocolate-brown orbs without a trace of white. “Does that piece of shit think he’s got a right to that song? I’ll cut him, Spike. Like the bitch that he is.”
I cast a nervous glance after the guys, breathing easier when I saw Arrow disappear outside. In all honesty, Jett scared me when she wolfed out. I was never sure what her breaking point was.
“He’s trying to piss you off. He’s all jacked up from the fight and feeling cocky. Don’t let him get to you, or he wins.” Cringing inwardly, I patted her arm, hoping to calm the beast within. “I’m not leaving Crimson, and that fucker isn’t getting his hands on the song I wrote with Rowen.”
She made a noise of disgust that ended in a small growl that made goosebumps pop up on my arms despite the heat inside The Spirit Room. “I think I’m going to take off,” she said. “I need to get furry and let off a little steam.” After dramatically kissing my cheek, Jett vacated.
Alone, Sam and I stared at one another awkwardly. He smiled, shrugged, and turned his attention to his phone. I waited for Rowen to return and then we too took our leave. 
 
* * * *
 
“So what’s up with Arrow suddenly wanting that song we wrote?” My fingers slid through Rowen’s soft hair.
We sprawled on the couch at my apartment, cozy and warm, while the snow fell beyond the window, watching late night TV, which meant making fun of the ridiculous infomercials. Rowen was uncharacteristically quiet, and I knew he was thinking about Arrow. He’d always felt responsible for Arrow, even though they were both old enough to make their own decisions. Now that he knew they were siblings, I doubted that would ever change.
His head lay on my stomach, his hand holding tight to my hip. “He heard it and decided it should be a Molly’s Chamber song. I told him that he can’t claim it, but he still insisted on playing it for the guys at Dark Mountain Records. They loved it.”
“But, but it’s not Arrow’s song,” I sputtered, tensing with growing ire. 
“I know; I told him that. They said they want the song and they want one of our bands to record it. They said we should sit down with Joe and discuss it. I was going to tell you.” Rowen sighed. “I think you guys should take it. Arrow will get over it.”
Joe was our recently acquired manager. He was the middleman between our bands and Dark Mountain Records, who had awarded a record deal to Crimson Sin for winning the band battle. Because they’d loved Molly’s Chamber too, they’d offered them an EP deal. Now they were pitting both bands against each other, again.
“We wrote that song. Together. It was a bonding moment. I don’t want it to be ruined by some stupid fight. We never should’ve shown it to either Arrow or Jett.” I frowned at the man on the TV trying to convince me that his magic diet elixir would change my life.
“It’s not going to turn into a fight,” Rowen assured me, peering up at me with soulful amber eyes. “Maybe we say fuck all of them and release it ourselves independently on iTunes.” Mischief lit the smile he shot me. It created a warm sensation in my belly and then in my groin. Why did he have to be so unbearably hot? 
“Jett and Arrow would be pissed. Let’s do it.” I laughed when he kissed my stomach. I was stupidly ticklish like that. 
“And donate all the profit to charity.” Rowen chuckled, his breath warm through my shirt. “Arrow would love that.”
He rose up to kiss me, and I put a hand on each side of his face, gently holding him close. His kiss was tender but passionate, a claiming of my mouth that left me swooning. 
“More of that,” I murmured when he began to pull away. Sliding my arms around his neck, I kissed him like it was our first kiss all over again. Every kiss still felt like the first, complete with the rush of butterflies. 
We engaged in a fun make out session until it was interrupted by a yawn. I clapped a hand over my mouth and stifled the next. “Sorry. That was so unsexy.”
“Naw, I’m tired too. It’s after three. Let’s go to bed.” Rowen got off the couch and pulled me up with him. 
Falling into bed together, we laughed and joked, forgetting the tension our friends had caused with their ridiculous need to be better than the other. It had to be a front-person thing. 
Once our clothes came off, sleep didn’t seem so immediately necessary. The taste of him on my lips made me want more. Pressing him down beneath me, I kissed my way down his body, enjoying the way he tensed and gripped the sheets. Smiling to myself, I continued on, lower. 
The sudden pounding on the apartment door scared the crap out of me. Rowen and I both jumped, hearts racing as we looked at each other in confusion. Before I could wonder aloud who it was, Arrow frantically shouted my name, and there was such panic in that one word that I almost tripped in my haste to get to the door. Tying a robe tight around my waist, I opened the door before he could wake my neighbors. 
He fell inside the apartment, almost taking me down with him when he hit the floor. I flicked on a light and took in the sight of him. My brain needed several seconds to catch up with what my eyes were seeing. Arrow knelt on his hands and knees, quaking. Blood covered his hands and splattered everything from his clothing to his face. 
Closing and locking the door, I sucked in great heaving breaths, unable to speak.
Rowen appeared, tugging his boxers into place. He took one look at Arrow and stopped in his tracks. “What the fuck? What happened?” Rowen seemed as confused and distressed as I felt. 
“I don’t know. I can’t remember.” Arrow gave a vigorous shake of his head and held his bloody hands out in front of him. Pupils a wide, drowning black, Arrow fixed me with an imploring look, as if he needed something from me. “Vicky… she’s dead. I think I killed her.”
 



CHAPTER THREE

 
 
I continued to stare in silent horror.
Somehow Rowen managed to function. He grabbed Arrow by the elbow and hauled him to his feet. “How did you get into the building?”
“Back door was ajar.” Arrow clung to Rowen, his gaze darting about with frantic desperation.
“Is this her blood? Tell us what you know. Why would you think you killed her?” Rowen steered Arrow over to the kitchen sink and turned the water on.
I stared transfixed at the bloody smears on the floor. 
Arrow shook with tremors that racked his whole body. He allowed Rowen to shove his hands under the flowing water, but he made no effort to cleanse his skin. “We left together. I took her to one of those afterhours underground raver clubs. We dropped some E and partied. The next thing I knew I was waking up beside her in the River Valley, near downtown. She was dead, and I was covered in blood.”
“You don’t remember anything in between?” Rowen prodded him gently, trying to coax more out of him. 
“No.” Arrow shook his head and bit his lip, looking uncertain. “There was something else though. An upside down pentagram. Carved into her forehead.”
I busied myself cleaning up the blood from the floor with paper towels, thankful there was no carpet in the entryway. When Arrow described the Satanic pentagram used by demons and black magic witches in spells and rituals, I realized he’d likely used it himself.
Arrow was a lot of things: selfish, greedy, judgmental. But was he a murderer?
“Shit, Arrow, please tell me you didn’t participate in some sacrificial ritual. Was Dash involved in this?” Giving up, Rowen shut off the tap. “There’s too much blood. You’ll need a shower for this.”
“I told you, Rowen, I don’t fucking remember anything. Dash has been riding my ass for weeks now. He could’ve been there, but I don’t remember. Fuck, my head hurts.” Arrow swiped a bloody hand across his forehead and winced. 
“Is she still out there?” I asked, finally able to force something out. The shock had yet to wear off.
“Yeah.” Arrow’s tone was somber. “I left her. What else could I do?”
Rowen and I exchanged a look. If Vicky’s body was still there, it could be found by anybody. We had to do something. 
“Get into the shower,” Rowen instructed Arrow. “Me and Spike are going to go check it out. I’ll swing by your place on the way back and grab you some clean clothes. Stay here until we can figure this out. Nobody should look for you here.”
With a nod Arrow gave us each a look that I think was supposed to convey gratitude but just looked pinched. “She’s off the path, in the bushes. There was a trail of blood though. You’ll find her if nobody else has yet.”
He disappeared into the bathroom, leaving Rowen and I to stare at each other in bewilderment. I was definitely no longer tired. I was wide awake and terrified. We retreated into the bedroom to get dressed, neither of us speaking. I slipped into plain black pants and a Black Veil Brides hoodie.
The clock informed me that it was half past four in the morning. The sun wouldn’t be up until almost eight. So even though it was risky to carry such a weapon, I grabbed the sword that Cinder had given me from my closet. The Midnight Star gleamed in the dull bedroom light. Wings curled off the handle around the base of the blade, which itself was inscribed with a language older than time, one I couldn’t understand. An amethyst sparkled between the wings. It was a beautiful weapon, one forged to battle demons. This whole scenario reeked of demon to me.
“I’ve had a bad feeling all night,” I said once I heard the water running in the bathroom. “I guess this is why.” 
I grabbed my soft-covered guitar case, pulled out my guitar, and stuck the sword inside. It would be safer that way if we ran into a human, though hopefully it was still a bit too early for the diehard morning joggers to be out in winter.
“Dash has to be behind this. He’s been punishing Arrow since the night at The Spirit Room when we all took him on together. Arrow might be a cocky loudmouth, but he’s not a killer.” Rowen sounded so damn sure. Of course he did. This was his best friend and brother we were talking about.
I didn’t answer. I wasn’t quite as certain about that as Rowen was; however I barely knew Arrow. After a few months I was still learning what made the guy tick, and he hadn’t exactly gone out of his way to show me his good side, if one even existed, which was doubtful.
When I continued to gather my things in silence, Rowen asked, “You don’t think he did it, do you?”
Meeting his worried gaze, I shrugged. “At this point, I don’t have an opinion. Let’s just get out there and see what we can find.”
Rowen didn’t seem too happy with that response, but it was the best I could do. I slung my guitar bag onto my back, grabbed a soapy kitchen towel for any trail Arrow had left, and led the way out of the apartment, down to the back entry, where we cleaned the blood smears from the door. Thankfully that was the worst of it; Arrow was wearing most of the rest.
We took Rowen’s car, a black Dodge Charger. It was less likely to dump us on the side of the road than my old, beat-up Chevy Nova. I adored the loud, stinky mess of a car, but there was a reason Jett had named it The Piece.
As we pulled away from my apartment building, I cast a glance up at my living room window. It felt like there were stones in my stomach. The feeling of dread that had started the moment Arrow banged on my door intensified as we drove.
“There’s no way he did it,” Rowen said, as if he needed to convince himself. “Someone has to be setting him up. It’s so obvious.”
Was it? “Why would anyone bother if it was going to be obvious?” I wasn’t trying to play devil’s advocate—what an unfortunate term—but someone had to.
“Demons. They don’t care about obvious. They care about their end game. Someone is punishing Arrow, and who’s going to keep them from getting away with it?” With a sigh Rowen tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the beat of the song on the radio. He did it unconsciously, music so embedded in him that it just happened naturally. “Shit, what if the cops get involved? Do you think Dash would let Arrow rot in prison for the rest of his life?”
I didn’t need to touch that question. We both knew the answer. The police were often kept in the dark about demon activity, an easy feat for a demon of Dash or Koda’s caliber. 
But the police were only one source of concern as far as human authorities went. There was also the government-run Federal Para-Intelligence Agency, an operation I’d occasionally heard of but never seen in action. According to Cinder the FPA stayed more focused on humanoid supernaturals like vampires, werewolves, and witchy types. However, demons were known to have a hand in government, so there was no room for assumption.
“Just try to stay calm, Rowen. Freaking out won’t help anything. One step at a time.” Giving his arm a reassuring pat, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Rowen wasn’t capable of handling this situation. He was too emotionally involved already, and we hadn’t even reached the murder scene.
The closer we drew to the River Valley, the heavier the rocks in my stomach grew. Even though I hated myself a little for thinking it, if this were a frame job, I was glad they hadn’t targeted Rowen.
The River Valley was a beautiful stretch of land filled with foliage, trees, and enough walking and bike paths for those needing to escape the city streets for a while. It also spanned a great distance. Thankfully Arrow had given us a basic idea of which way to go, but that didn’t narrow it down considerably. We wandered the trails for over an hour. With each passing moment Rowen grew more agitated.
The air was frigid, causing me to pull the hood of my hoodie up over my head. I hated the way it blocked my peripheral vision, but I wasn’t immune to the cold. We’d had a few small snowfalls now. The first big one of the season wasn’t far off.
“This is pointless.” Rowen kicked a rock out of the middle of the path. It skittered away as if driven by his frustration. “We’re not going to find anything before daylight at this rate. Vicky could be anywhere.”
I agreed but chose to keep that to myself. “She’s got to be here somewhere. It couldn’t have happened long ago. Let’s keep looking.”
The trees were bare of leaves, which made it easier to see a fair distance through them without having to venture too far off the path. I watched the ground as we walked, seeking blood or any other sign of foul play. 
“Do you feel anything? Demon?” The hopefulness in Rowen’s eyes had me stifling a sigh.
“No.” I sensed nothing, but that didn’t mean nothing lurked out there. Rowen and I remained very much limited by our human half. We could sense demons when others couldn’t, but not if they were actively hiding their presence. “If a demon set Arrow up, I doubt they’d stick around long anyway.”
“Arrow didn’t do it,” Rowen muttered beneath his breath. “Fucking demons. Lying pieces of shit.”
I said nothing, letting him rant it out of his system. We continued to walk the path, one of us on either side, investigating the fallen leaves and dry grass.
Then something caught my eye: a trail of blackened, crispy leaves, little more than ashes. It wound off the path into the trees. I bent to touch them, and they crumbled, leaving my fingers stained black. They’d been burnt.
“Rowen,” I said, interrupting his tirade. “Over here. I found something.”
His rant came to an abrupt end. Together we followed the blackened trail. It led us deeper into the trees where it ended at a large, burnt chunk of grass and melted snow. The faint odor of fire lingered. I searched the surroundings while Rowen examined the burn.
There was no sign of footprints, nothing to indicate anyone had walked away from the scene. Vicky had been here. Was that burn mark all that was left of her?
“This was demons.” Rowen’s voice dipped low. He ran a hand through the slushy snow and grass, searching. “They came for the body. Fast. So they had to have planned this.”
Pressing my lips tight together, I shook my head, trying to figure it out. “But why? I mean, why bother?”
“To punish Arrow. Maybe even to punish me.” Fear danced through Rowen’s eyes. “Dash said it was always me they really wanted. The son Rhine was never supposed to have. This could all be because of me.”
I turned away from him and his guilt to continue my search of the area so Rowen wouldn’t see the pained look on my face. Maybe he wasn’t so far off the mark with that one. Much as I didn’t want that to be true, it could be.
Rowen and Arrow’s father was the only fallen to ever father more than one child. Rowen never should have been born, and the fact that he was had the dark up in arms over him. They wanted him. And he had chosen the light. If Arrow was being punished because of that, there was no telling what Rowen would do. 
“I don’t think we’re going to find anything. Someone made sure of that. It’s weird that they’d use fire. Arrow doesn’t have fire. Does he?” I cast a glance back at Rowen who stared off in strange silence. Nephilim had their own set of evolving gifts, often inherited from their father but not always. Rowen and Arrow had very different gifts.
“Huh? No, he doesn’t.” Rowen crept deeper into the trees and swore. When he emerged he held the beanie hat that Arrow so often wore, drenched in blood. “It’s definitely Arrow’s.”
Which meant that Arrow had been here during the murder, and perhaps had even been involved. Of course, I didn’t say that, but I could see Rowen thinking it. His frown deepened, and he stuffed the hat in his pocket with a sigh. 
“Let’s head back,” I suggested. “We’ll talk to him, try to jog his memory.”
Rowen nodded, looking miserable. “It’s always going to be this way, isn’t it? Arrow and me, we’ll never be normal brothers. Not separated this way.”
Light and dark walked side by side. One could not exist without the other. Yet, they would always be separated, two opposing forces. I didn’t know how Rowen and Arrow would ever get beyond that. I wasn’t sure it was possible.
“Come on.” Capturing his hand in mine, I gave a reassuring squeeze and tugged him back toward the path.
Then my skin began to crawl as the faint scent of sulfur assaulted my nostrils. We were being watched. Rowen and I shared a look. He felt it too. The best thing to do was keep going as if we were unaware while remaining ready. I wanted to go for the sword in my bag but knew that it would tip off whoever was watching us. Better to just put one foot in front of the other and vacate, hopefully without incident.
Soon relief flooded me as we sped away.
The round trip ate up nearly three hours by the time we stopped at Arrow’s house so Rowen could run inside and fetch him some clothes. We’d accomplished little other than finding Arrow’s hat. Vicky’s remains were gone, any evidence scorched. I wasn’t sure if that were a good thing. 
When we got back to my apartment, Arrow sat on the living room floor with a towel wrapped around his waist, playing with my little tortoise, Seth, who crawled over one of the couch pillows while Arrow stroked a finger over his shell.
“Finally,” Arrow said, letting out an exasperated breath. “What took you so damn long?”
Rowen flung the bloody hat at him along with the bag of clothing. “You’re welcome.”
After kicking off my shoes and depositing my guitar bag in my bedroom, I flopped down on the couch and tried to hold my tongue. Part of me wanted to rip Arrow a new one. Quite often these days I had to tell myself that it wasn’t worth it. 
“Is this all you found?” Arrow asked, a brow raised in disbelief as he studied the hat. “What about Vicky?”
“Good question,” I said with eyes narrowed at him in scrutiny. “She wasn’t there. Just that and a burn mark with a pile of ashes. Either someone took her or they destroyed the remains.”
“But not this?” Arrow held up the bloody hat, his lip curling into a sneer of disgust. “So whoever took the body wanted this to be found.”
Rowen sat down next to me and stared hard at his brother. “You’ve got to remember something. Anything. Try.”
Arrow’s gaze dropped to Seth. He traced the lines on his shell with a finger, and like every other time I saw him show affection to the little guy, I was baffled. It didn’t make sense to me that he was such a douchebag at times, taking advantage of people and spreading darkness wherever he went, but that he had this soft side that I occasionally caught a glimpse of. It messed with my mind.
“I told you, dude. I don’t remember shit. Someone drugged me or something.”
“Pretty sure that someone was you, dude,” Rowen supplied.
Unable to hold my tongue, I spat, “That’s called karma. It’s a bitch, huh?”
I’d been drugged once. By Arrow. It was his vain attempt to keep Rowen and me apart, before he’d discovered that he was just a pawn in someone else’s game. 
Arrow turned a vicious smile on me. “There’s no such thing as karma. There’s only people doing rotten shit to other people.”
“Yeah, I guess you would know.”
Our gazes locked, and we stared at each other with thinly veiled contempt. It wasn’t easy to maintain eye contact with him sitting there naked other than the towel, which didn’t hide nearly enough of him. The heavy ink decorating his naked body was a mess of color against the pale white of his skin. I scowled at a smirking skull on his arm.
Having the dark nephilim in my house as well as my social circle might not be in my best interests as a white lighter. However, as keeper of the Midnight Star, it was kind of my duty, as Cinder had had to remind me many times already. It was safe to say that Arrow and I would never be friends though. I only put up with him because of Rowen. Though Arrow had shown me another side of him, it just wasn’t enough. He was dark. That would never change.
“Guys.” Rowen’s voice was firm but tentative. It couldn’t be easy for him to manage being light with a brother who was dark. Somehow he took it all in stride.
Arrow ignored us both. Dropping his gaze back to Seth, he turned away, shoulders slumped.
I exchanged a look with Rowen who shrugged. Releasing a breath in a huff, I lay back on the couch with my head on the armrest and stared at the ceiling.
My eyes closed and sleep called my name. What a long night. Sleep began to pull me under. I felt myself slipping into it. The sun would be up soon. Those two could sit there all day for all I cared. I was tired.
Once I had just tipped over the edge from dozing into full slumber, Arrow broke through the calm. “Wait, I do remember something.” His voice rose on each word with something like excitement, or panic. “Vicky and me, we weren’t alone. I remember black wings. There was a demon with us.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR

 
 
Just past noon Cinder dropped in. I awoke to the aroma of waffles and coffee. The angel’s penchant for domestic duties was something I hoped he never grew bored with. Without him I would be poorly fed. Culinary skills were not my forte.
When Rowen and I emerged from the bedroom, we found Arrow and Cinder at the kitchen table, across from one another. Cinder was trying and failing to make conversation with Arrow.
He’d slept on the couch, and from the looks of it, he hadn’t slept well. Dark circles beneath his eyes conveyed his fatigue, but Arrow’s hazel eyes tended to sparkle with a devious light, which was missing now. That dullness revealed the inner turmoil that had kept him awake. 
“Grab some breakfast.” Cinder gestured to the counter where a plate stacked with waffles sat. “Then come sit. We’ve got to talk.”
“If I had a dollar for every time you started my day with those words I might actually have more than fifty bucks in my savings account.” Drawn to the food calling my name, I was almost able to overlook the seed of dread that continued to sprout in the pit of my stomach. 
After piling waffles on a plate and dosing them liberally with whipped cream, I poured a coffee in the biggest mug I could find and joined them at the table. Rowen opted for just coffee. He was showing signs of stress and exhaustion as well. 
“I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.” I sat next to Cinder, letting Rowen take the spot next to Arrow. “What kind of bad news do you have today?”
Cinder narrowed violet eyes at me and sighed. “It’s not always bad news. Although in this case… I was just telling Arrow that he’s been labeled a rogue by his own kind.”
I pondered this around a mouthful of fresh, fluffy waffle. “What does that mean?”
Arrow broke in before Cinder could respond. Through a sneer he said, “It means Dash is tired of fucking with me, so he’s trying to get the angels to lock me up.”
Rowen shared my surprise. “What? Is that really a thing? Can he do that?”
Cinder waited patiently for us all to shut up before he continued. “There are special circumstances in which the angels will imprison demons for their crimes. Your fathers are one example of that. However, rarely is a nephilim imprisoned, and I don’t see that changing now. That being said, Arrow’s been accused of several crimes including the unauthorized murder of a girl last night. Dash claims that Arrow has become uncontrollable and that he’s the light’s problem now. What he forgets though is that the angels don’t work that way. We don’t take orders from demons.”
“So what you’re saying is that Dash is trying to arrange for Rowen to have to lock up his own brother. Or kill him. He wants to turn them on each other.” I regarded both brothers with curiosity, assessing their reactions. Rowen was visibly upset while Arrow sat there with a glower, unmoved.
Cinder nodded. “Something like that. I’m sure this is all an attempt to punish the both of them for defying him. Unfortunately, the murder of this girl is a serious offense. We’re required to look into it.” His gaze swept the table before landing on me. “I’d like you to help, Ember.”
“Me?” The piece of waffle on my fork flopped onto the plate, but my attention was fixed on Cinder. 
Sure he’d been in my life for several years now. He was both a friend and the angel in charge of the light nephilim, meaning me. But his faith in my abilities was growing too fast for me these days. I didn’t feel nearly ready for a task like this.
Arrow apparently agreed with my uncertainty. After swiping a waffle off my plate, he leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “What’s Spike gonna do? Crack a demon plot to frame me and clear my name? That’s a terrible plan.”
Looking like he stepped out of a drugstore fashion magazine, Cinder crossed his arms and donned a deadpan expression. He was serious. “Would you prefer that we don’t get involved?” In his long-sleeved, V-neck sweater and perfectly tailored pants, it was hard to take him seriously. He looked too Matt Damon. Too Brad Pitt. Too damn trendy. But his eyes said it all. Someone was dead, and Arrow, a nephilim, was the prime suspect. This was no joke.
Cinder and Arrow locked eyes. The sudden tension was palpable, all streaming from Arrow who appeared uneasy even as he also projected arrogance. I expected him to tell us all to get bent.
“I don’t need your help,” he said, his tone softer than anticipated. “Dash has been riding my ass for weeks. Whatever he’s working up to with this, it shouldn’t have to blow back on you guys. Besides, for all I know, I did kill Vicky. I can’t remember shit, so either way, I’m going to end up taking the heat for this.”
“Screw that.” Rowen slammed his mug down on the table, causing coffee to splash over the rim. “You’re being set up, and I’m not going to sit back and do nothing.”
“Yes, you are.” Those three words rang with authority. Cinder leaned forward, demanding Rowen’s full attention. “You will do what you’re told. Rowen, you are too close to this situation. It impairs your judgment.”
Rowen’s jaw clenched. The respect he had for Cinder was evident though when he got up to angrily fetch a paper towel rather than argue. 
A part of me believed without a doubt that Dash had good reason to stick it to Arrow. But Arrow said he didn’t remember. He admitted himself that he could have done it. So what if he did? We needed to know for certain.
“I’ll look into it,” I said, drawing their gazes to me. “I’m not sure where to start, but I’ll try. Ok? We’ll get some answers.”
“I really don’t need your help, angel girl.” The stony expression Arrow wore was devoid of any emotion, utterly chilling.
Still his lack of gratitude wasn’t a surprise. It did get under my skin though, making me burn with the urge to lash out at him. Yet stooping to his level wouldn’t prove anything.
“I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Rowen, because he seems to believe you couldn’t have killed Vicky, though I can’t say I’m as sure of that as he is.” Regarding him with a cool stare, I sipped my coffee and silently dared Arrow to say whatever he was thinking.
Rowen was more shocked by my statement than Arrow was.
In fact, Arrow didn’t look the least bit surprised. A small, devilish smile pulled at his lips. “There’s got to be a better way,” he said, directing this to Cinder. “Isn’t there some great omniscient force who can clear this all up?” His remark was facetious, meant to irritate.
Cinder wasn’t easily irritated. His impressive patience had greater bounds than Arrow realized. “The truth will be revealed, Arrow. There are procedures and protocols we must follow.” Cinder tried to hide a smile, but I saw it there twisting his lips. “Try to have a little faith.” 
“Yeah, like that’s gonna happen,” Arrow muttered, stuffing half of my stolen waffle into his mouth. “I’m so screwed.”
I shot him a dirty look for talking with so much food in his mouth. With an arrogant wink, he reached for my coffee cup. I slapped his hand hard enough to sting and hissed at him like a cat before dragging the cup close and holding it protectively. Nobody messed with my coffee and got away with it.
“You’re not screwed.” There was such vehemence in Rowen’s voice that we all turned to him. “We’re going to deal with this. Dash will be sorry he tried this.”
Cinder nodded and rubbed his hands together, slowly, as if pondering. “Since you’re so intent on making yourself part of this, Rowen, I’ll allow you to be involved. However, you will do as I say, and when I say to leave certain aspects of this situation alone, I mean it. Understood?”
Rowen sighed and nodded his agreement.
It was Arrow who scoffed. “Oh, clever. Taking advantage of my shitty luck to lure me into your little team by getting my brother involved.”
Cinder had told the three of us and Jett that he believed we’d make a great team. He saw our varying strengths as beneficial, believing we could operate as a unit. Arrow had been reluctant, to say the least, ridiculing our willingness and Cinder’s certainty that it was a good idea. We’d proven ourselves against Dash, the four of us: three nephilim with various skills and one badass werewolf with a fearlessness I envied. Yet Arrow didn’t know how to play nice, and he’d been working for the dark too long to see that he could be so much more. 
“I have no need to lure you anywhere. You’re already exactly where you’re supposed to be.” Cinder dismissed Arrow and his haughty attitude with a genuine smile, then turned to me. “Though I doubt he’ll be willing to share anything with you, I’d like you to try talking to Koda. It’s a long shot, but it’s worth a try.”
I groaned as my appetite began to fade. Koda was the last person I wanted to discuss anything with. “He’s not going to tell me what he knows, but I’ll ask.”
“It’s a place to start. Then we’ll dig deeper if we must.” Cinder’s expression grew dark, closed off. “And if all else fails, we dig into Arrow’s memory and drag last night out of him.”
“Um, what the hell does that mean?” Arrow demanded, sitting up straighter in his chair. “Sounds painful.”
Cinder grew silent for a moment. Thoughtful. “It is.”


* * * *
 
Early in the night, The Spirit Room already thrummed, a hotbed of noise, booze and various unsavory activities ranging from drug deals to one-night hookups. A new-ish band in town graced the stage, doing their best to get the party started before Crimson Sin played. 
A knot of tension sat heavy in my stomach. It wasn’t stage fright, though I did tend to get a case of the nerves right before we played. This time it was worry. Rowen had been in a real mood since our talk with Cinder. This whole Arrow ordeal was eating him up. I could see it even though he forced a laugh when Jett made a snarky remark about it. Not only was she not surprised at the accusations being flung at Arrow, like me she suspected he might be guilty.
I felt terrible. Arrow was far from my favorite person, but his brother meant the world to me. I would do what I could to help and pray that he was innocent. He’d never struck me as the murderous type, but when one spent all their time with demons, well, anything became possible.
Rowen, Jett, and I sat around a table with Tash and Rubi. I smiled and nodded along with their conversation though I barely paid attention. Keeping an eye out for Koda stole my concentration. He would come. He always did.
In the meantime, Arrow kept his distance from the rest of us. He lingered as far across the room as he could get without being outside, mingling with a group of people I didn’t know. Being a drug dealer meant that Arrow knew just about everybody that frequented this place. 
I felt Koda before I saw him. The strange vibe I got when demons were nearby was like a greasy finger sliding down my spine. It made me shiver on the inside. 
“I’ll be right back,” I said, sliding out of my seat. 
Jett followed my gaze to the demon who slowly ambled through the growing crowd. His red gaze swept over me, lingering for just a moment. “Do you want me to come with?” she asked, always ready for a confrontation.
“No, thanks. If he knows anything I’ll get more out of him alone.” 
Rowen watched me go, hope burning in his fiery eyes. I gave him a tight smile, wishing I could relax. Since Cinder had asked me to talk to the demon, I’d been a jumble of nerves. This was too much responsibility for a newbie like me. What if I fucked it all up?
“Koda.” My voice sounded strong and firm, demanding his attention. “I need to speak with you.”
“Do you?” He turned to me with a grin, flashing perfect white teeth. “That’s new. Since when do you ever want to talk to me?”
“Since someone in my inner circle has been accused of a crime he doesn’t remember. Tell me what you know.” I saw no point in trying to work my way up to it; I might as well just lay it all on the line. 
Koda crossed his arms, doing his best to look down at me. Despite the five-inch heels on my knee-high boots, he was still taller than me. “So you’d like to pump me for information even though you’ve made it abundantly clear that you want nothing to do with me. Why the hell would I tell you anything?”
“I don’t expect you to, but I have to try. Why would the dark want Arrow locked up? It makes no sense to me. Since when do demons give a shit about murder?” I did my best to appear curious. If Koda knew I was on a mission for Cinder, things could get a lot worse and fast. 
A smirk slid across Koda’s face. He was handsome, as most demons were, choosing to show themselves as beautiful when, in actuality, they were ugly as sin. It had taken some time for me to realize that the beauty most demons possessed was fake, an illusion. 
“If you’re referring to the extinguishing of that one fragile human life, then no, we don’t care. At least, I personally don’t care. But despite what you may think of us, there are natural laws and rules that we must abide by. Arrow broke those rules. He must pay the penalty. That’s just how it works, Spike.” 
I stared at Koda, wondering how to manipulate a master of deception and lies. It was an art form for someone like him, but I could do little to twist this situation to my advantage. “So you were there?” I asked. “How else would you know that Arrow did it? You speak as if it’s a fact.”
Arrow had remembered at least one demon there that night. Though I doubted that it was Koda, it was possible. 
Those red eyes locked on me. Heavy and searching, I stood beneath the weight of that stare but just barely. He was picking me apart, seeking out my purpose. The intensity overwhelmed me, and I had to give myself a silent pep talk in order to stand there unruffled. 
“What are you up to, Spike?” 
“Answer the question, Koda. Unless you have something to hide.”
Tension grew as we faced off, neither willing to share our secrets.
But he was onto me, knew that I was digging for a reason. “Do yourself a favor and stay out of it. Arrow isn’t worth the kind of trouble he’ll get you into. I can promise you that.” The warning was spoken with a viciousness that frightened me. Koda might have appeared human in his jeans and t-shirt, but the vibe he emanated was pure evil.
“Is that a threat?” I countered, refusing to show the fear that had blossomed in my chest and nearly choked me. “Arrow happens to have a brother who cares about him. And I care about Rowen. Like it or not, I’m part of this now. I’m going to find out the truth somehow. Why don’t you just save me some time and tell me what you know?”
Koda’s gaze went to the table where Rowen sat. “This doesn’t concern either of you. Brothers divided by light and dark are no longer brothers at all. Stay out of it, Spike.”
“I can’t do that.” My declaration came out weaker than intended, despite having to raise my voice over the music. 
“Then it’s your funeral.” Koda pushed by me, leaving me standing there alone, mouth agape.
A chill stole over me. As keeper of the Midnight Star, I was to be a beacon, a flame, to liberate the nephilim from the darkness Arrow reveled in. As hard as it was to swallow, this was about more than my duty to Rowen. This was about my duty to those lost in darkness. To Arrow. I had to help him. And hope like hell it didn’t get me killed. 
“Come on, we gotta get ready.” Jett appeared behind me. Her dark gaze settled on Koda, watching as he drifted away. “Did you get anything out of him?”
“Yeah. Nothing helpful though.” With an apologetic glance back at Rowen, I followed Jett outside to help haul our gear out of Tash’s van.
As we dragged our amps inside, I went over the brief conversation with Koda in my head. Something was definitely up. 
“Chill, Spike.” Jett nudged me after we deposited our amps beside the stage. “There’s nothing you can do about any of this right now. I need you to have your head in the game. We have a meeting with Joe tomorrow.”
When Arrow mentioned the song Rowen and I had written, Jett had wasted no time contacting our manager, Joe. She remained furious, having been stewing ever since, which was exactly what Arrow had wanted. So tomorrow we were off to have what I hoped would be a professional discussion about it.
I nodded, trying to show her that I was ready to perform. “I know. Don’t worry. I’ll be there. I just can’t shake this awful feeling that Koda knows something about Arrow.”
“Of course he does. But he’s not going to help you unless you let him touch your naughty bits. And since that’s not happening, all you can do is let it go for now.” She snickered and slung an arm around my neck, dragging me close. Alcohol cloaked her like a perfume.
Jett was right. I couldn’t do anything, which was driving me crazy. But I had obligations to her and the girls. Right now, that had to be my focus. 
The first band cleared the stage, and we began setting up our gear. I kept sneaking glances around for Rowen, finally spying him across the room with Arrow. And Koda. I did a double take. 
Even from where I stood, I could see that the situation had grown tense. Rowen stood between Arrow and Koda, facing the demon with a stubborn set to his jaw. His fists were clenched, and I suspected that he might start swinging. What the hell was going on?
Arrow stood there, surly, hands in his pockets, unfazed by whatever was taking place. Koda grinned into Rowen’s face, inviting his anger.
I paused, my guitar forgotten as I watched the confrontation play out. The girls moved around me, plugging in cords, tuning instruments, and checking the sound. I stood dumbfounded, that horrible feeling growing in the pit of my stomach. When Koda shoved Rowen out of his way and grabbed for Arrow, I sucked in a breath and held it.
Rowen didn’t meekly stand aside. He came at the demon with a hand outstretched, and I knew he was going to do something he shouldn’t. The spark that lit up the space between Koda and Rowen was seen by many but understood by few.
We couldn’t engage in such public displays without repercussions. 
Koda, having more control over his emotions than Rowen, shoved him aside with one hand, hard enough to send Rowen toppling into a nearby group of people. They all went down like human bowling pins. 
“I’ll be back.” I shouted to the girls, propped my guitar against an amp, and rushed from the stage. 
“Spike,” Jett called after me, “what the hell?”
Ignoring her, I shoved through the growing crowd. The entire building spanned the distance between us as I sought to get closer. Koda dragged a relatively willing Arrow toward the door with Rowen hot on their heels. The sea of people kept moving toward me, like waves crashing, washing me back the way I’d come. Gritting my teeth in frustration, I elbowed a few people aside with an apologetic mutter and darted for the door. 
When I emerged outside they were nowhere to be seen. Rowen’s angry shout drew me to the parking lot behind the building. There I found Rowen, hands blazing with light, taunting Koda into a fight.
“Get the hell out of my way. I’m not here for you. Don’t make this something it doesn’t have to be.” Koda remained calm in his irritation. His scarlet gaze swung my way, and he sighed. “Great. Just what I was hoping to avoid.”
“What the hell are you up to, Koda?” I demanded, striding up to the three of them, trying to put myself between Rowen and the demon. 
Arrow snickered, finding the whole thing amusing. “He’s here to bring me to Dash. So I can be punished for my so called crimes.” He stood beside Koda with arms crossed, looking bored with it all. 
“You’re not going anywhere with him,” Rowen seethed. He pressed close, and I put a hand on his chest to keep him back. 
“Koda?” I waited for an explanation. 
The demon rolled his eyes and glowered. I wasn’t used to him being so hateful. He usually tried to charm me into playing nice with him. He seemed to be done with that. “If the angels won’t deal with Arrow, then we will. Someone has to. Laws have to be followed, and punishment for breaking those laws must be dealt.”
“That’s bullshit. Don’t expect me to believe that demons put a whole lot of stock in following laws. If they weren’t rule breakers, they wouldn’t be demons.” My tone was scathing. This entire situation stank of demon politics. Politics which only served the purpose of those enforcing these so called rules. 
Koda considered this and nodded. “True. But that doesn’t change the fact that Arrow committed a crime in such a manner that it cannot go ignored or unpunished. We take enough bullshit from the light without some rebellious nephilim making it worse.”
“So what then? You take him? Where? To do what?” As I spoke I had to push back against Rowen who strained against me, vibrating with wrath.
The smile that crossed the demon’s face made my stomach turn. Koda looked gleeful when he said, “That’s privileged information, white lighter. Now take your boyfriend back inside before I lose my patience.”
“Fuck you,” Rowen spat, straining to get around me.
I moved with him, keeping myself planted in his path.
That didn’t stop him from flinging a ball of burning white light at Koda. It arced into a bolt of lightning, sizzling against the demon’s flesh, having hit like a water balloon in the face.
I gasped, fearing the worst.
Koda froze for a moment, long enough for a stone of fear to sink into my guts. When he retaliated a cloud of ice crystals blinded us and stole our breath. 
I coughed and gasped, despite the attack being a mere warning shot. I rarely saw Koda’s element in action. Though angel and demon abilities vary, an elemental aspect is often one of the strongest facets. Being a possessor of fire myself, Koda’s ice attack left me feeling cold and raw. Countering with flame would keep him on his toes, but I was more interested in keeping the peace.
Rowen made a strangled sound and stumbled but recovered fast, his emotional tie to Arrow driving him to fling himself at Koda, hands glowing with light. 
As the two of them battled, Arrow took advantage of the distraction to grab my arm and drag me out of earshot. “Keep Rowen out of this,” he whispered against my ear. “It’s him they want. Remember that. This is all about Rowen. Forget me; I’m already lost. Protect him.” Then Arrow raised both hands and shouted, “Let’s go then, Koda. I’m right fucking here. You want me, take me. Leave my brother the fuck alone.”
Shock adorned Rowen’s face. He jerked back but not before Koda succeeded in landing a punch, forgoing demon power for a classic human attack. The hit snapped Rowen’s head to the side, and he lost his balance.
Yet Arrow steadied him before he could hit the ground. “It’s cool, bro,” Arrow said, laying a hand on Rowen’s shoulder. “This isn’t your fight. Don’t worry about me.”
“Don’t tell me you want to do this.” Rowen rubbed his jaw and fixed Arrow with a skeptical frown. “You don’t have to. We can chase this asshole off.”
Koda scoffed but said nothing, knowing already that he’d won. When I shot him a glare that boiled over with vehemence, he shrugged, expressionless.
I hated him.
“Go back inside. Watch your girl play. Then take her home and do your thing. I’ve got this.” Arrow held Rowen’s gaze, insistence in his stare. 
Rowen shook his head in refusal. But as Arrow pleaded in silence, Rowen backed down. “This isn’t over. I’m not going to leave you with them. You didn’t leave me.”
Arrow nodded and turned back to Koda, his gaze sweeping over me. He hesitated, and I gave a slight nod, answering the question he didn’t ask. Then, in dramatic fashion, he held out a hand to Koda and gave a bow as if to say ‘after you.’
Because there was nothing else I could do, I took Rowen’s hand and led him away. He was reluctant but squeezed my hand as if seeking comfort as he fell into step beside me. 
“It’ll be ok,” I said. “We’ll figure this out.”
As I spoke those words, I feared that they might be a lie. I was torn between my duty to help Arrow and the promise I’d just made to him to keep Rowen safe. I wasn’t sure I could do both.
 



CHAPTER FIVE

 
 
I didn’t feel too great about sneaking around inside Arrow’s house while he was away, but Rowen had insisted on searching for clues, so I’d come to keep him out of trouble. Neither of us knew what we were looking for, but Rowen was sure we’d find some kind of evidence that would clear Arrow’s name.
I doubted that. If anything, we’d find just the opposite.
Trying to talk Rowen out of it had been fruitless. After the girls and I played our set at The Spirit Room, he had been all over me with his insistence that he needed to do this. So we’d cut the night short and here we were.
The house was dark and empty, yet it felt alive, like it was its own entity. Or maybe that was just my paranoia. I hadn’t been to Arrow’s house since the night he drugged me in order to take a photo of me in his bed, which he used as blackmail to keep me away from Rowen.
Wait, why was I helping Arrow?
Oh, right. It was my calling. 
“There’s got to be something here. Anything. We just need some kind of proof that he couldn’t be involved in a ritualistic murder. Arrow’s not the demon-summoning, ritual-performing type.” There was doubt in Rowen’s voice, as if he were starting to second-guess what his brother was capable of. 
Rowen rifled through the kitchen drawers, pausing to scrutinize some mail. Deciding it was irrelevant, he slammed the drawer shut and went on to the next. Trying to feel like I was contributing, I did the same on the other side of the kitchen. 
When we found nothing we moved on to the living room. It was a mess. Clothes littered the floor and couch as if Arrow disrobed at random wherever he happened to be standing. I kicked aside a t-shirt near my foot, recoiling when it revealed a half-eaten apple. 
“Shit, dude.” I wrinkled my nose in disgust as I surveyed the room. “I know you said you did a lot of cleaning up after Arrow, but this is fucked. He’s nothing but an animal without you here.”
Rowen had had to move out. Once he chose the light, living with a dark nephilim was dangerous. It seemed that Arrow had no interest in making his house a home. Or habitable for that matter. 
“He used to have a cleaning lady, but she quit after finding a toilet explosion in the bathroom.” Rowen snickered, finding it funny in the way only a guy could. 
“Ew, don’t tell me anymore. I might throw up.” I stood back, watching Rowen pick through the coffee table. No way was I touching anything unless I had to. 
Finally, like I knew we would, we came to the bedroom. I cast a fierce scowl at the bed where I’d woken up in my underwear. Arrow was such a jerk. I’d set his pillow on fire though, so that was something.
“Where do we even begin?” From the closet to the dresser and everything in between, I eyed it all with distaste. 
“Check the closet. I’ll dig around under the bed.” Rowen gave me a look that said I didn’t want to know what Arrow kept under his bed. That was for sure.
With my hand on the closet door, I said a small prayer that nothing inside would traumatize me for the rest of my life. Then I jerked it open. Instead of a bar for hanging clothes the closet was lined with shelves. Most of them did contain clothing but others held such things as electronics cords, disposable cell phones, and various stage-attire accessories.
I picked through some spiked collars and leather wristbands then dug through his clothing, feeling like I was committing some kind of crime by doing so. A glance over at Rowen informed me that he wasn’t finding whatever he was looking for. His expression was blank, but there was the hint of a frown tugging at his lips. 
“You know I have to go after him, right?” Rowen said suddenly. “I have to. They probably have him in Dash’s house. Or whoever’s house that is.”
“Not tonight, you don’t. Rushing into anything is too dangerous, Rowen. I know you’re concerned, but being hasty won’t help Arrow.” 
A box of condoms fell off the top shelf, smacking me on the head. They were Magnums, the large kind. I giggled, clapping a hand over my mouth to stifle the sound. I’d seen Arrow’s package when he leaped out of bed naked. He was a respectable average but clearly thought otherwise.
“Find something?” Rowen asked, moving to the dresser to dig through the drawers. 
“Nothing important.” 
I was starting to think it was a safe bet that there was nothing to be found. And then I found the shoebox on the floor buried underneath a few blankets. As soon as my gaze fell upon the battered box, a butterfly took flight in my belly. 
Grasping the corners of the lid, I gingerly pried it off. Tissue paper covered whatever was inside. I didn’t want to look but knew I had to. Brushing the paper aside I had a hard time making out what I was seeing in the dark corner of the closet. Then my brain caught up with my eyes, and I choked on a gasp.
Buried in the bottom of the box was a knife with an upside down pentagram etched into the handle. The blade was covered in dried blood. I held my breath, careful not to touch the knife in any way. 
I glanced up to find Rowen busy digging through Arrow’s underwear drawer. If I hadn’t just found a bloody ritual tool, I’d have found it funny that he had boxer shorts with hearts on them. 
For a split second I considered not telling Rowen. I could just close the closet and say I found nothing, then tell Cinder later. But Rowen and I were not just crazy in love, we were also on the same side. I couldn’t lie to him.
“Um, Rowen.” My voice was breathy, frightened.
He turned abruptly at the sound, panic in his eyes.
I shook my head, wishing we’d never come here at all. “I think I just found the murder weapon.”
Arrow’s underwear was forgotten as Rowen sprang toward me. “Show me.”
With great reluctance I stepped back and pointed to the shoebox.
He snatched it from the closet, bringing it into the light. Staring into the box, he paled. 
“Maybe it’s from something else,” I offered, willing to do anything to wipe that tragic expression off his face. “It could be animal blood. Arrow did bring Dash a rooster once. I saw it.”
Rowen swallowed hard. “But did you see him kill it? Did you see the weapon that was used?”
“No.” Seeking out reasons to explain the knife, I tried again. “He came straight to my place. He couldn’t have come back here to hide this first. We don’t know this was used to kill Vicky. There could be any number of explanations for this.”
My pulse raced because I knew no good could come from having found this weapon. I felt helpless as I watched Rowen scrub a hand through his vibrant blue mohawk. His panic was tangible.
“We need to know if this is human blood.” He sat heavily on the end of Arrow’s bed, staring into the shoebox. “Can Jett help?”
“I’ll call her.” Vacating the bedroom allowed me to breathe. Arrow’s room had been stifling. Unable to stand the sight of the living room garbage and laundry disaster, I went outside. 
The cigarette I stuck between my lips wasn’t going to help anything—just shave a few more minutes off my life—but right then I needed it. Finding a pack in the living room hadn’t been hard. My call to Jett went unanswered. Swearing in frustration, I sat on the front step and smoked, staring at the house across the street. It was the first cigarette I’d had in weeks. I was quitting. Again.
I thought about Arrow’s desperate voice in my ear, begging me to keep Rowen out of this. Didn’t he realize how stubborn Rowen was? He had a kind heart, too kind at times, and a gentle spirit, but there was also fire in that spirit. He would not be swayed from something he believed in.
My phone rang, electric guitars screaming through the night. I silenced it fast, relieved to see Jett’s name on the screen. “I need your help,” I said without giving her a chance to speak. 
By the time she showed up in a taxi half an hour later, I’d gone through three cigarettes and was considering another. The taste it left in my mouth was downright nasty. I’d quit again first thing in the morning. Rowen hadn’t ventured out of the house, and though I’d considered checking on him, intuition told me to give him some time alone.
Jett was tipsy from the after party I hadn’t hung around for. She sobered when I explained the situation. 
Her gaze strayed past me to the door. “Rowen’s inside?”
“Yeah.” I sighed, shoulders slumped. “He’s been in a real mood since Arrow left with Koda. Arrow asked me to keep Rowen out of this. He said it’s about Rowen, not him. I don’t know what to do, Jett.”
She plucked the unlit fourth smoke from my fingers and sparked it up. “Not much you can do other than what you have to, whether it fits with what Arrow and Rowen want or not. You’re the keeper of the Midnight Star. That means you call the shots when it comes to stepping in on behalf of another nephilim. They don’t.” She made it sound so simple.
Maybe it was; maybe I was overthinking the whole thing. “Come on.” I stood up and stretched, my limbs stiff from the hard concrete stoop. “Let’s get this moment of truth over with.”
Worried that Rowen might be having a moment he wouldn’t want witnessed, I made noise as we entered. It wasn’t hard with Jett being half-drunk and crashing into the jacket-laden coatrack just inside the door.
“Rowen,” I called. “Jett’s here.”
“In the living room.” There was a strange lilt to his tone. We found him sitting on the edge of the coffee table with the bloody knife still in its box. Had he been staring at it this whole time?
“Hey, man,” Jett said, casual and relaxed, a stark contrast to both Rowen and me. 
Without a word Rowen handed the box to her. She took it, examining the knife inside before raising the box close to her nose. She sniffed lightly, closing her eyes, taking in all of the information that scent could give a predator.
I watched with my heart in my throat.
Her dark eyes snapped open, and she looked to me with a slight shake of her head. “Sorry, guys,” she said, a catch in her husky voice. “It’s human.”
 
* * * *
 
Rowen slept fitfully beside me. After leaving Arrow’s we’d gone back to my apartment so I could check on Seth, dropping Jett at home on the way. The knife was currently back in its box, sitting on my kitchen counter. We didn’t know what else to do with it. 
It had been the wee hours of the morning when Rowen calmed down enough to sleep. He’d been a mess of emotion, swinging from anger at Arrow and Dash to fear and panic, worry convincing him that he needed to go to Dash’s house. 
Reminding him of the meeting we all had with Joe in less than twelve hours had helped get his mind focused on the other side of life, the day-to-day world of chasing dreams and goals. Though we knew the meeting was about the damn song that Jett and Arrow were fighting over, it was still important, and we had to be professional. 
I lay awake long after Rowen fell asleep. Staring out the window at the fading night beyond, I questioned what exactly my role in this was. It seemed that I couldn’t save both brothers and that being light didn’t make Rowen safe even now. 
Just before dawn the amethyst stone in the handle of the Midnight Star began to glow, a deep purple light that lit up the room. I sat up, clutching the sheets tight in both hands, heart racing. 
As I gazed into the violet light, a warmth crept over me. A sense of comfort accompanied it, the assurance that, live or die, all would happen as it should if I would just believe. Worrying meant living in a time that might never come, and I was needed in the present. 
The light faded, and I lay back down, cuddling in close to Rowen who slid an arm around me and pulled me against him without waking. Sleep pulled me under, and I welcomed it, grateful to escape into the bliss of unawareness.
Not nearly enough time passed before the scent of coffee and noise from the kitchen woke me. Cinder. I was awake and upright, blinking the sleep from my eyes. The bed was empty. 
Voices low in discussion drew me. Rowen was out there already. I searched the closet for my robe before settling on baggy PJ pants with zombie heads on them and a Slayer t-shirt I’d stolen from Rowen.
“Couldn’t someone have planted it in his house?” Rowen’s voice reached me first as I emerged from the bedroom. “He’s being framed, Cinder. I’d be willing to bet on it.”
“Don’t be too quick to gamble with your integrity. Defending a murderer comes with great consequence. Emotion will lead you to compromise yourself if you’re not able to stand back and see things for what they are.” Cinder’s tone stayed calm, soothing.
They both looked up at my approach. The two of them sat at the table, drinking coffee and eating bagels. The knife box sat right where we’d left it. 
“Good afternoon, Ember,” Cinder greeted me, pointing to the coffee maker. “Grab a cup and join us. It seems this situation has taken a turn.”
I hurried through the motions of dumping sugar and milk into a mug before filling it to the brim with coffee. “How so? The knife?”
Cinder waited with great patience for me to sit down. He nodded. “Yes. It hums with Arrow’s energy. There is no doubt that he’s used it. It belongs to him.”
Rowen looked pale and acted withdrawn. The circles beneath his eyes revealed his lack of genuine rest. He said nothing, staring down into his mug as if he could fall into it and be free of the situation.
“Jett said the blood is human.” I sipped the hot coffee, needing it even though it burned my tongue. “Are you saying Arrow killed Vicky then? He doesn’t remember anything, Cinder. I don’t think he lied about that.”
“No. Neither do I.” Cinder was quiet a moment, pondering. He shoved the plate of toasted bagels closer to me, along with some cream cheese and a butter knife. “This may be difficult for you both to understand, but please, bear with me.”
Rowen and I exchanged a look. My stomach tightened, and the sight of the cream cheese made it flip. Dread filled me. I could always tell when Cinder was about to say something I didn’t want to hear.
“We’re bearing.” I gestured for him to continue, to just spit it out before the anticipation crushed me.
Cinder clasped his hands and leaned forward. Both brows drew together into a serious frown. “I believe Arrow did kill Vicky. If I’m not mistaken, he’s a sleeper agent for Dash. And he has no idea.”
 



CHAPTER SIX

 
 
“A fucking sleeper agent,” Rowen swore. “He’s just a puppet, and he doesn’t even know? We can’t let Dash get away with that.”
Smoke spewed from between Rowen’s lips as he sucked angrily on a joint. His free hand drummed an aggressive beat on the steering wheel. We sat in his car outside the small office where we’d be meeting with Joe. We were just waiting on the arrival of our bandmates. 
“Try to look at the silver lining. Arrow isn’t lying, and he isn’t a murderer. Not a willing one anyway.” I shook my head when he offered me the spliff, instead opting to stare down the street, looking for Jett’s Mustang. “We’ll help him. Just no rash actions, ok?”
It was the third time I’d said that, and each time Rowen avoided a direct response. After Cinder shared this bit of terrible news, we’d had to get ready for the meeting. So the entire drive over had been spent listening to Rowen vent his frustrations.
This whole ordeal was weighing on us both. I hadn’t seen him smile since Arrow turned up at my door. Having this new information on what was going on with Arrow should’ve been a relief, but it felt more like another brick stacked on an already heavy pile. Eventually, the weight would become crushing.
“I still don’t know what to tell Joe about where he is.” Rowen jerked his chin toward the office building. “Think he’ll buy it if I just say Arrow’s at home with the flu?”
“You might not have a choice. If he’s not here, then he can’t make a fuss about the song. You know that’s the only reason Joe’s meeting with both bands together.” I fidgeted with the spiked leather bracelet adorning my wrist. Spinning it, pausing to touch a pointy tip, I breathed a sigh of relief when Jett pulled up with Rubi and Tash.
We got out of the car to chat in the parking lot until Sam and Greyson showed up. They were right on time, giving me little chance to fill Jett in on recent developments. It was too sensitive an issue to share by text.
The seven of us filed into the office, cramming into the small waiting area. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to these meetings. Even though we weren’t with a huge Hollywood record label, it was still a label, and the first real stepping stone on the way to our dream career. Having a manager was surreal, a small victory of its own. Too bad it was tarnished by demon crap.
A few minutes later we were ushered down the hall to an office with a large enough table for all of us. Seated at the head of the table was the man who’d taken us on after the Battle of the Bands event: Joe Russell. Next to him was an assistant, a laptop open in front of her. I sat heavily between Jett and Tash while Rowen and the guys sat across from us ladies.
Catching Rowen’s eye, I smiled, hoping it would be echoed. He tried, a tug of his lips that looked almost painful. With a shrug, he sat back in his seat and tried to appear attentive.
“Thank you for joining us here today.” A dazzling grin lit up Joe’s face, revealing a mouthful of expensive cosmetic dental work. Nobody had a smile that perfect by nature. “Just wanted to go over a few things with you all, but I’m sure you know that our main focus today is deciding who will record “Love Song For An Angel.” This will be a quick meeting.”
We all nodded, and I could feel Jett bristling next to me, likely trying to rein in her wolf’s temper. Though I’d never say so aloud, I was glad Arrow wasn’t there to make this more difficult.
Joe glanced around the room, meeting each of our gazes in turn. It was a nice effort on his part to make us all feel welcome and important, but even as newbies we knew how this worked. It was all about the money. 
He frowned, his gaze locked on the guys. “No Arrow today?”
Rowen held Joe’s stare as he decided which lie to tell. “Arrow wasn’t feeling too hot this morning. Figured it would be better if he stayed—”
“Sorry I’m late.” Arrow burst into the room, trailing a cloud of cigarette smoke and cologne behind him. He plopped down in a chair across from me and turned a huge smile on Joe. “So, what did I miss?”
We all stared at Arrow in various levels of shock. It wasn’t so much the disheveled hair in need of washing or the rumpled clothing probably fetched from his living room floor. No, it was the raw, harsh evidence of the beating he’d taken. 
One eye was bruised black, streaks of red from broken blood vessels discolored the white around his iris. The other eye was also bruised but less so, more blue than black. Various scrapes and cuts marred his face, the worst being the split through his bottom lip.
Despite how fast he’d sat down, his body remained stiff, as if it hurt too much to relax in the chair. How many more injuries were hidden from sight? He regarded us all with a raised brow, like he couldn’t imagine what had us so captivated. 
“Um.” Joe glanced over at his assistant’s laptop screen, clearly flustered. “Nice of you to join us, Arrow. We were just getting started.” His dark eyes bounced around the table, searching us for a reaction, frowning when we masked it. “Anyway, about that song, Dark Mountain Records feels it has real promise. However, I understand that it belongs to Rowen and Spike. Is it possible we can agree today on which band will record it? I’d like to be able to give them an answer sooner than later.”
Jett and Arrow stared at one another. I couldn’t decide which of them wore the deadlier expression, Arrow with his abused face or Jett with the beast moving beneath her skin.
“It should be our song,” Arrow said, unflinching in the face of Jett’s silent wrath. “Rowen wrote most of the music. If it sells, we’ll give Spike a cut. But it belongs on our album.”
I should’ve been irritated that we were there to argue over a damn song, but I was still too stunned by Arrow’s condition.
The werewolf at my side was not as distracted. “No. It doesn’t.” Those three words were spoken between clenched teeth. Jett was trying to stay professional. The lack of curse words made that evident. “The lyrics are too deep for you, Arrow. Don’t pretend you can relate to that song.”
Joe opened his mouth to speak.
Arrow cut him off, having eyes only for Jett. His tone was snide, dripping with condescension. “What the fuck do you know about love songs? You wouldn’t know love if it bit you in the ass.”
Gripping the edge of the table, Jett leaned forward. Her eyes flashed wolf, so fast I hoped Joe hadn’t seen it. No, he was watching Arrow, unable to tear his gaze from that battered face.
“What the fuck do you know about love?” Jett snarled. 
I thought she might reach across the table to throttle him.
Apparently so did Joe because he cleared his throat and said, “Rowen. Spike. What do you think about all this? Your friends seem to really love your song, as do I. Do you have an opinion on which band should record it?”
Rowen and I had bigger fish to fry than the damn song. I was starting to wish we’d never written the friggin’ thing or at least hadn’t shown it to our friends. 
“I don’t care.” Rowen sounded bored with the conversation, but I knew it was because his mind drifted elsewhere. 
Joe’s gaze landed on me, along with everyone else’s. I shrugged. “Maybe we should just flip a coin or something. I don’t think it’s worth fighting over.”
Joe nodded, his lips pressed together as he considered our response. “How about you both record it, in your house or your jam space, whatever, and the record company can decide who they think does it better?”
I shrugged and nodded, worried about Rowen who was worried about Arrow. Arrow, however, looked smug. Jett sat back in her chair, defeated.
“Sure, whatever. That’s fine.” Rowen shifted uncomfortably in his seat. His knee bounced, like he couldn’t sit still. Restless. 
Arrow ran his pierced tongue over the cut in his lip. Bright hazel eyes danced from me to Jett. “Works for me.”
“Good.” Joe seemed relieved and ready to move on to a new topic. “Now, just a few other things to go over: recording dates, album promotion. That kind of thing.”
It was hard to stay focused on Joe. Between the pissed off wolf at my side and the two moody nephilim across from me, the urge to tune his voice out and get lost in my thoughts was as welcoming as it was strong. 
I didn’t understand why Arrow believed the song to be worth fighting for. Considering everything he faced, it struck me as odd. Perhaps the song meant more to him than I realized or maybe there was more to it than pissing off Jett. This had to be about so much more than a song.
 
* * * *
 
“You slimy little piece of shit. Who the fuck do you think you are?” Jett’s outburst was followed by a shove hard enough to take Arrow’s feet out from under him. 
A few of us gasped in unison, me being one of them. Jett had managed to keep a lid on her temper until we were outside. Now that we were in the parking lot, she unleashed. 
Arrow sat on the ground, staring up at the angry wolf who stood over him. His expression was void of emotion. The sky was overcast, allowing the shadows creeping around him to thicken. They snaked around his legs and arms, crawling over his chest before slithering over to Jett. Though not as strong as they were in the dark, the shadows did a fine job of winding tight around her wrists and ankles, shackling her in place.
“I’m Arrow Fucking Lynch, bitch. If you have a problem with it, you can go fuck yourself.” Arrow got to his feet, wincing as injuries we couldn’t see pained him. With a snap of his fingers, the shadows released Jett, thrusting her backward into me. 
I braced for her weight, managing to keep from being knocked down. With a hand on her shoulder, I tried to calm the beast within.
No luck.
She shook me off and stepped forward, both hands up in invitation. “You want to take me on, Arrow? Let’s go. I’ll leave you in pieces, asshole.” A growl rumbled in her throat. 
While our friends stepped back, away from the scene, Rowen and I moved closer.
“Do it then.” Arrow shrugged, fearless in the face of Jett’s rage.
I imagined he’d seen much worse. Demon wrath was like no other. 
“Guys, what the fuck?” This from Sam who threw his hands up, both shocked and exasperated. “Is this really necessary? It’s just a damn song. Maybe nobody should record it.”
Jett never looked at him when she replied. Her eyes were wolf, and they saw only Arrow. “It’s not just about the song. It’s about his need to step on everyone else, to take from them without giving back. It’s about what a constant selfish prick Arrow is, using anyone to get what he wants without a care for the repercussions. Even his own flesh and blood.”
Arrow’s eyes narrowed, and his upper lip curled into a snarl. The subtle reaction gave away how sensitive he felt about Rowen.
Jett saw it too. She smiled. 
Rowen stepped between them, a hand held up as if he could ward off any further blows. “Guys, this has to stop. We’re friends. We’re supposed to be a team. It’s never going to happen if we can’t work together. Compromise somehow.”
Purple hair whipped around Jett’s head as she gave it a vigorous shake. “There’s no compromising with blackmailing, drug-pushing liars.” To Arrow, she said, “You deserve whatever’s coming your way.”
“Jett, stop it.” I was starting to get mad. Everything she said was the truth, but ganging up on Arrow and belittling him could only produce a negative outcome. Anger and hatred grew like weeds. There was already so much of that in his life.
“Actually, Spike.” Jett whirled on me, fangs bared, huge in her human mouth. “I think you need to start. You’re too willing to overlook the shit he pulls. Stop letting him get away with it.”
Her hands vibrated with the intensity of her scalding hot anger. There was more to this outburst than the song. All the time I’d been spending with Rowen and, because of that, with Arrow, was threatening to Jett. She didn’t say so, but I knew she suspected that they would cause a division between us, that at some point I would have to choose between them and my band. 
Things had changed recently, she was right. In some ways I did overlook Arrow’s actions and piss-poor attitude, but it wasn’t because he deserved it or because I was in love with his brother. It was because I had a calling, which included him. Couldn’t she see that? Was she unable to understand?
“It’s not like that, Jett.” I spoke with calm determination, refusing to allow either of them to provoke me to anger. “I don’t overlook anything. I just choose to forgive it.”
Now the wolf eyes landed on me, judging me for what she perceived as weakness. “Then I guess that makes you better than me. Or it makes you blind and manipulated.”
“Then I guess I’m blind and manipulated.” I relented with a shrug. “But I’m not going to kick someone while they’re down. Look at him. Do you think he needs anymore enemies right now?”
Arrow recoiled, disgust overflowing from him to the shadows writhing like a black cloud around him. They swelled with it, stretching out toward us. “Do you think you’re doing me some kind of favor, Spike?” He spat my name like it left a rotten taste in his mouth. “I don’t need you to defend me, and I sure as fuck don’t want your God-forsaken pity. I can fight my own battles. Stay out of it.”
My cheeks burned with his rejection. It shouldn’t have bothered me, but it did. I knew that I couldn’t save everyone. I wasn’t supposed to. But Cinder had planted this idea in my head, this belief that Arrow was worth saving, and I wanted to make it happen, if not for me or for him, then for Rowen.
I held up both hands in surrender and backed away, toward Rowen’s car. Fine. Neither of them wanted me to play peacekeeper, so I would remove myself from the situation. Rowen, however, was much too stubborn to do the same.
Standing between Jett and Arrow, he held up a hand. A golden ball of light glowed in his palm. “Go ahead. Either of you. Make another move.”
Our friends stood silent, mouths agape. Over time they’d come to know who and what we were, but displays like this were never seen. We did our best to keep this stuff from them.
The tension grew. Arrow and Jett stared at one another, each daring the other to make a move. Finally Jett spun away, slamming her fist into a nearby trash can. Her fist left a basketball-size dent in the side, but her hand remained unmarked.
The wolf was fading from her eyes when she turned to me. “Whatever happens with him, I want no part of it. Tell Cinder I’m sorry but maybe this dream team of his is just that. A dream.”
“Jett—” 
She stormed off without letting me finish. The door to her Mustang slammed shut hard enough to echo in the parking lot. Tash and Rubi made haste, each shooting me an apologetic look before climbing into the car. I sighed, watching as the car sped away with a squeal of tires. 
Greyson cleared his throat and pulled car keys from a pocket. “I think Sammy and I are gonna take off too. We’ll catch up with you guys later.”
Sam seemed reluctant to leave but made no attempt to stay behind. Worry furrowed his brow as he retreated to Greyson’s SUV. I waved and forced a smile that I didn’t feel, hoping to ease his concern.
As soon as they were gone, Rowen advanced on Arrow and grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “What is wrong with you? Do you hate yourself so much that you would do anything to make sure that everyone else hates you just as much?”
Arrow stood stiff, fists clenched at his sides. “I don’t really give a shit what anyone thinks of me. You included. Now let go of me, Rowen.”
“What happened to you last night?” Rowen released him but stood close, ready to shake answers out of him if need be. “Did Dash do this?”
There was a snicker as Arrow ran a hand over his beaten face. “He doesn’t like it when I cozy up with you white lighters. Apparently, he didn’t like that I went to you guys for help that night. Free will doesn’t exist in his world. I’m expected to be loyal to the dark at all times. La de friggin’ da.”
“How bad is it?” The anger faded from Rowen, replaced with concern. His gaze searched Arrow, looking him over for wounds we could not see. “Tell me what happened.”
Arrow stood stiff, unwilling to allow us to see how hurt he was. There was a stubborn set to his jaw as he eyed us each. “What’s to tell? Koda took me to Dash, and I spent the rest of the night getting my ass beat. You’d be surprised how creative demons get with that kind of thing.”
“Just because you came to us when you needed help?” I asked, hoping that Arrow would simmer down now that it was just the three of us. 
His hazel eyes rolled upward, and he shook his head. “That’s what Dash wanted. He wanted me to go to Rowen. He just didn’t want that to include you, Spike. I failed. Again. I paid. Again.”
“But that doesn’t make sense.” I murmured this to myself, unable to understand what Dash’s goal was. 
“So you did kill her.” Rowen nodded as if his worst fear had been confirmed. He’d held out hope til the last possible second that his brother could be innocent. It was just another reason to admire him. He wanted to see the best in everyone, even those so far removed from good.
“I still don’t really know. Dash won’t say much about it.” Arrow leaned against Rowen’s car, a hand going to his side. He winced and dragged himself onto the hood. “If I did, I don’t remember it. That wasn’t a lie.”
The breeze caught Rowen’s hair, tossing the long front piece of his hawk into his eyes. “I know. I believe you. Cinder thinks Dash is using you as a sleeper agent. He’s controlling you somehow, Arrow. Why would he do that? You’re dark. What’s he got to gain from such a stunt?”
Arrow went silent for a moment. The wind whipped his mess of long black hair about too. He made no move to smooth it down or control it in any way. “You. He wants you, Rowen.”
I caught hold of my ponytail to keep it from slapping me in the face. There was more to these two brothers than I could fathom. I was sure of it. Dash knew though. He knew all about it. His determination and underhanded patience was frightful. An enemy with patience and time had an advantage over one who had little of either. The odds were not in our favor.
“I don’t understand.” Rowen sat on the hood of the car beside Arrow, propping his feet on the bumper. He stared at his running shoes. “This is about our father somehow, isn’t it? Why me? What makes me so fucking special? I can’t be any different than either of you. Can I?”
That was the question I couldn’t answer. Cinder and Dash had both alluded to Rowen being more than he seemed. Choosing the light had seemed like the best choice for Rowen. But was that the entire reason Dash was now tormenting Arrow?
“You’ve got to be. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be getting my ass beat on a regular basis.” Bitter laughter fell from Arrow’s lips, caught by the wind and flung away. “This is all about you, bro. Dash is trying to get to you through me. So you have to stay out of it. Ok? No matter what he does to me.” Arrow lay back on the hood and stretched, stopping short as a cry ripped from him. He clutched his side and sat back up with a groan. 
“No.” Rowen braced for his brother’s reaction, ready to stand his ground. His gaze met mine, searching.
I nodded. We were all in this together. 
“Spike, talk some sense into this fool, would you?” Arrow looked to me for back up that I couldn’t give him. “If you like him safe and sane, then stop him from doing anything stupid. I’ll be fine.” What he asked was more than ridiculous, more than foolish. Arrow was asking us to give up on him. 
“Sorry, man. We can’t do that. He loves you, and I wasn’t given the Midnight Star so I could abandon a nephilim in need. Like it or not, you need us. So why not try working with us instead of pushing us away?”
Without asking permission, I grabbed the edge of Arrow’s t-shirt and yanked it up to expose his side. He should’ve been wearing a jacket in this weather. His ribs were bruised, blotchy smears of blue and purple. Broken, more than likely. I ran a hand over his side, feeling for anything extremely amiss. He sucked in a breath and swore softly but didn’t fight me off. 
“I don’t suppose you’ve developed any new healing abilities.” His tone was hopeful. At my headshake, he nodded. “Figures. So you’re just trying to cop a feel of my hot bod then.”
Ignoring his jibe, I dropped his shirt and stepped back. “You can’t be left alone. Not until we know what’s going on. How often are these black outs happening? What else have you done? We need answers.”
“No, we don’t. You two need to go somewhere safe and screw your brains out like happy little bunnies. I can handle this.” Arrow hopped off the car, clutching the fender and growling as pain racked him. Pushing himself up straighter, he shrugged it off and produced car keys. 
Rowen swiped the keys from his hand. “Are you kidding me? You can’t handle this, Arrow. You can barely even stand up. Spike’s right. You can’t be left alone.”
“Aw, come on guys. This is fucked. I’m not a child. I don’t need a babysitter.”
“I beg to differ,” Rowen said, wrapping a supportive arm around his brother.
“Beg to differ?” A wry smile lit up Arrow’s face. “Listen to you, sounding all educated and shit. She must be rubbing off on you.”
Ignoring Arrow’s attempt to change the subject, Rowen herded him over to the Charger and tossed me the BMW’s keys. I glanced over at Arrow’s sleek, black car. This was a good idea, wasn’t it? Though I wouldn’t say as much, I was nervous about the possibility of Arrow having one of his black outs with us. 
“Don’t touch my stash in the glove box,” Arrow called after me as I headed for his car. “Or the one in the console. Or under the seat. Just don’t touch anything.”
It was after they’d driven away that I said a prayer I wouldn’t get pulled over in Arrow’s drug-filled party on wheels. And another, asking for a way through this. 
Dash’s end goal seemed pretty clear to me. If he succeeded in his endeavor, I would lose both brothers. Dash was willing to destroy Arrow in an attempt to drive Rowen to the dark.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 
 
Jett wouldn’t answer the phone when I called. Her ability to hold a grudge was impressive. It was also tiresome. Suspecting that she might be at the rowdy werewolf bar run by her pack, I took Arrow’s car on a little detour.
The Doghead Bar and Grill was one of those rundown, almost ramshackle places that nobody in their right mind would consider entering. Humans were unwelcome, membership only. I’d only been there once before. It had been… odd, to say the least. 
Her Mustang was in the parking lot. I gathered myself, hoping she’d let me get a word in while she ranted and raved about Arrow. She surprised me though. When I found her sitting at the bar with a whiskey in hand, she didn’t say a word.
“How long are you going to stare at that whiskey while I wait for you to acknowledge me?” I asked, sliding onto the stool next to her. 
The bar was loud, like always. The doors never closed, and the werewolves never went home. Well, some of them didn’t. 
Without meeting my gaze, she said, “I knew things would change when you hooked up with Rowen, but I didn’t know how much. It fucking sucks. This is supposed to be our time. Crimson Sin. We have a chance to live our dream, and you’re going to bail because of them.”
“No, I’m not. It’s not like that, Jett. You’re not being fair.” I shook my head when the bartender sidled up, awaiting my order. 
A scar slashed across his cheek and through one damaged eye. It was a strange milky blue, eerie in his rugged face. “Look, angel cakes, you know the rules. If you’re staying, you’re drinking. What’ll it be?”
Drinking and driving a BMW filled with drugs, hmm, not the police record of my dreams. I ordered a light beer, intending to nurse it for as long as possible. 
“I’m not being fair?” Jett scoffed, taking a sip of her whiskey on the rocks. “We’ve busted our asses for almost five years for this break, and you’re going to blow it because of two idiots who just happen to be like you. So what? Look at how many assholes are like me.” She waved a hand wildly to indicate the many wolves around us. “Think I’d ever let one of them destroy my dreams? Not a chance in hell.”
Jett’s heart and soul had been all about the band, the music, for as long as I’d known her. I understood why she felt threatened. Communication wasn’t her greatest skill either, seeing as she was dominated by either reckless joy or fierce aggression. 
Ignoring the idiot remark, I paid for my beer and searched for the right words. “Jett, when I signed on for this journey with you, I said I was in it for the long haul, and I am. That hasn’t changed. Shit happens, but that doesn’t change my commitment to you and the girls.”
A long moment stretched between us with her staring straight ahead at a silent TV above the bar. It was tuned to a sports channel, but nobody was watching it. 
“I don’t even care about the song,” she finally said. “I mean, I do, but that’s not what this is about. It was just the thing that set me off. It’s because I can see you slipping away from us. Those fucktards need you. I know that. I see it. It just fucking sucks because I need you too.”
I hid a smile behind my beer bottle. Jett wasn’t known for her candid sharing of feelings. I grabbed her hand, holding tight when she resisted. “Aww, I love you too, Jett.”
“Fuck off.” She laughed, softening the harsh command.
“The truth is,” I continued. “I need you too. I need the band. You guys are my therapy. Things make more sense when I’m playing, and music wouldn’t be the same without you. But there’s some weird shit going on, Jett, and I feel like I’m supposed to fix it, and I don’t know how.” I paused, conflicted. “Arrow’s doing things he can’t remember. He killed Vicky, and I’m afraid it won’t end there. If I can’t help him, Jett, I could lose them both.”
I sucked in a few deep breaths, feeling lightheaded as my fears left my mouth. The shouts of a pool game getting out of hand and the crash of a beer bottle on the floor were all such normal sounds. Yet there was nothing normal about this place or the people in it. None of us were entirely human. It seemed that what made us human lessened as each day passed. What a fucked up world.
“When you say, lose them both, you mean…?” With a brow raised, Jett gave me a pointed look.
“Oh, whoa, no way.” I sputtered a sip of beer all over the bar in front of me. Reaching for some napkins to wipe it up, I gave my head a vigorous shake. “Whatever you’re getting at, just no. Don’t go there. It’s not like that.”
That doubting eyebrow remained raised, and she pursed her lips in silent judgment. “Then what’s it like?”
“Dash is tormenting Arrow. He’s controlling him, hurting him, and he’s doing it all to get to Rowen. He hasn’t given up even after Rowen picked the light. They need me, Jett. I just wish I could figure out what I’m supposed to do.” With an exasperated sigh, I propped a hand up beneath my head and watched two werewolves at a nearby table arm-wrestle. “I’m scared. If Rowen loses Arrow, I lose Rowen.”
Jett mulled this over as she drank her whiskey. “Don’t get me wrong. Rowen’s a good guy, and you need a good guy. But I don’t feel bad for Arrow. I can’t. He’s an asshole. If anything happens to you because of him, that demon will be the least of his problems.”
“Jett,” I warned. Her loyalty was appreciated, but the girl didn’t make idle threats. She would follow through. 
“No, Spike. Don’t defend him.”
“I’m not.” I held up both hands. “This isn’t about him. Jett, please, I need your support as my best friend. There’s nobody else I can talk to about this. I need you.”
She slammed back the rest of the whiskey and slid the glass down to the bartender. “Dammit, Spike. I was enjoying some good, quality fuming. You damn angel types sure know how to ruin the mood.” A smile curved her dark-red lips. 
With the crack in her hard exterior, I released some of the tension I’d been holding in the pit of my stomach. “Don’t make me tell Cinder you shit all over his dream team,” I said with a laugh and a well-placed elbow between Jett’s ribs. “He’ll be crushed.”
There was a shout and a crash as the two arm-wrestling werewolves overturned their table. Shouts became snarls and fingertips became claws. That was my cue to leave. 
Jett cast a derogatory glance their way, otherwise ignoring them. She managed to look bored, not an easy feat in a place like this. And she thought the nephilim world was nuts?
“Don’t say anything to Cinder. I was pissed off. I shouldn’t have said that.” She pulled me in for a hug, oblivious to the brawl ten feet away. “If you need me, you can count on me. But let the record show that I don’t give a fuck what happens to Arrow.”
It wasn’t quite what I’d hoped to hear, but it was as close as I was going to get. “The record shows absolutely no fucks given. Your contempt for assholes is duly noted.”
“You better take off before these asshats get the Alpha’s attention. I’ll call you later.”
As I squeezed between tables, narrowly avoiding the fight on my way to the door, I felt mildly better. Knowing my best friend had my back brought me renewed confidence. I wasn’t in this alone. 
 
* * * *
 
Convincing Arrow to stay in for the night was next to impossible. He put up a good fight, arguing until Rowen and I were exhausted. It was Rowen’s vow to flush his stash down the toilet that made him grudgingly relent but not without a few choice curse words directed at each of us.
“Well, if I’m stuck here with you dorks, I want some blow. And a pizza. Spike, order me a pizza.” Arrow flopped on the couch and put his feet on the coffee table while shooting me a shit-eating grin. 
“Um, what the fuck did you just say to me?” I picked up the TV remote from the coffee table with the full intent of flinging it at his face. That only served to make his grin wider. Dropping the remote, I turned away in disgust, counting to ten in an attempt to cool my anger. 
Rowen plucked a tiny bag of white powder from a jeans pocket and whipped it at Arrow. “I shouldn’t be giving you this at all. That’s all you get so make it last. And don’t talk to Spike like that. She’s not your maid.”
Scrutinizing the tiny bag, Arrow’s lip curled in disappointment. “This will last me an hour, dude. Seriously, though, let’s order a pizza. Maybe I’ll invite Carly over. I could use a blowjob.”
He was trying to piss us off. I knew that. Still, it was working, even more so because I had a show at The Wicked Kiss to get ready for. Clenching my teeth to keep from spewing venom in Arrow’s face, I grabbed my laptop from the bedroom and logged on to the local pizza place’s website. The joys of technology. A few clicks and pizza was on its way.
“Got any beer, Spike?” Arrow didn’t look up from the thin white lines he was divvying up with his credit card. 
“Oh, I’ll give you a friggin’ beer alright,” I muttered to myself as I retrieved a few cold ones from the fridge. If I didn’t find a way to shrug him off, Arrow was going to drive me crazy. I passed him the beer with a tight smile. He took it without so much as a glance at me. “You’re welcome,” I spat.
“Thanks, doll.” Rolling up a twenty from his wallet, Arrow snorted the first of five lines off the coffee table. 
Rowen accepted the beer I handed him with an apologetic grimace. This was going to be a long night. I imagined that keeping a guy like Arrow entertained was going to be no easy feat. If we didn’t keep him busy, he’d try to escape. I shook my head, astonished at the direction my thoughts had gone. We shouldn’t have to trap Arrow in my apartment all night, but it was the best way to keep an eye on him.
“Wanna watch a movie or something?” Rowen sat on the couch with Arrow, receiving an eye roll and head shake in response. “We could jam. Or we could talk about “Love Song For An Angel.” I don’t think it’s a Molly’s Chamber song, Arrow.”
That got Arrow’s attention. His head came up, his coke pile momentarily forgotten. “Don’t fuck with me, man. I know you’re just trying to stir shit up to keep me occupied, so I’m not going to get into this shit with you. Grab a guitar and shut up.”
I definitely couldn’t fault Jett for feeling as she did. Arrow was a difficult person to like. He tested my patience in ways I’d never dreamed possible. It normally took a lot to make me mad enough to feel violent toward someone. With Arrow, it didn’t take more than a look.
Rowen grabbed the acoustic guitar from where it leaned in the corner of the living room. I sat on the armchair adjacent and watched his fingers move over the strings. Though his usual instrument was a bass, watching him handle my guitar with familiarity and ease was a pleasure. 
He picked out the riff of a Molly’s Chamber song, one that usually tumbled out hard and fast, loud and electric. On the acoustic it transformed into something softer, slower but just as powerful. I was sure that Rowen could play just about anything, even elevator music, and it would sound fantastic. 
Captivated by the beauty of him, I relaxed in the big, cushy chair and let the music calm me. I was almost able to pretend Arrow wasn’t there.
Then he opened his mouth. “How long til that pizza gets here?”
So much for my happy chill moment. I stifled a sigh, choosing instead to answer him without as much snark as I wanted to inject into my tone. “It gets here when it gets here. Why? Are you in a rush? Got a big date?”
Arrow eyed me before leaning in to snort another line. “I could, but instead I’m stuck here with my brother and his girlfriend. This is punishment, isn’t it? For pissing off Jett about that song.”
“She’s not the only one you’re pissing off about that.” I smiled sweetly, sipping from my beer. Oh yeah, this was going to be a long evening. Lucky for me, I got to leave soon.
Rowen stopped playing and pinned his brother with a simmering glare. “Arrow, we’re here to help you. Instead of punishing us for caring by being a royal pain in the ass, you could try showing some gratitude.”
Arrow considered this and immediately dismissed it. “Whatever, dude. I get it. You’re doing your angelic duty. Don’t pretend this is how you really want to spend your night.”
“It doesn’t matter. We’re here, so let’s make the best of it.”
“Let’s go party, Rowen.” Arrow flopped back on the couch and put his feet up on the table, almost upsetting the remaining few lines. “You can babysit me at The Spirit Room.”
I met Rowen’s gaze, finding irritation in his amber eyes. He’d been picking up after Arrow for years. It was a wonder he hadn’t blown his top by now. 
The buzzer announced the arrival of the pizza. Hopefully that would keep Arrow’s mouth busy for a while.
“No Spirit Room,” I said as I went to the door with cash to pay the delivery guy. “Not every night has to be a party. Sometimes you need to settle down and spend some time with yourself.”
Though he didn’t say anything, I could feel Arrow’s glare on my back. I retrieved the pizza and dropped it on the kitchen counter. Pizza, beer, and cocaine. And Arrow still wanted more. His focus was in serious need of redirection.
Setting the guitar aside, Rowen stood and stretched. “I’m going to jump in the shower. Don’t let him escape. I won’t be long.”
Arrow muttered something involving more than one F-bomb beneath his breath. After Rowen had closed the bathroom door and started the water, he said, “You could never keep me here if I really wanted to leave.”
I understood that he was trying to project hostility to cover up the fear he must have felt at being controlled by Dash. So I bit back the retort I wanted to fling at him. Instead I grabbed a piece of pizza and shoved it at him, ready to mash it into his face if I had to. He jerked back before I could and swiped the slice from my hand.
“Arrow, I’m here because, in some demented way, it’s my duty to watch out for you. If you insist on making this more difficult than it has to be by challenging me, don’t be surprised when I fight back.” Engaging in conflict with him was not what I wanted, but it might be what he needed. I perched on the arm of the chair with arms crossed, trying to be both kind and firm.
He munched on the pizza, watching me the whole time like he thought if he stared long enough it would get under my skin. Well, he was right. The weight of his stare made me uneasy, but it wasn’t intimidating me into backing down. 
Several minutes passed with the two of us staring at each other in tense silence. Bite after bite until the pizza slice was gone and Arrow had yet to budge. Had to hand it to him, he had strong, silent antagonism down pat. 
I let out my breath in a huff, annoyed that he wanted to make this a game. But that was what demons did. They played a lot of games. Though Arrow was reluctant to admit it, he was dark and, therefore, half demon. 
“So, is that it?” Unable to hold my tongue any longer, I broke the silence. “We just try to out stare one another all night? That’s going to get boring.”
Arrow finished his beer, still quietly contemplating. A small smile teased the edges of his mouth. I didn’t like that smile. Something about it felt… off.
A chill descended, filling the room with a frigid breeze. The windows were all closed. I stiffened. Something unseen moved around me, a force that spoke of bad things. 
“You know what your problem is, white lighter? You never know when to shut up.” Arrow blinked, and his hazel eyes gleamed solid black. He swung the empty bottle at my face so fast I never saw it coming.
It cracked against my cheekbone just beneath my eye, hard enough to knock me off the chair arm. Adrenaline slammed through every cell of my being as I hit the floor. The training I’d been doing with Cinder kicked in, instinct guiding me as I flung an arm up to stop the next blow.
I clutched Arrow’s forearm, stopping the bottle from connecting a second time. With my free hand I threw a ball of fire into his face, driving him back so I could get up. There was no time to puzzle out what had just happened. A mass of shadows engulfed Arrow, snuffing out the flames.
He came at me again, but his movements were slow, calculated, like a snake preparing to strike. The shadows moved around him like they too were snakes, separate tendrils that darted about, waiting for his command. 
“Arrow, stop,” I shouted, hoping that some part of him was still in there. Was this it? The blackout that drove him to murder? “You don’t want to do this. I just want to help you.”
“Help me?” He eased around the coffee table, gliding with an inhuman gait. He snapped his fingers, and one of the shadows lashed out at me, thrusting me into the armchair hard enough to make me topple over the back of it. “You’ve done nothing but cause problems since the first day Rowen laid eyes on you.”
I scrambled to my feet, shoving away from him as he drew closer. He drove me into the kitchen where I was trapped. Another fireball forced him back a few feet but didn’t keep him from approaching. I didn’t want to hurt Arrow nor did I want to risk burning the building down, but he wasn’t giving me much time to weigh my options.
Arrow seemed oblivious to his injuries as he came at me. He threw the bottle aside before raising both hands to freeze me in place. I braced. His gift was disturbing to see in use, and I certainly didn’t want to be the victim of it. Then the power hit me, and my entire body seized. Every muscle went tense, frozen, and the urge to scream was locked inside me.
I fought against it, knowing that, if he came at me now, I was finished. A scream tore from me as I broke free of his hold. Gasping for air, I braced myself, taking a fighting stance. Without waiting for his next move, I swung a mean right hook, hoping I could knock him out, a small addition to his already expansive injuries. To my surprise, he took the punch and held up a hand to invite another.
“You’re the one that keeps Rowen tied to the light,” Arrow said, his words a guttural snarl. “It’s you who fucked this all up. The dark wants him, and they will never stop until they have him. If that means having to take you out of the equation, then so be it. We will find a way to make him ours.”
The ugly things he said sank deep into me, penetrating into a place of dread. I’d feared this would happen. That being with me would only endanger Rowen further. 
Though I wasn’t sure it would work, I grabbed hold of Arrow’s arm, feeling for the power within. My new ability to steal and replicate the power of another was a short-lived and limited gift, but it had its perks.
As Arrow’s power slipped into me, I had the strange sensation of being covered in dirt. I threw my hands up, releasing what I’d just taken and freezing him in place. Without hesitation I shoved by him and fled the kitchen, rushing to the bathroom door to pound my fists and shout Rowen’s name.
A glance back over my shoulder revealed an angry Arrow. He broke free and came after me, fast this time, no calculated movements. Grabbing hold of my hair, he slammed my head against the bathroom door.
Pain shot through my skull. I whirled around to face him, shrieking when a handful of hair tore from my scalp. “Dammit, I’m not the enemy, Arrow.” I caught him off guard with a throat punch. As he struggled to breathe, I took the chance to try to speak sense into him. “Don’t you see what’s happening here? You’re being used. Controlled. The dark is not your friend. They don’t care about you. Me and Rowen, we care.”
Though he fought for a breath of air, Arrow’s black eyes gleamed with malevolence. It chilled me. With a twirl of his wrist, a shadow darted toward me, wrapping tight around my neck. I grabbed at it like an idiot, my fingers clawing at nothing. 
Desperate and afraid, I rushed him, both hands ablaze. Unable to take him down, I had to settle for shoving him into the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room. 
We struggled to gain some kind of control. Arrow made the mistake of spinning me so that he was behind me; I knew how to get out of the move, thanks to Cinder. Grasping his forearm I twisted my body, using the momentum of his motion to haul Arrow off his feet and slam him onto the floor. The impact jolted him, breaking his concentration, and the shadows choking me disappeared. 
Rowen burst out of the bathroom. His hair dripped water down his back as he hastily slung a towel around his waist. His amber eyes flashed wide with alarm. “What the hell is going on?” 
I was fully prepared to step on Arrow’s throat to hold him down if needed, but he ceased fighting. Blinking confused hazel eyes up at me, he sounded like he’d swallowed gravel. “Spike? What happened?”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 
 
“Ouch.” I winced as Rowen pressed a towel-wrapped bundle of ice to my swollen face. “Shit that hurts.”
I took the towel from him with a grateful smile that turned into a wince. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, the pain was setting in. My cheek beneath my eye throbbed. It felt puffy, and though I hadn’t looked in a mirror yet, Rowen’s expression said enough.
“Are you sure you’re ok?” he asked for the third time. “Maybe you should stay in tonight.”
“No.” I shook my head, wincing again when that caused the throbbing to intensify. “I can’t. The girls are expecting me, and I don’t want to lose this gig. It’s good for us.”
He frowned and sat on the coffee table, across from the armchair I huddled in. “It’s ok to miss one gig, Spike. Shit happens. This is serious. What if you have a concussion or something? It looks like he hit you pretty hard.”
The longer the ice sat on my injured face, the more it seemed to hurt. Easing up on the ice hurt too when the heat came rushing back into my bruised cheek. “It feels like he did too. But I’m fine. Really. Nothing an Advil can’t take care of.”
My gaze strayed to the balcony door. Arrow was out there, smoking and staring off down the street. He’d been quiet and detached since coming back to himself. He didn’t remember smacking me with the bottle or anything that followed. I believed him. I’d seen his eyes, and it was obvious to me that he was under some kind of spell. 
Once I accepted his apology, he’d retreated to the balcony. Arrow wasn’t the most caring guy, but I could see that he felt like crap about the whole thing. As many despicable things as I’d seen him do, random attacks on people hadn’t been one of them. 
“Maybe you guys should come with me,” I suggested. “It might be safer to have him in public than to leave you here alone with him.”
Rowen stared at his brother, storm clouds moving through his eyes of fire. “I’m not afraid of him.”
“Neither was I, but he still clubbed me in the face with a glass bottle. He’s unpredictable, Rowen. We can’t underestimate him.” 
“I know. I’ll be fine though. Really.” He scrubbed a hand over his face and swore. His damp mohawk flopped to one side, dripping the occasional drop down his neck. “If you insist on going, then go. But be careful, and call me if you need anything or if your head starts to hurt worse.”
I had just over an hour to get ready and be at The Wicked Kiss. Leaving Rowen alone with Arrow didn’t feel right. Of course, the dark didn’t want Rowen dead; they wanted me dead. So Rowen should be relatively safe. However, the dark had too many tricks up their sleeves. We had to be on our guard.
I pulled the ice away from my face. “How bad is it?”
Rowen grimaced and shook his head. “Go look.”
I rose too fast, and the room spun twice before settling back into place. Hoping Rowen didn’t notice my moment of disorientation, I went to the bathroom and braved a glimpse in the mirror. I gasped. My entire cheekbone was bruised a mottled blue. The bruise spread up under my eye. The swelling made my cheek puff out twice the size of the other one. I had a lot of makeup in my arsenal, but no amount of concealer would completely hide this. Damn.
Picking through my cover up and foundation, I knew this was going to be futile. Human healing speed, one of the not so great aspects of being a nephilim. Our angelic gifts were dampened by our human weakness. 
Rowen appeared in the doorway. He met my eyes through the mirror and sighed. “I can’t believe he did that.”
“It’s cool.” I began dabbing some cover up on the bruise, flinching and wincing with every touch. “I can take it. It really could’ve been worse.”
Shrugging it off was my way of making light of a horribly heavy situation. The dark wanted me dead. Arrow would have killed me. My mind refused to wrap around the concept that demons had a target on my back. 
“He was going to kill you, Spike. You’re in danger, if not from him, then from someone else. I see what they’re doing. They’re targeting you and Arrow to drive me to the bargaining table. Dash doesn’t care about Arrow. He made that clear. Tonight Arrow showed us that you’re a target too.” Rowen leaned his head against the doorframe, weary and watchful. “I can’t lose you guys. Both of you, you’re all I have.”
The vulnerability he exhibited worried me. Dash wanted to get inside Rowen’s head. Judging from the defeated expression he wore, it was working.
I turned to face him, a compact of concealer forgotten in one hand. “Rowen, don’t go down that path. I can see it on your face. Dash wants you to be afraid. He wants to make you feel like you have no choice here. Do not let him get inside your head. That’s what they do. They worm their way into your mind, and they will stay forever if you let them. You can’t let Dash in, no matter what he does to Arrow or to me. Do you hear me?”
Dropping the concealer on the counter, I captured his face in my hands, forcing him to look into my eyes. With a brow raised, I waited for his nod, but when it came it was halfhearted. 
“Why do I get the feeling your mind is elsewhere? What are you thinking, Rowen?”
He put his hands over mine, stroking a finger over the back of my hand. “I can’t stand by, doing nothing while Dash goes after the two of you.” 
“We have to be careful. All three of us.” I kissed him, ignoring the pain in my face, focusing on the soft warmth of his lips on mine.
“Which is exactly why you shouldn’t go tonight,” he said between kisses. “The three of us should stay together.”
“So tie Arrow up and come with me,” I joked, though the idea of restraining Arrow had seriously flitted through my mind. 
Rowen laughed and pulled me into a hug. “You’re stubborn, you know that?”
“I can’t let the girls down. Anyway, demons don’t like The Wicked Kiss. I’ll be safe there. And I’ll come home right after.” 
The sound of the balcony door opening drew our attention. Rowen kissed me once more, a tender lingering of lips that got me tingling. He drifted out of the bathroom to check on Arrow, and I turned back to the mirror to examine the challenge laid out before me. 
I busied myself with getting ready. There was little choice but to accept the bruise, live with it until it faded. Cover up paled the blueness, but there was no hiding the swelling.
Dark eye shadow and deep red lipstick did little to distract from my injury. I imagined the many things people would assume upon seeing it. Sure, Jett had shown up for many a gig with a shiner from scrapping with other wolves, and she always wore it proudly, like a badge of victory. I couldn’t relate. 
After tousling my hair just enough to make it appear windblown, I spritzed on some perfume made of strawberry and vanilla essential oils and turned to go to my bedroom to get dressed. 
I jerked back with a silent gasp when I almost ran into Arrow who lurked outside the door.
His expression was blank, but his cheek twitched, as if he was forcing neutrality when he wanted to smirk. “Spike, I’m sorry. I know I said this already, but you’ve got to know I’d never hurt you.” 
“I do. I know.” But I didn’t. Arrow wasn’t the overtly violent type, and he’d never given me reason to believe he wished me harm. Though I wanted to believe the best in him, I had to tread carefully until we knew more about what he’d been going through.
“You think I’m full of shit,” he said, but there was no accusation in the words.
“No, it’s not like that. I don’t know what to think right now. I saw your eyes, Arrow. They were black. Demon black. Whatever’s going on with you, it’s serious, and we need to get to the bottom of it.” Reluctant to touch him, I patted his arm the way one might pat the head of a dog with the potential to bite. “It’s ok. We’ll figure it out.”
Arrow glanced back to the living room where Rowen sat, watching us. Lowering his voice, Arrow whispered, “I won’t let them have Rowen.”
Because there was nothing I could say, I nodded and pushed by him to go to my bedroom. Once I’d closed the door, I let out the breath I’d been holding. My shoulders shook with the strain of what had just happened and the burden of not knowing what was yet to come.
Leggings with rainbow skulls and a flowy black tank top were donned in a hurry. Getting away from Arrow for a while would be nice. I needed a chance to think. 
Rowen tried one more time to change my mind as I headed out the door. He also tried to give me his car keys. Though he was too nice to say it, he wasn’t a fan of my old beater. After refusing his keys for the fourth time, I kissed him and darted down the hallway to the elevator with my guitar bag on my back.
The Wicked Kiss was a welcome sight. After the strange few days I’d just had, the vampire bar lacked menace in comparison. It used to frighten me, and still did as far as common sense was concerned, yet it no longer posed the threat it once had. Vampires might be deadly, vile creatures who prey on the living, a big middle finger to all that is pure and good. Still, other than a few extraordinary exceptions, they were nothing compared to demons. 
“Who the fuck do I have to kill?” Jett greeted me as expected when I joined her at the side stage door. 
“Holy shit, Spike,” Rubi joined in, pausing as she hauled an amp out of Tash’s van. “Are you ok?”
Projecting a wide smile that hurt my cheek, I hoped it would reassure them that all was good. “Fine, really. Nobody needs to be killed, Jett.” Not yet anyway. Worry gnawed in the pit of my stomach. What if we couldn’t save Arrow?
Jett wasn’t having any of my dismissal. Her brown eyes fixed on me, and I was sure I saw her wolf inside them. “Who did this?”
No point lying. The truth was important to me. Lying only bred mistrust. Besides, werewolves could smell a lie. “Arrow—it’s not his fault. He was in a blackout. He doesn’t remember doing it.”
“Sure he doesn’t.” Jett’s fists clenched, and a vein throbbed in her forehead. “He’s so fucking dead.” Jett’s readiness to defend those she loved was one of the things I treasured most about her, but she had a tendency to fly off the handle without having all of the facts.
“No, Jett. He really doesn’t remember. I saw his eyes turn black. Then he attacked me. Arrow is a victim here too. Cut him a break.” Ignoring her fierce scowl, I helped Rubi carry the heavy amp inside. It was one of mine anyway. 
Tash, already inside hooking up her bass, took one look at me and gushed, “Oh, sweetie. What happened? Are you alright?”
I assured her all was well as I scoped out the inside of the vampire club. It was bordering on packed already, although it was always packed. From where I stood, it was hard to tell vampire from human, but upon closer inspection the differences were obvious. Vampires had perfect skin and eyes that glowed with hunger and darkness. They moved differently too, gliding rather than stepping. They were beautiful, even the ugly ones, if that made sense. Some of them were powerful on a scale I could barely fathom while others lacked any true supernatural power. Yet all of them had the physical strength of several humans and immaculate healing ability. 
A scan of the building revealed that the owner, Alexa, wasn’t present. I didn’t know her well and had only spoken with her about the band’s schedule and payment, but she was the reason demons stayed away from this place. If she wasn’t here, what was to stop them from coming for me?
I shook my head as if I could shake that thought out of my mind. Relying on a woman I didn’t know for protection was absurd. I could take care of myself. The altercation with Arrow provided plentiful evidence of that. I hadn’t gone down without a fight.
“I can’t let him get away with it, Spike. I just can’t.” Jett appeared at my side, gazing out upon the growing crowd.
“Let it go, Jett. Please. If anything, this is evidence of how much Arrow needs help.”
“And if he kills you?” she snapped, a growl in her voice. “What then? I shrug it off because he’s such a broken soul in need of understanding?”
“It won’t come to that,” I insisted, hoping I was right.
“You’re damn right it won’t.” 
Rather than engage with the angry werewolf and rile her up further, I left my guitar on stage and departed to the ladies room. It was busy, as usual. Women lined the counter as they did some last minute primping. One lady leaned against the wall next to the hand dryer, furiously typing away on her phone. Another shouted into her phone, calling the person on the other end a jealous bitch. 
Ignoring all of it, I headed for an empty stall at the end. Many things could be said of The Wicked Kiss but filthy washrooms were not one of them. They were meticulous, something I appreciated after some of the nasty clubs we’d had to play in. 
When I slid the second lock into place, I felt it, the strange, heavy sensation of angel or demonkind. I reached for the door, ready to bolt, but it was too late. 
With a whiff of sulfur, Dash materialized next to me, taking up most of the tiny stall. He clapped a hand over my mouth and shoved me into the metal partition. “Don’t scream. Don’t fight. Just listen.”
Screaming wouldn’t do a damn thing to help me anyway. What could the women gathered in the washroom do to help? Not a darn thing. Screaming would only endanger them all.
I stared into Dash’s blood red eyes and froze. Any movement could cause a reaction, which could very well result in my death. After what had just happened with Arrow, I was sure Dash intended to kill me. Dying in the restroom of the vampire bar was not how I wanted to go out. 
When I remained stiff and silent, Dash eased his hand off my mouth. He held up one finger in warning should I change my mind. “Spike,” he murmured my name like we were lovers rather than sworn enemies. “I’m starting to lose my patience with you, sweet one. Why must you be so insistent on stealing Rhine’s boys from me?”
“I’m not stealing anything or anyone from you,” I spoke with as much calm as I could muster with so much terror shrieking through my veins. “They’ve made their own choices, Dash. You should respect that.”
He chuckled, a throaty laugh that cut off abruptly. Dash smoothed a hand over my hair, primping me like a doll he was admiring. “Their father is my brother. He served at my side, and they will too. There’s nothing you can do to save them. Let them go.”
Since he hadn’t already killed me, I suspected that perhaps that wasn’t what he came for. To kill me would incur Cinder’s wrath. He’d placed his seal on me, a warning to all demonkind that I was under his protection. Which was exactly why Dash had Arrow try to take me out. The seal by no means offered an assurance from harm, though it would keep many demons at bay. Dash, however, had made it his mission to recruit Rowen. So if he grew desperate enough, he might think my death to be worthy of Cinder’s retaliation.
Terrified, I stared into those bottomless eyes. They were like two crimson seas, no end in sight. The sensation of falling made me dizzy, and I had to blink repeatedly to escape the pull of his darkness.
“I can’t do that. They don’t belong to me, Dash, and they sure as hell don’t belong to you either. I’ll do everything I can to keep them both safe from you.” My voice was steady and strong. Too bad I couldn’t say the same for the rest of me. I quaked there against the metal wall of the bathroom stall.
Dash studied me, searching me in an invasive way that seemed to reach right inside me. I clenched my teeth and focused on closing off my mind. Freely projected thoughts could be heard by angels and demons. I wasn’t giving him a damn thing.
His close proximity was making me feel ill, and the longer I stared into his gaze, the sicker I became. Sweat broke out on my brow.
The human body he wore was nothing more than an illusive guise. Tan skin and short, dark hair made him appear as something he was not. The dark robe he wore and those flashing red eyes said otherwise. For just a moment an image flashed in my mind. A monstrous griffin bearing black wings and the head of an eagle with a lion’s body. Blood dripped from its mouth. The eyes glowed with a soul-sucking malevolence. Dash’s true form was ugly in a way words could never fully bring to life. I blinked, and the image was gone, but it would live in my memory forever. 
“I’d hoped to be able to avoid having to do this,” he said, still petting my hair, uncaring that I was trying to shirk away from his touch. “Threats are so passé, don’t you think? There must be a way we can come to some kind of agreement. I’ll give you anything you want. You just have to stay out of my way.”
“I don’t want anything from you.” I bit back a shriek when his hand moved from my hair to my face. His skin was hot as he rubbed a finger over my bruised cheek. 
“Such a shame that the brother you’re so concerned with saving tried to bring you harm. How is it that you deem him worthy of your talents?”
Games. Every word that came out of his mouth was designed to get in my head, to make me see Arrow as the villain instead of the victim. I held my tongue, refusing to argue about who was worth saving and why.
Dash continued with a knowing nod. “The success you seek with your music, your band, I can give that to you. Number one records, sold out stadium shows. All of it is yours. I just need one thing in return: keep your distance from both Rowen and Arrow.”
Promising fame and fortune wasn’t a new demon trick by any means. They’d been doing it since the beginning of time. And yet, people still fell for it. Every damn day. Even a tiny part of me was tempted. I was still human after all, still tempted by the material things of this world. But a bribe right after the incident with Arrow? That was a mistake.
“Your timing is all wrong, Dash. You tried to kill me tonight using Arrow, and you failed. I saw how far under your spell he is, and I am more determined than ever to keep Rhine’s sons from you. Both of them.”
Dash’s unwelcome touch grew in pressure until he was digging into my bruised cheek so hard I yelped. “Arrow is already mine. The only thing you have that might get his attention, you’re already giving to his brother. Don’t waste your energy. Arrow is a lost cause.”
“No, he isn’t,” I insisted, trying not to shout my pain into his face as he clamped down tighter. “As long as he’s alive, he isn’t lost.”
The stall grew hot, stealing my breath. The demon knew I wouldn’t be coerced by some physical pain and manipulative talk. His next tactic was the clincher, the one that would reach inside me and cause true pain.
“What are you willing to give up for them, Spike? Your dream of a music career? Your friends? Your mother? How about Jett? Werewolves make fabulous demon pets.” 
I couldn’t respond, couldn’t even form words. My mind raced as I explored my options. Blasting him with fire wouldn’t help. A kick in the nuts might buy me a breath of freedom, but it would be short lived.
Nothing. I could do nothing. Sometimes nothing was better. Action had a time and place. So did inaction. It was a tough concept to accept with the demon in my face, threatening everyone I loved.
Encouraged by my lack of response, Dash released me, stepping back as much as the tiny stall would let him. “If you continue to stand in my way, not only will I destroy those you love, I’ll make certain that every second left of your pitiful life is spent in suffering.”
Trembling and dry mouthed, I shook so hard my teeth rattled. My hand went to my face as if I could protect my injured cheek from further abuse. Never had I believed embracing my destiny would be easy, but I hadn’t been able to fathom how horrifying it might get.
With a sadistic grin, Dash said, “Hey, if it makes you feel any better, you’re still welcome to join our side. I mean, why not? Your father did.”
He was gone with those words, leaving nothing but a trace of sulfuric odor to indicate he’d been there. Letting my head fall back against the wall I gasped for breath, finding my lungs had ceased to function. 
I shivered despite the heat that lingered. Terror gripped me and I stood useless. I struggled to regain my composure. There was no such thing as a quick fight where demons were concerned. It’s always a war. We might have won the last battle, but Dash was coming back hard for this next round, and I feared that I might not have what it took to withstand him this time.
 



CHAPTER NINE

 
 
“Start talking. Something happened in the crapper earlier to get you looking like you’re about to shit your pants, and I want to know what it was.” With her burgundy lips wrapped around the butt of a cigarette, Jett eyed me with wolfish curiosity. 
We stood in the parking lot outside our rented jam space shivering in the chill night air. Well, I was shivering. Werewolves tended to run a little hotter than the rest of us. Jett had waited to pester me until after we’d finished up our set at the vampire bar and got the hell out before we were swarmed by blood drinkers. 
I’d kept Dash’s visit to myself, not wanting to frighten the other girls. Or because talking about it felt like a bad omen, like it would summon him somehow. I shivered, this time chilled on the inside, and rubbed my goose bump covered arms. 
“Dash happened,” I said. “He came to threaten me. To warn me away from Rowen.” 
“What’s his problem?” she asked. “We know he wants Rowen, but why threaten you now?”
I shook my head, replaying the encounter again for the umpteenth time. “It has something to do with all this shit going down with Arrow. Whatever Dash’s end game is, he doesn’t want me to fuck it up.”
“Which means you can.” Her smile was loaded with mischief. “That gives you power over him. That’s the beginning of victory.”
“Except it’s not. He threatened people. You. My mom. The girls. It’s not just me who’ll get hurt.” I declined the cigarette when she passed it my way. “I’m freaked out, Jett.”
“Don’t be. That’s what he wants.” The plume of smoke she puffed out formed a small cloud over our heads, grey against the night sky. “I’m not scared. I’ll tear that motherfucker’s throat out as many times as it takes.”
I cast a glance at the door to the jam space where the deep rumble of Tash’s bass could be heard. “At least you and I know what we’re up against. It’s them I’m worried about. And my mom. She’s tried so hard to distance herself from all of this.” 
Jett tucked a lock of purple hair behind an ear, exposing the moon tattoo on the side of her neck. It was her pack’s tattoo, a crescent tribal design with a line that joined each point, making it a full moon as well. She dropped the cigarette butt on the ground, squishing it with the heel of her boot. “Holding a threat over your head may give Dash an edge, but if he follows through on that threat, then he has nothing left to use against you. Don’t empower him by being afraid, Spike.”
I nodded, knowing she was right but not knowing how to make that belief manifest in a tangible way. We entered the jam space to find Tash and Rubi jamming a White Stripes song. The room wasn’t huge, just big enough for all of our gear to fit comfortably, leaving space for a mini fridge and couch. 
Jett pulled her iPad from her bag and swiped her fingers across the screen a few times. We used it to record, which was what we’d be doing tonight. Joe wanted a recording of “Love Song For An Angel,” and he would get it. I just wanted this whole argument settled so we could go on with our lives.
It was almost one in the morning. I was hoping we could get this done in an hour or so. We didn’t need the best recording, just good enough for the record execs to make their decision.
I checked in with Rowen, expecting him to be at my place with Arrow. Instead they were out, looking for a guy who was supposed to be taking some of Arrow’s stash off his hands. Apparently Arrow forgot he’d set the meeting up. How convenient. Rowen thought getting rid of the drugs would be for the best. I could see his point, but no part of me believed Arrow should be out gallivanting.
“Ok, let’s get this over with,” Jett said as she propped up the iPad on a music stand beside the microphone. 
Reluctant, I picked up my guitar, determined to do my best despite the way I felt about the whole thing. The song meant a lot to me. It meant so much that I would rather give it to Arrow than filthy up its meaning by battling over it. 
Rubi tapped her drumsticks together, counting us in. The music started with just my guitar. After a few bars, Tash’s bass came in. The melody was light, almost a ballad, without losing its rock edge. As the song took shape, a twinge in my chest made me suck in a sharp breath. Yet the husky, rasp of Jett’s voice relaxed me. My fingers moved over the strings with ease, the song birthed from my soul anew every time I played it.
With each note and every lyric, my feelings began to change, and I became certain that I did not want Arrow to have my song. Jett had a way of pouring her own emotion into the words, and I knew Arrow could never tap into the heart Rowen and I had put into this song like she could.
 
Until I saw your eyes of fire
I’d learned to walk alone
Never trusting anyone
Forever on my own
I didn’t want to feel again
So I locked my heart away
Who knew you held the key
To free me from my cage
 
The drums came in on the chorus, along with a crash from my guitar. A thrill surged through me. It felt a little like joy. By the time we got to the end of the song, I was bound and determined to keep it out of Arrow’s hands. 
We ran through the song a few more times until we had a recording Jett was happy with. No sooner had we called it quits than Tash was on the phone to her boyfriend, Mr. Country, telling him she was on her way over. After sticking my guitar back in its bag, I grabbed for my phone, finding no message from Rowen. 
That was a good thing, right? Here’s hoping.
“I’m taking off, ladies,” Rubi announced, abandoning her drums with a yawn. “I have an exam tomorrow afternoon that I still need to study for.”
I groaned. “That reminds me. I have a site design job I need to finish up for a client by the end of this week. Maybe if Arrow will stay out of trouble for a day or two, I can get some work done.”
The rock life wasn’t easy. Juggling music with work, studies, and a social life sucked every moment from the day. Add in angelic duties, and it was no wonder I felt so damn tired these days.
“Want me to take Arrow off your hands?” Jett followed her suggestion with an evil snicker. 
“I wish it was that easy.” I moved about the room, ensuring all the gear was turned off before hitting the light switch on our way out. 
After locking up and exchanging goodbyes, we drifted toward our respective vehicles to head home. I opened the trunk of my old Nova and put my guitar bag inside. All I wanted to do was sleep, although a snack sounded good right about then. My mind conjured up images of late night cheeseburgers from the twenty-four hour drive-thru. Tempting. So tempting. 
I waved as the girls departed the parking lot, a squeal of tires followed Jett as she pealed away in her Mustang. Dropping into the driver’s seat, I was hit with the scent of the tropical air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror. The rich blend of pineapple and mango only served to feed the gnawing hunger. A rumble in my stomach thundered through the car, surprising me.
I giggled to myself and stuck the key in the ignition. Before I could turn it, my laugh turned into a scream as I caught sight of someone sitting in the back seat. 
It was Koda. 
I realized that as I leaped out of the car.
He slid out without a sound, expressionless.
“What the hell are you doing, Koda?” I shouted in his face. “Trying to give me a damn heart attack?” My pulse raced, my heart thudding loud in my ears.
The demon stood there, patiently waiting for me to regain my composure. How nice of him.
I didn’t though. My fear turned into anger, which turned into rage. Without waiting for a response, I filled my palm with fire and flung it in his face. Infuriated, I followed that with a punch that left my hand throbbing. It was worth it. 
Koda held up a hand to ward off any further blows but made no move to retaliate.
With an anguished cry I flung one more fireball.
He deflected it with an icy palm. “I just came to talk, Spike.” Koda held up both hands as a sign of peace. Demons knew no such thing.
“I have nothing to say to you,” I snapped. “You didn’t have anything to say to me when I had questions, so what’s changed?”
My hands tingled all the way up to my elbows. Fire danced about my fingertips. I sucked in a breath, trying to focus on calming. Though I’d learned to control my gifts, they had a tendency to be a bit erratic at times. Usually when emotion got the best of me.
Koda caught hold of my wrist when I raised a hand toward him. Firm but gentle, he shoved it down by my side. “I’m here to talk about Rowen.”
Smoke puffed from between my fingers as my fire went out. “What about him?”
“You should know why Dash wants him so bad,” he said with a half shrug. “Things are going to get worse. What’s going on with Arrow is nothing. Dash is just getting started.”
I took a wary step back. The parking lot was eerily silent. A low buzz from the closest street light was the only sound. Aware of the dangers of being alone in the wee hours of the morning with a demon, I cursed my choice to leave the Midnight Star at home. 
“Start talking. I’m tired, Koda. I need to get home.” I gestured for him to go on. The sooner he said whatever he’d come to say the sooner I could leave. 
It had been a long time since I’d feared Koda. Though I had never trusted him, I had believed that he wouldn’t hurt me. These days I wasn’t so sure of that. 
His red gaze drifted over me, and he nodded, showing he knew what was going through my head. Stuffing his hands into his jeans pockets, he leaned against my car. His human appearance was that of an attractive, dark-haired man. I had yet to see a demon who presented himself as anything less than striking. So deceptive. I’d never seen his true form, and I was certain that I never wanted to.
“Dash, Rhine, and I formed a triad of power,” he said, holding my gaze. “There were things we did together that we could never have done alone. Dash wants Rowen to take Rhine’s place, to make our duo a trio again.” 
A chill stole over me, though whether it was from the cold November night or the weight in his words I wasn’t sure. Something about the image he brought to mind made me uneasy. “Why not just use Arrow?” I countered, wishing I’d worn more than a hoodie. 
“We can’t.”
“Why not?”
Koda frowned, and something like regret crossed his face. “I can’t. I’m sorry. There’s only so much I can tell you.”
Cocking my head to one side, I gave him a long, appraising once-over. “Why should I believe anything you say? Especially if you’re not even telling me the whole story.”
“You know why.”
We stared at one another in analytical silence. It was quiet other than that horrid buzz coming from the light. Koda had been assigned to lure me over to the dark, back when my talents had first developed. He’d failed, but in the time we’d spent together, he’d formed some kind of attachment to me. When demons got attached, it never ended well.
No demon could be trusted, so even though Koda might speak some truth, he always had some sinister purpose. He wanted me to think he was here now, sharing with me, because he actually gave a damn what happened to me. Total bullshit. If anything, he just couldn’t stand the thought of Dash coming after me because, in Koda’s mind, I was his.
“Because you care so damn much about me?” I asked, my tone dripping with poison. “I have never believed that, and I never will. You’re a demon. You only care about yourself.”
“You have no idea how much I want that to be true. Although I wish I didn’t, I do care about you, Spike. That’s the only reason I’m here right now.” Jerking his hands from his pockets, he spread them wide and shrugged. 
What scared me the most was that I sensed he was telling the truth about Rowen. “Why does it have to be Rowen? Can’t you guys just form a new triad with some other demon?”
Koda’s gaze dropped, and he muttered a curse beneath his breath. “It’s not that simple.”
“Why isn’t it?” I was quickly growing annoyed with him. If this was just another way for him to jerk me around, I was going to lose it. 
“Dammit, Spike, I can’t tell you.” He stepped in front of the driver’s door when I reached for the handle. “I shouldn’t even be here.”
“Then leave,” I said, holding up two hands blazing with fire when he reached for me. I most definitely wanted him to leave, however, he’d said just enough to get to me. Now I needed to know why their replacement had to be Rowen. There was no way to out-manipulate a demon, but I was willing to work with everything I had. “Look, Koda, if you expect me to believe you care as much as you say you do, then you need to level with me here. Give me some actual answers. If you can’t prove the feelings you claim to have, then stop pestering me with them.” 
Perhaps it was the exasperation in my voice or the pleading in my eyes, but Koda sighed. Still he didn’t step away from the car. His overall demeanor wasn’t threatening, though there was nothing friendly about him blocking my escape. 
“There were things we did together. Things that we can only recreate together. Dash is insistent that Rowen, being of Rhine’s blood, can take his place. That’s all I can tell you.” Koda awaited my reaction, refusing to move.
“Since you’re not going to tell me what it is you need him to help you recreate or whatever, I think we’re done here.” With a jerk of my thumb, I gestured for him to get out of my way. “You should probably go before Dash figures out you’re here.”
Koda gave his dark head a shake. He didn’t exude any power, but he didn’t have to. “Not until you promise me that you’ll stay out of Dash’s way. When he wants something, he gets it.”
Angry and a little afraid, I hissed, “Well he doesn’t get it from me. And for that matter, neither do you.”
Without hesitation, I thrust a fireball in his face and flung my weight against him, knocking him aside. My hand slipped off the handle the first time I grabbed it, but the second time, I got the door open. Koda didn’t try to stop me when I threw myself into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The starter whirred without turning the engine. 
No. No. No!
I tried until I was sure the engine had flooded from my desperate attempts. Meanwhile Koda watched my panic with thinly veiled amusement. 
With a hand on the doorframe he leaned down and smiled. “Have I ever tried to harm you?” he asked, lifting a lazy brow as his crimson gaze traveled over me. 
“Let’s not play this game,” I said, hands tight on the steering wheel. “Nothing you do is for my benefit. Just leave, Koda. Please.”
Maybe it was because I’d asked nicely, or perhaps it was simply that he’d said what he came to say, but Koda backed away from the car. “Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”
He vanished, leaving me there with my dead car and my emotions teetering on the fine line between terror and fury. After a call to Rowen who promised to come right away, I sat there, staring at the empty parking lot, mulling over what Koda had said. Should I tell Rowen? Would it achieve anything?
In his own demented way, Koda probably did care. I couldn’t think of any other reason for him to tell me as much as he had. Assuming he was being truthful, I could only ponder what exactly it was Dash wanted to replicate with Rhine’s younger son. The son that should never have been born.
A lump formed in my throat. Knowing the dark wanted Rowen was one thing. Knowing they already had a purpose for him was another. Koda was right. Dash wouldn’t give up. So I couldn’t either. 
 



CHAPTER TEN

 
 
I didn’t think I could be so happy to see Arrow’s BMW, but when it turned into the parking lot twenty minutes later, I could’ve jumped for joy. Every passing moment I’d spent warily eyeing the lot, expecting a demon to pop out of the shadows. But Koda and Dash were done harassing me for one night.
The BMW slid into the spot beside my dead Nova, purring like a kitten. A very expensive kitten. Rowen climbed out of the driver’s seat and motioned for me to pop the hood as he strode over to my car. After pulling the hood latch, I got out and joined him. Arrow stayed in the BMW, staring at his phone.
“Everything ok?” Rowen asked, doing a double take when he saw my face. “You look shaken.” He propped the hood open, using his phone to illuminate the engine.
I slid closer and gripped his shoulder, feeling both relieved at his presence and worried about what Koda had said. “Koda was here. The girls were already gone. He just kind of spooked me a little. That’s all.” I shrugged it off, hoping he didn’t press for details. Should I tell him what the demon had shared? I wasn’t sure if it would help or hurt.
Rowen jerked his head, tossing the long chunk of blue hawk out of his eyes. “What did he want?” Because he was busy scrutinizing the mess of parts beneath the hood, he didn’t see my expression fall.
I knew I had to be honest with Rowen. Keeping secrets wasn’t something I wanted tarnishing our relationship. I screwed up my face into a grimace and sighed. “He came to tell me why Dash wants you so bad.” I cast a glance at the BMW, ensuring Arrow couldn’t hear. “I’m still not sure he told me the truth. We should talk about it later. When we’re somewhere safe.”
Rowen nodded, fiddling with something I couldn’t identify until it popped loose in his hands. “You cracked the distributor cap. I can take care of this tomorrow. Will it be ok here over night?”
I laughed. “Can’t imagine why not. Would you want to steal this thing?”
He handed me the plastic hub and closed the hood with a slam. Then he chuckled. “Hey, The Piece has charm. It just needs a little love, which I can help with.”
“Thanks, babe. I got lucky when I found a man who can meet all of my mechanical needs.” I pulled him close for a lingering kiss, basking in the subtle but seductive scent of his cologne.
“At your service,” Rowen murmured against my lips in a low, sexy tone. 
The steamy kiss was interrupted by the sound of an automatic window sliding down, followed by Arrow’s rudely barked, “Hey, fuckheads. Can we go? I gotta meet that dude.”
“Is he actually going to be there this time?” Rowen barked back. “I knew this was a bad idea.”
“Chill, bro.” Arrow was unfazed. “It’s all good. Let’s go.” 
With a raised brow I met Rowen’s gaze, making a silent inquiry. With a glower he huffed, “We waited for over an hour for that guy. He never showed.”
A drug deal with Arrow? Well, it wasn’t my ideal way to end a night, but after threats and warnings from not one but two demons, could it get any worse?
I should know better than to ask that question by now. 
Still I grabbed my guitar from the trunk of the Nova and shouted at Arrow to pop the BMW’s trunk. After a muttered response I couldn’t make out, he did as I’d asked.
A scream caught in my throat.
My brain struggled to make sense of what I was seeing. Mouth open, lungs heaving, a strangled sort of cry finally broke free. Vicky’s lifeless gaze stared up at me from under the gouged pentagram. Her body was a tangle of limbs, having been thrown haphazardly into the trunk. A gaping, blood-crusted wound in her chest revealed that her heart was missing.
“Holy shit.” Rowen peered into the trunk, the color draining from his face. “Um, Arrow? You may want to come take a look at this.”
Arrow flung the door open and got out with a muttered, “Is this really a three person job?”
I stepped back, a hand over my mouth, guitar bag slung over one shoulder. Adrenaline squeezed my heart. Rowen stood stiff beside me, watching Arrow for a reaction as he joined us. 
“Oh,” Arrow said with a nod. “Fuck.” He reached in to touch her, making me suck in a breath. “She’s cold, like she’s been kept in a freezer or something. Another message from Dash I guess.”
“Don’t touch the body,” Rowen hissed, panic causing his voice to rise.
Arrow cast a caustic glare his way. “I fucked her, Rowen. My DNA is already all over her.” 
I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat. It was impossible to look away from the horror in the trunk. “What do we do?”
“We have to call the cops,” Rowen said, turning away from the gruesome mess. “This is not something we can deal with on our own.”
“The cops?” Arrow snapped. “Are you fucking mental? No fucking cops. Unless you want to spend some time behind bars after you’re both charged as my accomplices.”
Jail? Hell no. This was all on Dash. He set Arrow up, and now he might take Rowen and me down as well. I was all for doing the right thing, but… “He’s right, Rowen. Calling the cops won’t help. I think we need Cinder.”
Arrow scoffed, a bitter laugh falling from his lips. “And what exactly do you think he’s going to do? Snap his fingers and make this all go away? Angels don’t work that way.”
“He can give us some guidance. He’ll know how we should handle this.” Maybe running to Cinder seemed childish to Arrow, but I trusted him more than anyone else I knew.
“I say we go to Dash’s house and dump her on his lawn. I’m done being his whipping boy.” Before we could protest Arrow slammed the trunk shut and gestured to the car. “Get in.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.” Rowen was aghast. 
“Do I look like I’m kidding?” Arrow grabbed my guitar bag, which I surrendered to him, and put it in the back seat. “Spike you can have shotgun.”
The two brothers engaged in an epic stare down. My heart, pounding in my ears, made the only sound as they argued without a word. 
“We are not doing that,” Rowen said, breaking the silence. “You need to stay away from Dash.”
“You both need to stay away from Dash,” I broke in before Arrow could fling a retort. “We need to think this through.”
My inclination was still to reach out to Cinder though I could understand why Arrow might not share that sentiment. Everything about this looked bad for him. Though it was obvious to me that Dash was pulling the strings here, there was no way of proving Arrow’s innocence. He was dark, and that did not work in his favor.
“How about this?” Arrow’s voice dropped, taking on a gentle but persuasive tone. “We go meet this asshole so I can get paid and use the time to decide on something we can all agree on.”
Rowen’s face scrunched into a skeptical frown. “You want to drive around the city with a dead body in the trunk? I think you’ve snorted too much shit up your nose.”
“Well, yeah, probably.” With a shrug, Arrow’s lips curled up into a twisted half grin. “But it’ll only take like thirty minutes. Let’s just go. The longer we stand here and argue, the longer she sits in the trunk causing a problem.”
This was blowing my mind. I gaped at Arrow, wondering how the hell he could be so chill about this. I was shaking in my trendy little boots while he stood there unfazed by the whole thing. 
Rowen looked to me for an opinion, which I didn’t have. I offered him a halfhearted shrug and headshake. 
“Fine,” he said, though nothing about the pinched expression he wore indicated he was actually fine with this plan. “Let’s get this over with.”
Calming breaths did little to ease the worry that slithered through me. Vicky’s body lay in the trunk. We intended to drive around with a dead freakin’ body. It was too surreal to accept.
I dropped into the passenger seat with a shaky breath. Dash had threatened me, but I couldn’t imagine he’d have done anything to incriminate Rowen in Vicky’s death. This had all been about screwing Arrow over. We’d just been lucky enough to be caught in the crosshairs by chance. 
The drive to the city’s downtown core was spent in uncomfortable quiet. The local rock radio station played, breaking up the nerve-racking tension with a sense of normalcy that couldn’t penetrate the mood that had descended over us.
“Lighten up guys.” Arrow’s lazy command came from the backseat. “You know I’ll be the one to take the fall for all this shit.”
“Somehow I doubt you’ll be the only one.” With his gaze on the road, Rowen sat stiff in the driver’s seat, his hands clenched tight on the wheel. 
A close study of Rowen revealed the rage he held reigned tightly. But beneath the angry spark in his eyes of fire lurked a worry rooted so deep I didn’t think he could ever be free of it. Didn’t Arrow see this? Didn’t he care?
After a glance in the backseat, I was left with my question unanswered. Arrow was staring out the window, his brow furrowed in thought. Feeling my gaze upon him, he turned to me with an inquisitive expression that spoke louder than any snarky words he could have mustered. 
“We’ll deal with this,” I said, hoping to keep the peace between them. “I still think you should let me reach out to Cinder. He’ll know what we should do.”
“You don’t get it, do you? Cinder is an angel. A holy fucking boy scout. He has rules to follow. If you bring him into this, I’m going to fry.” Arrow rubbed a hand over his bruised face and winced. “It’s one thing to get my ass kicked by demons. Angels? Fuck no.”
A vigorous shake of my head was met by a scowl. Cinder wouldn’t do that; I knew he wouldn’t. “You’re wrong,” I said, leaving it at that because I had nothing to back up my claim.
“We could leave the body somewhere, back in the River Valley where she originally was,” Rowen suggested. “Then someone will find her and call it in. Not our problem anymore.”
Again Arrow scoffed, a sound that I’d come to associate with him. “That’ll never work. My DNA has got to be all over her. Maybe even inside her.” 
Revolting. My jaw dropped. “Gross, Arrow, don’t you wrap up? I found your Magnum box. That’s not fooling anyone by the way.”
“Of course I wrap up.” The dark nephilim managed to appear offended. Arms crossed, he slumped against the window. “You know I don’t have a small cock, Spike. Give me a break.”
“I know you don’t have a Magnum-sized one either,” I quipped. Knowing the size of Arrow’s package definitely ranked as the most useless information I possessed. “There’s no shame in being average, Arrow.” 
Rowen took a corner a little faster than necessary. I put a hand on his leg, a gentle reminder to stay calm. Ignoring our penis talk, he tried to find a way to make his idea work. “Is there any way we can scrub the body? Destroy any evidence?”
“Of course there are ways. Hell, the environment of the River Valley may have done some of it for us already. But it’s too risky. I’m not taking any chances.” There was no arguing with Arrow. He wouldn’t be swayed.
I was inclined to agree with him. Cops right now would be far more hindrance than help. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any better suggestions. My go-to was Cinder, and I wasn’t sure I even wanted him to see me caught up any further in this situation. I was still figuring out how I got here.
We turned into the parking lot of one of the many twenty-four hour convenience stores. The parking lot was empty other than one bedraggled guy lurking near the pay phone. Huh, interesting. Didn’t think those were still around. 
“Is that the guy?” Rowen asked, parking as far from the front of the store as possible. 
Arrow reached beneath the driver’s seat and pulled out a large plastic bag filled with smaller bags. After pulling a few small bags out, he crammed the bigger one back under the seat. For a guy who didn’t want to deal with cops, he didn’t do a very good job of hiding his shit.
“Yeah, that’s him. Stay here. I’ll be right back.” 
The car door slammed, and Arrow stalked across the parking lot. Dressed head to toe in black, he moved like the shadows he possessed. The guy jumped when Arrow stepped into the light. A sheepish grin broke over his face, and he greeted the dark nephilim with a fist bump. 
Their exchange was silent to Rowen and I. We watched as Arrow passed the coke through a handshake so smooth I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been watching for it. His customer dug around in a pocket for money. At least, that’s what I assumed until he pulled out a knife.
I gasped.
Arrow’s reaction was far less dramatic. He laughed in the guy’s face. And then he completely lost his shit. Arrow threw both hands up in an aggressive invitation. He waited for the guy to take a swing, and then he made him pay for that mistake. As Rowen and I looked on in stunned silence, Arrow slammed his fists into the guy’s face. Shadows darted out from him, winding around the guy’s neck, choking off his air.
The meager parking lot lighting glinted off the knife as the guy swung with growing desperation. A shout echoed as the blade slashed across Arrow’s forearm.
It just fed his violence. 
Throwing his weight into the guy, Arrow took him down hard on the pavement. I cringed as the hits landed. Rowen sat stiff beside me, face frozen in something between panic and exasperation. 
A face appeared in the convenience store window as the cashier peered out. Immediately he went for the phone. 
“I have to stop this,” Rowen said as he flung open the car door. 
“Rowen, don’t,” I shouted after him, struggling out of my seatbelt as I attempted to follow. “I don’t think Arrow is all there. He could hurt you.”
Arrow was oblivious to our approach, so focused on beating the guy beneath him bloodier with every punch.
Rowen didn’t hesitate. A flash like lightning lit up the lot. It threw Arrow onto his back on the ground, but it didn’t keep him there long.
He rolled over and pushed to his feet with superhuman speed. When he turned black eyes on us, I saw why. Whatever Dash had done to make him snap, it pulled his demon half out in a terrifying way. I remembered the murderous intent in his eyes when he’d smashed me in the face with that bottle. It wasn’t Arrow. It was something so much worse.
“Stay out of this, Rowen,” Arrow spat. “This is what happens when people try to rip me off. He was asking for it.”
“Don’t you have enough blood on your hands?” Rowen asked. “Calm the fuck down before you do something you can’t take back.”
I tried to have Rowen’s back without drawing Arrow’s attention. My hands tingled with readiness, but I didn’t reach for my fire just yet.
In the distance sirens wailed. Crap.
“Guys,” I said, my gaze darting about. “We gotta go.”
Arrow’s would-be buyer lay on the ground groaning and holding his bloody face. He was barely conscious. For a moment it seemed that Arrow would turn his aggressions on us, but the approaching sirens seemed to break through the haze of rage clouding his brain.
We have a body in the trunk. It was all I could think as I waited for Arrow to make his choice. Shadows danced around his feet, waiting for his next command. 
“Arrow, come on.” Rowen brazenly grabbed his brother’s arm, unafraid of the writhing serpentine shadows. “The cops are coming. We need to leave. Now.”
My lungs burned as I struggled for each shaky breath. I surveyed the scene before me, both awestruck and amazed by these two brothers, and I was afraid for us all. How had we gotten to this place?
The threats from Dash and Koda hung over my head. Somehow Cinder believed I would play a role in the fate of Rhine’s sons. Again I wished I could see what he saw. Instead I stood there awkward and frightened, wondering what the hell to do.
“Please, Arrow,” I pleaded, hands clenched at my sides. “You’re the one who said you didn’t want any cops. Do you want to spend the rest of the night behind bars?”
His head jerked up, and he pinned me with black eyes that transitioned back to hazel. “Yeah, I think I do. You guys take off. I’ll stay here and take the heat for this.”
“Don’t be stupid,” Rowen barked, his hand locked around Arrow’s wrist like a vice. “You’re really not making the best decisions tonight.”
“Get off me, Rowen. Leave now before it’s too late. I’ll take the assault charge for this. I don’t care. Just get my car out of here before we all go down.” Arrow tried to shake Rowen off before flinging his free hand toward me. “Spike, talk some sense into him, would you? Preferably sooner than later.”
“He’s right, Rowen,” I said, frantically glancing about, trying to figure out which direction the sirens were coming from. “We need to get that car out of here before we’re all in serious shit for something we didn’t do. Arrow will be fine. We’ll bail him out.”
The sirens grew louder, and urgency had my heart pounding. I backed toward the BMW, hoping like hell Rowen would follow my lead. Thrusting his chin out in stubborn refusal, he shook his head, but confusion marred his brow.
“Rowen, come on.” Panic made my voice shrill. I reached the BMW and angled for the driver’s door. If he didn’t come with me, I’d have to leave them both behind. Someone had to bail them out. “Rowen, please.”
Perhaps it was the way my voice broke or the sheer hysteria on my face, but Rowen released his hold on Arrow and sprinted for the car. I all but threw myself into the passenger side, holding on for dear life as Rowen put the car in gear and peeled out of the parking lot.
“Take it easy,” I yelped, scanning the streets for the cops I knew were coming. “Don’t draw attention to us.”
“Sorry,” he muttered, slowing to the speed limit with a glance in the rearview mirror. 
A police car approached from the front, flying past us, headed for the convenience store. Hands tight on the wheel, Rowen tossed the hair out of his eyes with a jerk of his head. “I can’t believe how fast this night went from bad to worse. Every time I think life with Arrow can’t get any more screwed up, something happens to prove me wrong.” 
I couldn’t argue with that. “It’ll be ok. We’ll figure this out.” To me the words sounded as empty as I felt. Starting to get a headache, I didn’t know what our next step should be.
Rowen caught my hand and gave it a warm squeeze. It was a direct contrast to the chill in his next words. “So what do we do with the body?”
“I still think we should reach out to Cinder,” I said, unable to stop turning in my seat to stare out the back window. “Anything else I can come up with feels disrespectful to Vicky and just plain wrong.”
He nodded, easing the car onto a side street. Staying off the main road was a good plan. 
“Let’s go to Arrow’s house,” Rowen suggested, turning the wipers on as a few droplets hit the windshield. It was trying to snow. “We can get Cinder to come there. It’ll give us a chance to get the drugs out of the car. This thing is a heat score.”
“Ok.” Somehow my lungs began to function again. My breath came a bit smoother, albeit still rather shaky. Having a goal of some kind helped. It gave me something to focus on other than the extreme shit we’d be in if caught with Vicky in the back.
I kept waiting for the high-strung feeling to subside, but it didn’t. As long as nothing else happened between here and Arrow’s house, perhaps then I would be able to breathe easy again. 
The flash of headlights came out of the dark. I saw the big black pick-up truck as it barreled through the stop sign. I opened my mouth to warn Rowen, but there was no time. 
He saw the truck and cranked the wheel in an effort to dodge the oncoming mechanical monster. Miraculously, instead of slamming into my door, it only clipped the BMW’s rear end. The force combined with the speed sent us spinning in a full three-sixty. 
“What the fuck?” Rowen gasped. 
Before we could make sense of what had just happened, the black truck turned toward us, and the driver hit the gas. The screech of tires on pavement echoed in my ears. 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
 
Rowen slammed the BMW into reverse. With the truck advancing on us, he maneuvered the car backward down the street. The headlights in our eyes blinded me. My palms tingled, and instinct drove me to roll down my window and stick a hand out, throwing a ball of fire that exploded across the truck’s windshield. 
“Who the hell is that?” I shouted, relieved when my attack caused the truck to swerve.
“Someone who thinks Arrow is in here I’m guessing.” The deadly calm in Rowen’s tone was soothing. “Get ready to hit them again.”
My next shot created a wall of fire, its size directly related to my level of terror. The driver of the truck regained control and came right through it. Rowen swung onto an intersecting street, put the car in first gear and shot through the intersection seconds before the truck hit us again. 
We were moving fast as he went through the gears. Arrow’s quest for a pricey car with some serious power under the hood had paid off. We were leaving the black truck behind.
“You think Dash sent whoever’s in that truck?” I shoved my hair back from my face, watching as the truck got smaller in the side mirror.
“Wouldn’t doubt it.” Rowen slowed to a safer speed and made several turns in an attempt to lose our pursuer. “They must know you’re in here now. Arrow doesn’t have fire.”
I swallowed hard, remembering Dash’s threats. “That’s not going to stop them. Dash would be happy to get rid of me.”
“Since when? I thought he didn’t want to risk Cinder’s wrath.”
“He seems to have changed his mind about that.” I had to catch Rowen up on a lot.
I was second guessing our choice to go to Arrow’s house. If we had a tail, they would just follow us there. Where else could we go?
We had no time to decide. The black truck pulled out of an alleyway in front of us, causing Rowen to slam on the brakes. I braced myself against the dash, biting back a scream.
When he tried to back up the car didn’t move. The BMW was frozen in place, going nowhere. Demon power. That was how the truck had managed to head us off.
I spun around to find Ransom standing behind the car, a hand held up as he projected the force that held the car in place. He was one of Dash’s minions, a lower level demon who, though not nearly as powerful as Dash, remained a force to be reckoned with. The truck door opened, and Skylar hopped out, dark ponytail swinging. Just friggin’ great.
Rowen cut the engine, pulled the parking brake, then got out. Not content to let him face a demon and a black-magic witch alone, I leapt out after him. Skylar made me more wary than Ransom did. She was a special kind of crazy, and one could never predict what crazy people would do.
“Wanna tell me what the hell that was about?” Rowen’s demand rang through the night.
Uncertainty flickered over Ransom’s face. He hadn’t expected to find Rowen driving Arrow’s car.
Skylar, however, looked pleased to see us. “Funny finding you driving Arrow’s car,” she said, her tone a sinister purr. “How did you manage to be a step ahead of us? There’s no way you could’ve known we’d be coming after him.”
Ransom stepped out from behind the car, drawing close but keeping the two of us between them. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
“In about ten seconds you’re going to wish that you weren’t here.” A ball of light glowed in Rowen’s palm. Streaks of light crackled between his fingers. He held lightning in his hand. It never ceased to fascinate me. 
“Where’s Arrow?” Skylar barked. 
With her high ponytail and perfectly applied makeup, she looked like she’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine. A thick but trendy sweater, fleece leggings and Ugg boots completed her look. Nothing about her indicated that she was a witch other than the large, black amulet hanging from a strip of leather around her neck.
“I’m the one asking the questions, bitch.” The vicious sneer that crossed Rowen’s face was downright sexy. Yet there was true malevolent intent in his amber eyes. 
Skylar laughed, a high, delighted sound. “Oh my, look at you, all puffed up and badass. Real cute.”
“Did Dash send you?” I jumped in, cautious but ready to rumble with Skylar. We hadn’t gotten off to a good start. She hated me for crashing her creepy demon wedding, and I hated her for being part of the coven that kidnapped and tormented Rowen.
Skylar opened her mouth to retort, but Ransom cut her off with a hurried, “Dash doesn’t need to know about this. It was a simple misunderstanding.”
I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of punishment Dash would dole out if he knew these two morons could have killed Rowen.
Though Rowen himself appeared ready to dish out some punishment of his own. He stalked over to Ransom, carrying himself with self assurance and a little bit of attitude. “Really? It’s just a simple misunderstanding that you were trying to run my brother off the road? You can tell Dash that the more he torments Arrow, the more my hatred for him grows. Whatever it is he wants from me, hurting Arrow guarantees that he will never get it.”
“We’re not here to take messages for Dash,” Skylar snarled. “We’re here to send one.” She took a step forward, causing me to raise a fiery hand in warning. The smile that spread across her face in response said she wasn’t backing down. Hands on her hips, she regarded me with haughty derision.
“Skylar, don’t,” Ransom warned. “Our purpose here has nothing to do with these two.”
“So? Doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun. Dash doesn’t give a crap about this one anyway.” She jerked a thumb in my direction.
Well, she wasn’t wrong. Still, that remark earned the hateful scowl I shot her.
She didn’t give her demon husband another chance to order her around. Uttering a word of Latin, she hit me with a spell that doused my fire like water, following that with another that took my legs out from beneath me.
I went down hard, throwing a hand out to catch myself as I fell. Something tore in my wrist, and all I could think about was what a serious injury could mean to my music career. Rowen’s retaliation came swift and precise. Skylar was on the ground writhing as electricity tore through her body.
Ransom lunged at Rowen, slamming him against the BMW. The attack wasn’t meant to hurt, just to break Rowen’s concentration, which it did. It bought Skylar a few moments to recover.
I was already up, flexing fingers and wincing as pain shot through my wrist. That bitch.
“It was just a stupid mistake,” Ransom shouted, fending off a blow from Rowen while trying to focus on his wife. “Skylar, don’t you do it. Don’t you dare fucking do it.”
She had both hands raised. Though she was noticeably shaky now, her cold cerulean eyes revealed her dark intentions. She seemed to be stronger in her magic, likely a result of her unholy union with a demon. If she insisted on running rogue here, things were going to go downhill fast.
“I want a piece of her.” Skylar inclined her head in my direction. “We still have a score to settle.”
“Are you kidding me?” I gaped at her in total disbelief. This bitch was totally nuts.
She shrugged, ignoring Ransom who barked threats at her. “What can I say? I know how to hold a grudge.”
Conflict was not something I enjoyed engaging in. Jett did, however. And she’d taught me early on that, when it came to people like Skylar, it was best to just put them down hard and fast, then forget them completely.
“Well, I can safely say that you don’t mean nearly as much to me as I evidently do to you, but if you really want to do this, then let’s do it.” The throbbing in my wrist provided motivation enough for me to kick Skylar’s ass. I didn’t need to draw on the past to do it.
“No. This is not happening.” Ransom was adamant. His fast-growing frustration caused his black eyes to glow like beaconing hellpits. The demon was trying hard to follow the rules Dash had laid out for him.
Too bad nobody else was on board with that.
Rowen clenched both illuminated hands into fists and advanced on Ransom. “Sorry, Ransom,” Rowen snarled. “But Spike and I have a message of our own to send Dash. We’re going to take this opportunity to use you to do that.”
“Don’t be stupid, kid. I’m not here for you. We can both walk away right now.” As Ransom pleaded with Rowen, he edged away, toward Skylar. His black gaze shot from her to Rowen, like he couldn’t decide who was more likely to do something to get him in shit with Dash.
“See that’s the thing,” Rowen said, advancing on the demon. “I can’t walk away. You came after Arrow, but you found me. Now we all have to deal with what comes next.”
Cool, calm Rowen was not the type to lose his temper. I’d seen him manage crap from Arrow that would’ve turned me into a homicidal maniac. It wasn’t that Rowen was a pushover. Not by a long shot. He had a way of handling Arrow so that he didn’t even know he was being handled. Rowen had spent years keeping Arrow from self-destructing. Ransom had made a grave mistake by threatening that, and he was about to pay for it.
“If you want to protect Arrow, there is only one way. You know that.” Ransom took his last opportunity to sway Rowen. 
With a huff and a ponytail toss, Skylar muttered some Latin, effectively putting the kibosh on her husband’s efforts. The black ball of energy she threw blended in with the night, but I saw it coming. Ready for such a display, I countered with a fiery blast that lit up the street. 
This wasn’t safe. We shouldn’t be doing this here. Several houses had a clear view of our confrontation. Though it was the wee hours of the morning and assumedly most people wouldn’t be up right now, we were taking an unnecessary risk.  
I preferred to clock the chick and walk away, so that was the angle I approached her from. Before she could mutter another spell, I rushed her. I bent so my shoulder hit her sternum, and the momentum took her down hard. Skylar might be skilled in magic, but I doubted she spent any time practicing physical combat. Thanks to Cinder, I did.
Her shriek became a grunt as the air was crushed from her lungs. Wide blue eyes stared up at me. Skylar lay there dumbfounded. Then she snapped into action, swinging a clumsy fist driven by anger rather than skill. 
I caught her fist and thrust it back at her, delighted when it smacked her nose. With my free hand I grabbed for her throat, choking off her voice while trying desperately to ignore the pain in my wrist.
“No talking. No spelling.” I held tight while she flailed about, trying to throw me off. With one arm I deflected blows until I was forced to hold a fireball obscenely close to her face. “Calm your ass down. There’s no reason we can’t all leave here without any more trouble.”
“I’m not going to fight you, Rowen.” Ransom held both hands up but stood his ground beneath Rowen’s vehement stare. “You know I can’t do that. I won’t.”
“So stand there and take it. I really don’t give a shit.” Unfazed by the demon’s protests, Rowen swung, his hit landing with a spark of brilliant white light. 
He didn’t stop there. Driven by his protective anger, he fed the demon blow after blow. Ransom took it, fearing Dash more than he feared a white lighter beating. It spoke volumes as to how harsh a punishment from Dash must be. Though Arrow’s constantly bruised face and fucked up life made for ample evidence of that. 
When Ransom fell against the BMW and slid to the ground, Rowen bunched the collar of his shirt in one hand and barked, “Get up. Get the fuck up.”
Blood stained Ransom’s face. Even though demons healed pretty much immediately, the hits Rowen had thrown while his hands were engulfed in light had left marks. Marks that weren’t disappearing so fast. I filed that one away for later. 
Hands up in surrender, Ransom spat blood. “Ok, I get it. You made your point. Can we be done now?”
“Stay away from Arrow.” Rowen shook the demon before dragging him close. “I don’t care what Dash tells you to do, if you go near my brother again, I’ll go out of my way to find ways to hurt you. Even if that means hurting her.” Rowen nodded to Skylar who glared up at me with rage-filled eyes, though she made no further effort to fight with the fire in my palm scorching her cheek.
Ransom nodded, a pinched expression marring his too perfect features.
“Oh, and one more thing.” Rowen shoved Ransom against the trunk of the BMW. “You can take Vicky back to Dash. Tell him if he lands Arrow in prison because of this, I’ll spend my life being the biggest pain in his ass he’s ever encountered.” Rowen popped the trunk and stood with fists clenched while Ransom gathered the body in his arms and took it to the truck. Every step rigid, his body vibrated with how badly he must have wanted to kick Rowen’s ass.
Once Vicky’s remains were safely in the back of the truck, Ransom approached me with hands up. “Let me get her up. I’ll keep her quiet.”
I wasn’t one for believing a demon’s claim, but Ransom hadn’t wanted to engage with us at all. He seemed to know it was best to leave before something happened that Dash would make him regret.
Slowly I got up, keeping the fire between Skylar and me as I backed away. The instant that the heat from the flame ceased to touch her, she was spewing Latin. Ransom put a finger to her lips and muttered one word of a language I wasn’t sure had ever been human. Right away she went silent, but her scream of fury burned in her blue eyes.
He led her to the truck, more of a drag really as she fought him. That witch had a hell of a temper. Only when they’d driven away with a squeal of tires did Rowen relax.
“Are you ok? Let me see your wrist.” His shoulders slumped, and his righteous anger seemed to melt away.
“I think it’ll be ok. Probably just a small sprain.” I held out my wrist, sucking in a breath when he touched it. Not because it hurt but because the simplest of touches from Rowen could set me on fire. 
Stroking a finger gently over my puffy wrist, he sighed and pulled me into a fierce embrace. “Let’s get you home so we can take care of that properly.”
The drive home was surprisingly uneventful. I kept waiting for something to come at us, but as the night drew to a close, most of the dangers of the dark had crept back into whatever hole they crawled out of. There was a huge sense of relief in knowing the trunk was empty. It would still need a proper cleaning, but now our biggest concern was the cocaine packed into the hollows of the car. As twisted as it was, I found great relief in that.
Back at my apartment I finally felt safe. In the kitchen light I was able to see the swollen bruising circling my right wrist, and then I felt ill. Rowen busied himself fetching ice from the freezer. As if falling into a routine, he again wrapped it in a dishtowel and then pressed it to my wrist before pouring a strong drink for each of us. 
“When do you think we’ll hear from Arrow?” I asked, uncomfortable with the silence. I could see Rowen was deep inside himself, and I feared what he might find there.
“Who knows? I’m hoping to get some sleep before he calls demanding a ride home. I’m fucking exhausted.” What Rowen didn’t say was how much of that fatigue was mental and emotional. It was all over him from the hunched way he held himself to the despair in his sigh.
I touched his face, drawing his gaze to mine. “Rowen, do you have any idea how amazing you are? I’ve never known anyone who cares as much for others as you do. You never put yourself first. I’m blessed to know you.”
He allowed himself a small smile, but the light of it never filled his lovely eyes. “Can’t say I feel all that amazing. Kind of feel like I’m a glorified babysitter for a dark nephilim, which doesn’t feel like a real job description.”
“You know I’m not Arrow’s biggest fan, but he needs you, and if you didn’t look out for him, who would?” It bothered me to see Rowen so conflicted, exactly as Dash wanted.
My gaze slid over him, and I marveled at how afraid I’d been to let myself love him. Commitment had been something I’d learned to fear and reject. It hadn’t been easy to break free of that fear’s hold on me. I felt it there, lingering, ready to sink its claws back in the first chance it got.
Rowen deserved the fight though. He was a gift, and I knew it with every part of me. Not only had I been blessed to know him, I’d discovered how much could come of giving someone the chance to prove me wrong about myself.
“Looks like you need some ice too.” I gestured to the bruised knuckles on his hand.
He pulled me close and kissed me, a deep searching kiss that still gave me a rush complete with tingles and giddiness. “No, just a little fire,” he murmured, smiling against my lips.
“That’s so cheesy.”
“You love it.”
“God help me, I do.”
After wrapping the ice-packed towel around my wrist, we moved to the bedroom. Right on cue, Rowen’s phone rang. Arrow’s name flashed on the screen. He silenced it before tossing it on the bedside table. With a shake of his head and a tired smile, he said, “He can wait. I need some sleep before I deal with Arrow again. But first, let’s start that fire.”
Tired and sore, I fell into bed with the love of my life. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. So when an inner voice asked a question I didn’t want to hear, I knew I couldn’t suppress my deep-rooted concerns any longer. Rowen’s dedication to doing what was right would come at a price. It always did. The trouble was that I was sure he wouldn’t be the only one to pay it. 
With his hands on my waist and his lips on my neck, I heard it again, echoing in the recesses of my mind. When that time comes, will you be able to let him do what he has to do?
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 
 
“No, don’t go.” I groped around blindly for Rowen as he slipped from the bed. The movement of the mattress had roused me. Cracking open an eye, I made out the blurry numbers on the clock. It was just past eight in the morning. We’d slept for just a few hours. No wonder I felt like a wet sock. Was that a thing?
“I have to. Arrow needs to be picked up, and I have to get to the shop by ten. I’ll take care of your car when I get off work.” He tugged on his black jeans and searched the floor for his Sons of Anarchy reaper t-shirt that I had tossed in the dark. 
Rolling into the middle of the bed, I grabbed the pillow he’d slept on and hugged it close. “Aren’t you tired? Feels like we barely slept.”
“I’ll grab a coffee on my way. Go back to sleep.” Spying the shirt partially hidden beneath my rumpled pants, Rowen pulled it over his head and sat beside me on the bed. He ran a finger over the pillow creases in my cheek and laughed. “You look adorable. Let’s take a picture.”
At his teasing, I hid my face in my pillow, fearful that I’d look up and find him with phone in hand. “No pictures. Just kiss me before you go.”
“I wouldn’t even think of leaving without one,” he said, leaning over me. “The kiss, I mean, not the picture.”
I peered up at him with a sleepy smile. His hawk fell in a mess of blue. He rocked bedhead like he’d planned to look that way. The tip of his black feather tattoo peeked out from his shirt collar, curving up the side of his neck. The intensity of his fiery amber eyes cut through me, searing to my soul.
He claimed my lips in a gentle kiss. As every day passed I expected the tingles and excitement to wane, but it had yet to fade even a little. If anything, every moment I fell a little harder for him, if that were possible.
“I’ll call you later,” he murmured, lingering as if reluctant to go. “My car keys will be on the counter if you need them. I’m taking Arrow’s drug machine.”
“Be careful.” I frowned at the thought of him driving that narcotic wagon. 
I followed him to the door where we shared an embrace that left me chilled when he pulled away. After another knee-knocking kiss, I locked the door behind him and crawled back into bed. The web design job that was due in two days called my name, but I ignored it, choosing instead to chase after some much needed rest. The rock n’ roll life didn’t allow for a lot of sleep. Between work, the band, and now demons, I seldom managed more than a few hours at a time.
Rolling into the middle of the bed, I breathed in Rowen’s scent and sighed. My bed felt so empty without him. Though we didn’t spend all of our nights together, the time spent together in my bed had been increasing in frequency. Hugging his pillow, I drifted off, hoping for a few solid hours before I had to get up and tackle some design work.
My dreamless sleep brought the haze that fogs the mind after reaching total exhaustion. I resurfaced from the depths of slumber to voices coming from the kitchen. Because I recognized one of them as Cinder, I wasn’t alarmed, merely curious.
“This is getting out of hand,” Cinder said. “I’m afraid that perhaps she’s not ready for this. Am I needlessly endangering her?”
The cobwebs that clung to my brain scattered. I clutched my blanket, afraid to move. 
“There will always be danger,” a low, smooth voice replied. “The longer you keep her out of it, the greater her chance of failure. You’re not usually so protective of them. Do you not think she can rise to the challenges that lie ahead? Or do you think that maybe you’ve grown too close to her?”
My lungs burned as I held my breath. Cinder was one of my best friends, a confidant whom I trusted with my life. I didn’t like our closeness as a topic of discussion.
“Ember is my charge, but she is also my friend. Of course I care for her. If I didn’t I wouldn’t be doing my job.”
After a pause, the low voice said, “You know my intent was not to question your dedication. I only seek to ensure that you don’t let your emotional attachment conflict with her calling.”
A rumble followed by the sound of metal clinking indicated that Cinder had taken a pot or pan out from the drawer beneath the oven. The brief suction noise as the fridge opened helped me to picture him in the kitchen, whipping up some kind of mouthwatering meal. 
“I’ve no doubt Ember is more than capable,” Cinder spoke like a proud parent, bringing a warmth to my chest. “I’m just sorry that she has to be. Dash is a greater threat than I had expected. I know she feels the fate of Rhine’s sons is in her hands, and it overwhelms her more than she lets on.”
“Well,” the other voice paused as if in thought. “It is in her hands. She was chosen. Her father is…was among our greatest warriors. Of course she feels the pressure of such a calling. They are two of the most powerful nephilim on earth. It would be a great tragedy to lose them both to the dark. It’s a shame about the firstborn.”
A held breath puffed out, and I sucked in another, certain they would hear and know I had awakened. Eavesdropping wasn’t wrong when the conversation happened in one’s own home, was it?
“Ember is to be their leader, not their savior.” Cinder’s tone took on an edge sharp enough to cut. “Arrow made his choice, and as long as he’s living, there is hope for him. This is not all on Ember. There is only so much she can do.”
“Then prepare her to do it, as you’re supposed to.” Calm and gentle, Cinder’s visitor sounded utterly unmoved by his defensiveness. “The demon activity in this city is hardly limited to Dash. Why not send her on a recovery mission? It may be a good way to hone her skills.”
The sizzle of something hitting a hot pan made my stomach rumble before the aroma of bacon reached me. Hunger warred with curiosity for my attention.
“You should go,” Cinder said, calmer now. “She’ll be up soon. Thank you for coming.”
Curious as to whom he was rushing out of my apartment, I rolled out of bed and slipped into a pair of fuzzy PJ pants and a KISS t-shirt. Moving as silently as I could on the carpet, I poked my head out the door.
Cinder stood over the stove. Alone. Damn.
He glanced up with a smile, as if he hadn’t known I was coming, though he obviously knew I was awake. Why else would he rush his friend away?
“Good morning,” Cinder greeted me brightly, his gaze lingering on my bruised cheek. “Or afternoon, I should say. Hungry?”
“Yeah, thanks.” Shoving a hand through my disheveled black locks, my gaze traveled over the stovetop as I spied scrambled eggs cooking on the burner next to the bacon. “Who was just here, Cinder?”
He turned back to the stove, avoiding my gaze. “How much did you hear?”
“Enough to know you’re worried. Should I be worried too? And what’s a recovery mission?” I moved about the kitchen, preparing coffee and doing my best to stay out of Cinder’s way as he cooked.
“I’m not worried, merely cautious. You should most definitely not worry yourself. Worry is useless.” Cinder made a noise of irritation as grease crackled in the pan, splashing his arm. “Recovery usually involves powerful objects, newly made or incredibly old, some a mild nuisance, others quite deadly. All of them sought or possessed by demons. We send teams to recover these items, and then we lock them away.”
Two level scoops of cane sugar and some steamed milk made my coffee smell almost divine. With a contented sigh, I sat at the table, angling my chair so I could face him.
“Does Edmonton have many recovery jobs?” I asked. It wouldn’t surprise me to find that the city was littered with objects of evil. It hadn’t received the nickname Deadmonton for nothing.
“More than you might assume. The city is built on the empire of a powerful demon queen. It draws and feeds evil. Although she’s no longer here and her empire is sealed, the power emanating from it can’t be fully contained. It’s turned the city into a trading post of sorts, a place where demons come to create, obtain, and exchange such goods.”
“Sounds interesting and a bit scary. Sign me up.” I took my first sip of precious caffeine, almost missing Cinder’s raised brows.
“Are you sure? It’s not an easy job, Ember. It comes with risks.”
I mulled over what he’d said to his friend, finding it to be too true to keep denying. “You were right when you said I’m overwhelmed. All I know is that I’m supposed to be some leader of nephilim, helping them escape the dark. The only experience I have is with Arrow, and if that’s anything to go by, I’m already off to a bad start. Honestly, I don’t see how I’m supposed to liberate anyone. I could use something else to do.”
A deep frown marred Cinder’s brow. He remained silent as he scooped scrambled eggs onto a plate. Bringing me a plate of eggs and bacon with a banana and yogurt on the side, he set it before me and took the seat across the table. 
“It is much too early for such discouragement. You’re playing right into the enemy’s hands. If you’d like to try your hand at a recovery mission, I can make that happen, but by no means should you doubt yourself in any manner. We all have a job to do, a job we were chosen for. Try to have a little faith.” Hands clasped, violet eyes narrowed, Cinder studied me. 
His searching gaze made me squirm. To break his analytical stare, I turned his remark back on him. “I thought you didn’t know who my father is. But your friend just said he was a great warrior. What aren’t you telling me?”
Cinder’s gaze never wavered. “I didn’t know him personally, but yes, I know of him. He was said to be a great warrior before his fall. But you are not him. You are your own person, and I daresay you have the potential to be greater than even he was.”
My fork clanked against the plate before sliding with a screech that made me shiver. While I appreciated Cinder’s honest, straight-forward nature, such declarations were a tad nerve racking. 
“No pressure though, right?” I managed a smile as I recovered the forkful of dropped food. 
“The only pressure is that which you put on yourself,” he said with a thoughtful head tilt. “All that is expected of you is that you do your best.”
The eggs, usually delicious, grew tasteless in my mouth. My appetite fled, and I shoved the plate away with a grimace. “I’m not sure I even have a best. Dash came to The Wicked Kiss. He threatened me. I feel backed into a corner, like there’s nothing I can do.”
There it was, the confession I hadn’t wanted to share with anyone. Learning so recently that I had a calling, a purpose that included both Rowen and Arrow, it had been both a blessing and a curse. I longed to be all Cinder thought I could be, but I didn’t know how.
“When you’re backed into a corner by a foe, there are only two choices,” Cinder said, reaching to take my hand. “You can accept defeat or come out fighting. I suggest you fight.”
“How?” My voice sounded hollow, weak. “What do I do? He’s a demon, and I’m…” 
“You’re a warrior. You just don’t know it yet. And he’s not infallible. All demons have a weakness. Find it and find victory.” Cinder squeezed my hand, and I gasped as pain shot through my sore wrist. “You’re hurt. What happened?”
Clutching my mug with my free hand, I muttered, “Skylar happened. We had a little run in with her last night. It’s fine. Nothing some ice and time can’t take care of, I’m sure.”
He nodded, his gaze darting across my face. He assumed the bruise on my face was from Skylar, and though I would never lie to Cinder, I didn’t correct that assumption.
“Perhaps.” Cinder turned my arm over, studying the bruise that spread across my inner wrist. With a gentle hand he traced a finger over the swelling. At his touch the bruise faded and the swelling receded. “You need to be able to swing a sword if you’re to go on a recovery mission.”
I gasped as a strange sensation tickled through my wrist and up my arm. “No argument here.”
“Speaking of that sword, I’d like to see it, please. Oh, and you have to finish your fruit and yogurt.” With a crooked grin, he nudged the banana closer. 
Laughing I went to my room and grabbed the Midnight Star from where it sat propped in the corner by the closet. The moment I touched it, I felt its power. It was lighter than it appeared and absolutely gorgeous. The inscription in the blade was in a language I couldn’t read, but Cinder said it spoke of the one meant to carry it: The Flame Bearer. Right now that was me.
Yeah, no pressure at all.
I brought the sword to Cinder who took it with both hands, a small smile playing about his lips. Placing it before him on the table, he laid both hands on the blade and closed his eyes. Watching in silence, I was surprised when the atmosphere warmed. A white light engulfed the sword from handle to tip then went out.
Cinder opened his eyes and handed the sword back to me. “I’ve been meaning to do that. You need to be able to carry it with you all the time. It can’t serve you if it’s not with you.”
“What did you do?” I picked up the banana when he inclined his head toward it. 
“I cloaked it. Much the way my wings are cloaked from human sight right now though they’re still very much present. Now you can carry the Midnight Star in public without drawing unwanted human attention. Demons, however, will very much be able to see it.” 
I hefted the sword in one hand, chewing a mouthful of banana. “Why can I see it then? I can’t see your wings. I mean, I am half human.”
Cinder quirked one brow up and pursed his lips in a comical expression of disbelief. “Can’t you? Look closely. Use the part of you that knows nothing of human limitations.”
Setting the sword down on the counter, I focused on Cinder, having no idea how to do what he’d said but willing to try anyway. At first he was just human-looking Cinder. I reached for the part of me that was more than human, and my palms began to tingle. Then I stared at him until I was sure I’d gone cross-eyed. The buzz in my hands crept up my arms until my body was one giant tingle.
Just as I was about to tell him it was useless, the outline of his wings shimmered into sight. As I continued to stare at him, they solidified into brilliant white wings tucked close to his body.
“You didn’t make them visible?” I asked, uncertain.
“They’re always visible,” he said with a soft laugh. “To those who can see. Can you see them?”
“I can. How have I not figured this out already?” No wonder I felt so incompetent. This seemed like beginner stuff, and I had yet to master it. 
Cinder rose and began to tidy the kitchen. He was again dressed like a model from a men’s fashion magazine, his favorite look it seemed, and the wings just seemed so out of place with his trendy shirt and perfectly tailored pants.
“Stop being so hard on yourself,” he admonished, pausing to point at the yogurt. “Now that you can do it, you’ll be surprised at how easy it comes. And about this recovery job, are you sure you’d like to give it a try?”
I scooped the yogurt into my mouth and pondered his question. “I would. My schedule may already be overflowing, but I need to start feeling useful.”
Cinder stuck a pan in the dishwasher and sighed. “Ember, if we needed to feel useful in order to be useful, not one of us would find our place here. In the midst of life, it’s impossible to see the big picture. And it’s not for you to see. One day at a time, my dear one.”
The hot sting of tears pricked the back of my eyes. I blinked fast in an attempt to dry them before they could spill over. “I love you, Cinder. I hope you know how much I appreciate you.”
“I do.” The dazzling smile he turned on me shone in his eyes. “The feeling is mutual.”
After finishing the yogurt, despite having little to no appetite, I joined him in the kitchen to clean up. Even though he seemed to enjoy such mundane tasks, I felt bad sitting on my ass watching him clean. So together we tidied the kitchen, making light conversation. It was nice to chat and laugh with Cinder after so much serious talk.
Promising that he would be back soon with a recovery job for me, Cinder took his leave, and I was alone. A shower and a clean change of clothes was all the preparation I needed to be ready for work. After feeding Seth I cranked up some tunes and settled at the table with my laptop.
The web design job ate up the afternoon. It was just what I needed to get out of my head and into the moment. For the first time in days, I felt calm, almost relaxed, as I focused on something that had nothing to do with demons or destiny.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
 
By late afternoon I deserved a break. Besides, staring at the computer screen was melting my eyeballs. After making substantial progress on the design job, I needed a snack and a stretch.
I grabbed an apple from the counter. I wanted to run down to the lobby and check the mail, so I searched for my keys.
Rowen had called a while ago to let me know Arrow was a free man. No charges had been filed. Since both he and the guy he’d attacked were battered and refusing to talk, they’d been tossed in the drunk tank for the night and released, although Arrow had been told another arrest would result in charges. Rowen had changed the distributor thingy on my car and headed to Arrow’s where Molly’s Chamber was working on their version of “Love Song For An Angel.”
Jett had only snide remarks when she’d texted me to say she was bored and wanted me to come out and party. I’d countered by asking if she wanted to come along for my first recovery job. Cinder should be coming by any time now with details. 
With my mail key in hand, I left the apartment and padded down the hall to the elevator. The lobby was empty when the doors slid open, but right away something didn’t feel right. I stepped out with wary scrutiny, scanning every inch of the entryway. 
“Weird,” I muttered, sticking the key in my mailbox. 
I pulled out the two envelopes inside, bills of course, not noticing the photo until it fluttered to the floor at my feet. It took me a moment to realize what I was seeing. I snatched it up and stared in horror at the picture of Rubi and her grandmother. The two of them stood outside the nursing home where her grandmother lived. The photo itself stank of sulfur. 
The sudden sensation of being watched had me turning in a slow circle, but I was still alone. The sun set early this time of year, so when I glanced out the front door, all I saw was my own reflection.
Dash had wasted no time in taking his threat to the next level. Though it was simply a photo, it said so much more. It shook me to my core. Dash was sending a very clear and powerful message. Not only could he threaten my friends, he could threaten those they loved dearly. Innocent, defenseless people.
In the tech age Dash could’ve easily sent such an image to my phone. As a shiver crept up my spine, I knew that he’d done it this way to make me question the safety of my own building, and it had worked. 
I sprinted up the stairs, forgoing the elevator completely. When I burst into my apartment and slammed the door, my heart was pounding in my ears. Being safe behind the wards protecting my apartment didn’t stop me from shrieking when Cinder poked his head out of the kitchen.
“Ember? Is everything ok?”
“Yes,” I said automatically, not wanting to worry him. Rethinking the lie, my shoulders slumped, and my breath came out in a rush of air. “No. Not really.” I set the photo on the counter so he could see it. “It’s Rubi and her grandmother. Dash issuing a threat.”
Cinder appraised the photo, picking it up to turn it over in his hands. “Dash can’t follow through on every threat he makes. There will always be opposing forces in his way. Guardian angels don’t stand aside when someone seeks to bring harm to their charge. It’s just another facet of the battle we’re all part of. He seeks to get inside your mind. He doesn’t have to hurt anyone; he just has to make you believe he will. Don’t let him manipulate you, Ember.”
I wanted to believe him. Having an angel stand there and tell me to my face that it was a trick to get in my head should have brought me a semblance of comfort. “But what if he does hurt them? I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to either of them because of me. Rowen wouldn’t want that either.”
Cinder waved a hand, and the photo vanished. “Never start a thought with ‘what if.’ You’re doing his job for him. You can’t make it this easy. Throw him a challenge. Stand firm.”
“Ok.” I nodded too vigorously and shoved both hands through my hair. “Ok. You’re right, I know. I’m just still figuring this all out. It’s hard.”
He nodded, sympathy shining in his eyes. “I know it is.”
In an effort to shift my focus, I asked, “So what do you have for me? Crystal skulls? Keys that open doors to other worlds? Something badass, right?”
His laughter warmed me, chasing away the chills created by Dash. “Let’s start with something a little less detrimental, shall we? There’s a demon here who runs a weapons trade. His name is Nova. He has a throwing star created by demons to weaken angels in battle. I want you to find him, get the star, and bring it to me.”
Huh. I mulled it over, finding that I was both excited and frightened by such a task. Having a car with the same name as a demon didn’t sit well with me. “You make it sound so simple.”
“It could be. Of course it may also be difficult. That’s why you can’t go alone. I want you to take Jett and Rowen. Arrow too if he’s willing to be part of such a thing.”
“I see what you did there, Cinder,” I laughed. “I’m not sure why you want so badly for us to work as a team, but I can’t see Arrow being much help. He’s a mess.”
Cinder shrugged, his lips quirking into a hint of a grin. “He has more to offer than either you or he yet realizes.”
“Well, the guys are working on a recording tonight, but I’ll call Rowen. Jett’s already on her way over.”
“Splendid.” He produced a deep-blue stone that glowed in his palm. “Take this. It will help you locate Nova. He and several others can often be found conducting business in an abandoned church on the edge of town. Be careful.”
I held my hand out to accept the stone. It was warm, causing my skin to prickle where it touched. “I will. Thank you, Cinder, for trusting that I can do this. I want to help, to do more.”
“You’d be surprised what one can accomplish when the heart is willing.” He pulled me in for a hug that seemed to sweep my thoughts free of negative debris. “You have a place among us, Ember. Believe in yourself.”
I nodded, unable to speak as emotion gripped me. Dash wanted me to fail. He wanted me to think I didn’t have what it took to stand and fight with my father’s kind. He was wrong.
“Now I must be off,” Cinder said, planting a brief kiss on my temple. “A dear friend’s time left on earth is running short, and she is in need of strength. I’ll see you soon.” With a wink and a smile, he disappeared.
I marveled at his parting words. Cinder was off to spread love and courage to those who needed it most, a task that couldn’t be without challenge. And here I was worrying about whether or not I could handle a couple of nephilim and a demon with an attitude problem. The lesson was in the doing. Cinder was taking action, doing all he could without stressing the outcome. I had to do the same.
My phone call to Rowen went unanswered. He was probably in Arrow’s basement, the music too loud to hear his phone. I left a message detailing what I was doing and where I was heading if they cared to join me later.
A knock on the door caused me to all but jump out of my skin, and I swore. 
“Hey, lady,” Jett crowed when I opened the door. “What’s got your panties in a twist? You look like you’re about to crap yourself.”
After a quick peek into the empty hallway, I closed and locked the door. “Dash was here, in the lobby. He left a photo in my mailbox.” I told her about the photo and Cinder’s response to it as I got ready to head out.
She listened attentively, popping a chocolate she’d found in the kitchen into her mouth. As the holiday season approached, it was impossible to resist the many goodies out on the store shelves. I was a sucker for a melt in your mouth chocolate anything with hazelnut.
“Cinder’s right,” she said around another mouthful of chocolate. “Let Dash do Dash, and you do you. Rubi will be fine. Personally I think it’s smart of Cinder to get you involved in other ways. This whole ‘leading the nephilim out of the darkness’ shit is changing you, Spike. And not in a good way.”
“Rude,” I quipped, gathering my hair together so I could pull it over my shoulder and braid it. “Can you really blame me? How would you feel if you were told that saving someone like Arrow was in your hands?”
Jett considered this as she watched me wrestle my black locks into a braid. “I’d feel like throwing myself off an overpass. Good thing it’s you and not me. Seriously though, there’s more to your existence than that.”
“I know. That’s why I volunteered for this recovery job. Are you sure you’re cool with coming along? It could be dangerous.”
“It fucking better be,” she cackled. “Do you have any idea how boring it gets being a werewolf in this damn city? Your kind is far more exciting.”
A spritz of strawberry perfume and I was ready. Too lazy to bother applying makeup to hunt down a demon, I changed into jeans and a t-shirt, pulling my favorite Black Veil Brides hoodie on to combat the chill of the late November night.
“Cinder would be happy to hear you say that. He was hopeful we would tackle this as a group.” I gathered my things, including the Midnight Star, which sat against my back in the sheath slung over one shoulder and tight across my chest. Excitement flickered through me, causing my pulse to race. “Ready?”
 
* * * *
 
Finding the church was easy enough. However, it was nothing like I’d imagined. We rolled up in Jett’s Mustang, the engine growling like the warning from an angry cat. Staring at the ramshackle building, I swallowed hard. 
It was in a sad state of disrepair. Crumbling stone walls kept it standing, but for how much longer was up for debate. A battered and rusty iron fence with bent bars and missing sections surrounded the property. Headstones littered what I could see of the rear. And demons. Several demons.
“Oh boy,” I said, my throat dry. “This is a little darker than I expected.”
“Really?” Jett studied the silhouettes moving beyond the stained glass windows of the building. It appeared to be heavily occupied. “It’s pretty much exactly what I was expecting.”
I began to question both Cinder and myself. Were we crazy for thinking I could just walk into a demon black market and walk out with an item Cinder wanted, unscathed? 
Jett turned off the car and pocketed the key. Reaching under the seat, she produced a sai. Turning it over she grinned. “Silver coated. I came prepared. Claws, fangs, and this baby. I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
Seeing as the werewolf who rarely dealt with demons was bubbling over with her readiness, I had to pull myself together. Jett was an excitement seeker, always looking for a rush. Performing was her favorite way to achieve that, but seeing the sparkle in her eyes made me envious. She seemed so much more prepared for this than I felt.
Reminding myself that Jett was a predator by nature, I sucked in a deep breath and got out of the car. With the Midnight Star secure on my back, I flexed my fingers until my palms tingled, ready to throw fire in the face of any demon who messed with me.
The front doors of the church stood open despite the frigid night air since demons remained unaffected by extreme temperatures. My breath puffed out as I shivered. Packed snow crunched under foot as we ascended the few crumbling stone steps.
Noise spilled out of the desecrated church. Voices mingled together as demons shouted, laughed, and snarled at one another. A golden statue of a half-man, half-beast stood in the lobby. It was surrounded by incense sticks that gave off a rotten scent. 
I expected everyone to turn and stare at us when we stepped inside. They didn’t. Most of them took no notice of us at all. Okay then.
The church was bigger inside than it appeared from outside. The pews had been removed, replaced with rows of tables where demons had laid their wares. From gemstones to weaponry and even animals, demons were buying and selling all sorts of items.
“It’s like a black magic farmer’s market in here,” Jett observed, her dark gaze roving over the many tables of so-called goods. 
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the blue stone Cinder had given me. It glowed faintly. Nova must be here. Uncertain of where to start, I slowly made my way through the building, lurking near tables, watching the stone as I went. 
Two demons argued over the price of a ring that sparkled even in the dim yellow lighting. They spoke another language, but it was obvious that the buyer thought his offer of a small pouch of green sand-like powder was more than enough. The seller poured a small amount of powder into his palm and studied it. Then he muttered something that infuriated the buyer demon, who snatched his bag of powder back. With a snarled remark, he stormed away, leaving the other demon snickering after him. 
Spying our gazes upon him, the demon motioned us over with a hand. “Don’t be shy, ladies. Come see what Mallie has for you. Isn’t it lovely?”
He held the ring up for us to see. It was hard to focus on when my gaze was continuously drawn to his inhuman appearance. With the head of a fox, body of a man, and cloven feet, Mallie wasn’t the most frightening demon I’d seen, but he certainly wasn’t setting my mind at ease.
Black eyes glinted with intrigue as he looked us over. “Come now, white lighter. Surely you have use for such a trinket.”
So much for my identity going unnoticed. As Jett kept a watchful eye on those around us, I approached the demon’s table, keeping out of reach. 
“What does it do?” I asked, merely curious. 
Mallie extended the ring to me, but I shook my head, refusing to touch it. I might be a newbie still, but I wasn’t an idiot. When I wouldn’t take it, he shrugged and laid it in his palm where it sparkled as if lit from within by its very own light.
“It allows you to cross between worlds,” he said, turning it over as if that would seduce me into a purchase. “The wearer is able to step from the physical realm into the spiritual and back again as they wish. No limitations.”
Step to the other side? Where all demonkind dwelled when not on the earthly plane? No, thank you.
“Sorry.” I shook my head. “Not interested.”
Unwilling to take a swift rejection, Mallie dropped the ring into a box and reached for what appeared to be a rabbit’s foot. “How about this? It brings endless good luck. Money, fame, fortune. Anything you want.”
Jett’s head snapped toward him. “Anything? And what kind of price does such an item demand in exchange for all of those goodies?”
Nothing good could come from the objects these demons were trading. There was always a price for the kind of power they offered. 
Mallie smiled. “Smart wolf. The foot gives you what it takes from someone else. As long as you don’t have a guilty conscience, it’s of little bother.”
“Thanks anyway,” I broke in before the curiosity on Jett’s face could manifest. “We’re just here to talk to someone. Nova. Is he here?”
Furry brows drawn together, Mallie dropped the rabbit foot and leaned forward, hands planted firmly on the table. “He is. But let me warn you, violence is prohibited within these walls. It’s a place for all to barter peacefully. Any white lighter business you might have with Nova will have to be taken outside.”
So that was why nobody had threatened me the moment I walked in the door. Made sense. Insulting what remained of the church by turning it into a den of thieves wouldn’t go as smoothly if they were all fighting amongst themselves. 
“Understood,” I said, noting the way his gaze had drifted to the hilt of the Midnight Star. 
“I’ll give you everything I have for your sword.” Mallie spread his hands wide, indicating the various trinkets he had laid out.
“Not a chance.” My body stiffened, and my breath came faster as nerves gripped me. 
Mallie stared hard, his black gaze boring into me until I began to feel violated. Then he blinked several times and pointed to a table toward the back of the church. “That’s Nova. Let me know if you change your mind.”
As we moved deeper into the throng of marketplace demons, we began to draw more attention. Several sets of black and red eyes followed us. Some of them spoke in that strange language as we passed while others chose English, wanting me to hear them. 
“What business does a white lighter have here?” A question asked with aggression rather than curiosity.
“Cinder’s chosen one.” This followed by mocking laughter.
“Lovely young werewolf. I wonder if she’s for sale.” More laughter.
Jett and I exchanged a look. She had grown visibly tense, hands clenched into fists. Her sai was tucked into her belt within easy reach. I hoped her short wolf temper didn’t cause her to say or do something to piss off the wrong demon. Or demons, as it might be.
The stone in my hand glowed brighter as we approached the table Mallie had pointed out to us. Nova stood behind it, haggling with another demon. He had the appearance of a man, for the most part. Long black hair fell down his back, his pale skin so white and flawless he could’ve been chiseled from marble. Tall and well built, he had the physical presence of one who had seen his share of combat. Dressed all in black with a hooded robe, he seemed ready for battle. His inhuman features were two black horns adorning either side of his head, his black wings, and the serpentine tail that flicked around his legs. 
“Is it wrong that I think he’s kind of hot?” Jett whispered. 
Nova glanced our way, doing a double take. Red eyes met mine and my lungs froze. Red eyes meant that he was a mid-level demon. In the same league as Koda and Dash. A force to be reckoned with, as all demons were of course, though part of me had held out hope that he was one of the weaker black-eyed buggers.
We waited our turn while he finished his business. I watched the exchange closely, seeking any sign of the throwing star. There were many items on his table, but I didn’t see a throwing star among them.
After trading a small leather-bound book for what appeared to be an eyeball, Nova dismissed his customer and turned to us with a raised brow. His face was void of anything remotely friendly. He looked us over one at a time with arms crossed.
“Cinder sent you.” It wasn’t a question. “I suppose he wants the star. I told him what it would take for me to hand it over. So unless you came to meet my demand, you’re wasting your time.”
“Oh? And what exactly did you want for it?” Playing it cool was hard with my heart thrumming in my ears. With hands on my hips, I did my best to hold his chilly gaze.
A slow smile spread across Nova’s face, revealing two upper and lower fangs, much like a wild cat or wolf. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Cinder sent you without telling you what I demanded? What kind of game is he playing here?”
Refusing to be intimidated by that vicious smile, I shrugged. “So why don’t you tell me? Then we can haggle about it. I mean, that’s what you all do here, isn’t it?”
Nova’s smile faded as fast as it had appeared. “What I want in exchange for the star… is you.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 
 
I stared at him, voiceless. The words wouldn’t come. This was Cinder’s way of giving me some field practice? By sending me directly to a demon who saw me as a commodity? Panic surfaced, threatening to choke me. The blood rushed from my face. 
Nova stared at me, patiently awaiting a response. Jett nudged me. If I stood there stupidly gaping at him any longer I was going to blow any hope of coming across confident and prepared.
“Sorry to break it to you, but I’m not interested in being demon property,” I said coolly. The tingles in my palms spread up to my forearms, and I had to focus on shutting down the fire burning beneath my skin. 
Nova studied me in a manner that made me uncomfortable, like one might scrutinize a car they considered buying. “Sorry to break it to you, Ember, but you already are.”
“What the fuck does that mean?” Jett broke in, a growl in her husky voice. 
He ran a hand over the wares laid out on his table. The atmosphere rippled and one of the objects, a tear-drop pendant made from a clear quartz crystal, lit up as he touched it. “The nephilim are abominations. Humankind tainted by the fallen. You belong to the dark.” Nova was flippant, speaking as if it were common knowledge and we were fools to think otherwise.
“You must be forgetting that I had a choice,” I said, matching his condescending tone. “Not that I came here to discuss any of that with you.”
Nova was silent. Red eyes leveled on me, he just stared. The mass of voices surrounding us faded, as did my awareness of the marketplace. I gazed into those crimson orbs, drawn to the abyss within them. The promise of escape beckoned to me, pulling me deeper. A sensual warmth unfurled within me, spreading through my limbs and clouding my thoughts.
As I stared hard at Nova, I noticed the silver flecks in his eyes. I’d never seen anything like it. He was beautiful. I was willing to bet he felt as good as he looked. I leaned forward and reached for him. 
Jett caught my arm and shoved me back. With a hand on my face, she shoved my head aside, breaking my eye contact with the demon. “Hey, Spike! Snap out of it, would you?” To Nova she snarled, “What the hell did you do to her?”
He allowed himself a snide smile. “Would you like to find out?”
I shook my head and focused on each breath as it entered and exited my lungs. The lusty effects of his stare dissipated, and I was able to think again. “He’s an incubus,” I said, kicking myself for being such an easy target. 
Incubus demons commanded sexual energy, a weapon in their hands, a powerful one. With just a look they could have a woman, or man for that matter, in a swooning mess of desire. It was said that their kiss could bring enslavement and death. The female version was known as a succubus. It was a trait occasionally found in vampires as well, though with some limitations.
“Cinder was a fool to send you,” Nova remarked. “He knows my terms. You for the star. Otherwise, no deal.”
“Why Spike though?” Jett asked, careful not to hold eye contact too long, though Nova didn’t require it to manipulate a victim. 
“Spike?” Nova repeated with a raised brow. When I didn’t bother to explain he continued. “Why not her? She’s a rarity, as all females are among our kind. That alone makes her valuable. Being the keeper of the Midnight Star just adds to the appeal.”
“And what would you do with her?” Jett continued, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Keep her as a pet?”
I shot her a horrified glare. That was not a question I wanted the answer to. Too bad because I was going to get it. 
“Like she said,” Nova chuckled. “I’m an incubus. What do you think I’d do with her?”
“That’s enough,” I cut in, not wanting to hear another word. The heat in my groin was still cooling. “There has to be something else you’re willing to bargain for. I’m not leaving without that throwing star.”
Although I was most definitely still uneasy and bordering on afraid, I hadn’t come this far to leave empty handed. Unfortunately, I also didn’t have anything to trade for it. 
“How about your wolf here?” Nova nodded at Jett who bared fangs in response. “She seems like a fighter. I like that.”
“Oh, I am,” Jett snarled. “Listen, asshole. Neither of us are for sale. Now why don’t we skip to the end and make this interesting? You want a fight, we’ll give you one.”
Warning laced my tone. “Jett—”
She rushed on unheeding. “The odds are in your favor. What have you got to lose, other than a throwing star?” Her eyes flashed solid wolf, ready to fight.
Nova’s laughter warmed the air. He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe the challenge he’d just been issued. “Do you have a death wish, wolf?”
What in the hell? That had escalated quickly. I held up both hands in a demand for their attention. A small flame danced about my fingertips, and I clenched my hands into fists in an effort to hide the small slip. No such luck. Nova’s watchful gaze didn’t miss a thing.
“Nobody is dying,” I insisted, seeking a way to diffuse this bomb Jett had ignited. “Nova, you can’t tell me there’s nothing at all you’d be willing to give up the star for? I can’t imagine it means that much to you.”
He wasn’t going to give it to me. And I couldn’t very well take it from him surrounded by demons as I was. Shit. I was stymied. This was a total fail so far. I felt like slinking out of there, but every demon here would know I’d left with my metaphorical tail between my legs. Seeing as so many of them knew who I was now, that wasn’t an option.
Intrigued, a finely arched brow lifted as Nova considered my question. Anything he said was going to suck. He was a demon. No demand from him was going to be something I wanted to hear. I could only hope it was something I could pull off.
“It doesn’t.” He gave a slight shake of his head. “Most of the things I trade don’t mean much to me, other than what I can get for them. Their value is determined on who wants it and how bad they want it. You seem to want the angel star bad enough, and I’d like to see what makes you so special. So I’ll make you an offer.”
When he paused to ensure I hung on his every word, I inclined my head in an expectant tilt, indicating he should spit out the rest of it.
Jett remained stiff beside me, bristling over with wolfy goodness.
Pure evil delight slid over Nova’s face. Holding out a hand, a black, three-pointed throwing star appeared in his palm. Each point was curved and razor sharp. “If you can take it from me, you can have it,” he said, flipping the star between his fingers with expertise. “We’ll have to go outside of course. I presume it will get violent.” 
“And if I can’t?” I didn’t want to ask but had to. Conversations with demons were never as they seemed. Getting all the details up front was a must. They would always take any chance to pull the rug out from under an unsuspecting foe.
Nova exuded a sinister calm. “Then I take something from you. Sending you back to Cinder a little less innocent than you are now seems to be no less than he deserves for sending you in here.”
Seeing as there was nothing I could say to his promise to violate me as a message to Cinder, I merely nodded. Though my experience with incubus demons was thankfully limited, I’d heard enough stories to know that what he promised could leave me scarred both physically and mentally. 
“Fine,” I finally mustered. “Let’s do this.”
Without a glance back, I strode through the back door, ignoring the demons that watched our exchange.
The last table near the door was occupied by a female demon, a rarity as Nova had said, so I couldn’t help but do a double take. White blonde hair fell to her hips in long waves. She too had black horns, one on either side of her head. No tail though, at least not that I could see. She peered at me with emotionless black eyes. 
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jett grabbed my elbow and hissed the words in my ear. “I have a lot of faith in your abilities, Spike, but this guy just threatened you with rapey things. I’m not sure this throwing star thing is worth it.”
“Cinder believes I can do this. So I’m doing it.” Fear made it hard to breathe. My hands shook, and my palms quickly grew moist with nervous perspiration. “If you don’t want to do this, I understand. But I have to.”
Jett glanced back at Nova who followed at a leisurely pace, clearly without concern. “I know you feel like you have to prove something to yourself, but you don’t. It’s alright to walk away from this. But if you’re staying, then I’m staying.”
My best friend was friggin’ awesome. I gave her arm a quick squeeze.
We exited the church only to be shocked by the change in scenery outside its doors. Where the church was a peaceful demon marketplace, the cemetery out back was a demon celebration of all things wicked. Demons were clustered together in various groups partaking in black magic rituals, orgies, and fights among themselves. More than one fire blazed, keeping the place alight.
Bile rose in my throat when my gaze landed on a demon standing in the center of an upside down pentagram, hands raised to the sky as he chanted. Blood smeared his face like war paint. At his feet lay the crumpled form of a human. From where I stood I couldn’t tell the age or gender, not that it mattered. 
Right away a demon broke away from the throng, making his way to us. Just one? How lucky.
A mouthful of razor sharp teeth in an otherwise human face made him one of the creepiest things I’d seen in some time. Since we were outside where anything seemed to go, I reached for my fire. 
“Who brought the party favors?” He snickered, pushing in close, his long, forked tongue darting out to come within inches of my face.
I jerked back out of reach, unable to suppress a shudder. Before I could raise a fiery hand, Nova was there, shoving between me and the demon. He wasn’t there to save us, however, merely to claim us.
“Back the fuck off.” Nova flung out a hand and hit the demon with a small tornado of wind that thrust him into the wrought iron fence surrounding the cemetery. “These two are mine.”
Unlike nephilim, demons could manipulate energy on a large scale without the limitations we faced. Like us though, they often excelled at various elemental powers as well. Nova was evidently a possessor of air. That might not be his only element though. I was starting to feel less sure of my decision to take him on.
“This way.” Expecting us to follow, Nova sauntered away from the center of the action. 
Several others took note of us as we fell into step behind him. Not one of them made a move toward us. Whether it was from Cinder’s seal upon me or Nova’s claim over Jett and I, I couldn’t be sure. Probably a little of both, which meant that Nova was a guy they’d rather not mess with. And here I was about to do just that. 
He led us to a clear spot where the headstones ended. The snow was worn away in places, revealing the dead grass beneath. Where it was still hard packed, it shone with an icy sheen. With the iron fence on one side and headstones on the other, there wasn’t a whole lot of room for a fight. Nova probably didn’t think he needed much.
He stopped, faced us, and held up a hand with the throwing star clenched between his fingers. “So it’s both of you then?”
“Got a problem with that?” Jett challenged, her voice heavy with wolf. Her eyes seemed to glow in the firelight. 
“Not at all.” Nova stood there with wings flared, his stance ready. “Alright then ladies. Come and get it.”
Jett and I exchanged a look. She was so much more wolf than human, right then it made my skin crawl. I’d seen Jett as a wolf before, but it wasn’t a common occurrence. She saved that side of herself for wolf nights out with her pack. Excitement lit up her face in a vicious light. With a nod to me, she waited for me to make the first move.
Still I felt her impatience driving me to hurry up. I slid the Midnight Star from its sheath on my back. Holding it in one hand, a fireball in the other, I advanced on Nova.
The fireball exploded at his feet. I followed up with a swing of the sword, gripping it tight with both hands. He avoided the blade with the ease of a simple side step. A flick of his wrist, and the fire receded, leaving little more than a wet puddle where it had melted the snow. If Nova commanded fire as well, this had just gone from crappy to downright shitacular.
Jett rushed him with both hands up. In a blur of superhuman speed, she landed a kick to his middle before slashing with claws. Blood welled up from a gash on his arm. The wound healed before a drop had hit the ground. 
She didn’t let up. Throwing a fist that he caught, Jett landed hard as he shoved her back. She narrowly missed a broken headstone as she fell.
I moved in fast, hoping to get in a hit while his focus was still on Jett. The stream of fire I shot toward him was met with a blast of ice. 
“How many damn elements do you have?” I muttered more to myself than to Nova. 
“Only one way to find out.” Hands raised, he beckoned with his fingers in invitation, welcoming another attack. 
With her silver-coated sai in hand, Jett slipped around behind him. Nova turned sideways in an effort to keep an eye on us both. Overthinking every move was a sure way to lose this battle. I needed to let go and let instinct and training guide me. I’d been putting in a lot of time training with Cinder. Time to find out if I was learning anything.
I jabbed at Nova with the Midnight Star. The way he eyed the blade with a thinly veiled wariness told me that he knew it, which meant he knew it had the power to drive him back to the other side. 
He jerked back out of reach, flinging a hand toward me before turning to Jett. The wind whipped around me, stealing my breath as it forced me away. I hit an icy patch and struggled to regain my footing as I slipped. 
Jett had lunged at Nova with the sai as he’d hit me with the wind. The tip of the middle point pierced his side, ripping an angry cry from him. He whirled on her with wings flared wide. A few beats of those mighty wings and a gale force wind slammed Jett up against a headstone where she scrambled to grab hold of it with her claws while keeping her grip on the sai.
Smoke seeped from the wound. It didn’t heal as fast as the first one had. Silver’s ability to weaken demonkind was impressive. Unfortunately, their rapid recovery was also impressive. 
Nova didn’t wait for our next attack. He flung a hand in my direction, throwing a psi ball of ice before going after Jett. The ice blast could’ve been crippling in several ways. Lucky for me, my training kicked in, and I deflected it with the blade of the sword, causing it to shatter into shards on the ground. 
“That was a good shot, little beast. A little too good.” Nova spoke with a guttural snarl. He had her pressed against the headstone. Closing the space between them, he traced a finger over the side of her face, chuckling when she snapped fangs at him. 
The air grew hot as he poured on the incubus charm. It was warm and inviting, like the touch of a fireplace on a cold night. It drew me. 
Jett stared up at him, frozen in lusty awe and frightful wonder. Her grip on the sai grew slack, and Nova ripped it from her hand, flinging it aside where it stuck point down in the ground several yards away. 
He was pulling her under fast. Feeling the tug of his strange power, I wasted no time in throwing a fireball at his head. It was blocked by a raised wing, but it had distracted him. Nova left Jett and turned on me with a sneer. 
Feet fixed in place, I held the sword between us, keeping him an arm’s reach away. Nova drove me in a circle, advancing just enough to force me back a few steps. Using small bursts of wind, he pushed me back toward the iron fence. 
I couldn’t let him corner me. He would turn that incubus stare on me, and I’d be done for. Wildly swinging the Midnight Star, I chopped through the air, hoping to land a blow or, at the very least, put some distance between us. 
Careful to avoid the blade, Nova threw three attacks at me in quick succession: fire, air, and ice. With a raised hand I easily took command of the fire and nullified it, but the air blast threw me on the ground. I had just seconds to throw an arm over my face and curl up into a ball before ice shards rained down. 
Like glass the ice sliced through my skin. I shrieked as cuts opened up on my exposed arm, leg, and side. Nova advanced on me, taking advantage of my downed position. Ignoring the warm sensation of blood seeping from the gashes, I pushed up from the ground, springing to my feet as Cinder had taught me.
Too late.
Nova grabbed my sword arm and twisted it, forcing the sword away from him. Unwilling to have another wrist injury, I twisted with him rather than fight. He shook my arm, squeezing my wrist until my fingers opened and the Midnight Star hit the ground. 
Gripping my shoulders, Nova dragged me so close I could feel the warmth of his breath on my face. “That was too easy.”
Flashing a fang-revealing grin, he ran a hand over my jaw, forcing me to look into his eyes. I struggled, doing all I could to avoid the red abyss. He was going to kiss me. I knew it. No kiss from an incubus was a mere kiss. No, it would be absolute hell. 
Even as I struggled to make my limbs work, they betrayed me. My mind was hitting and kicking, but my body refused to respond. Already it succumbed to his erotic influence, and he had barely touched me. 
The fight went out of me. My will to resist faded as my desire for him grew. Maybe one kiss wouldn’t be so bad. 
There was a growl followed by Nova’s grunt as he was knocked away from me, his incubus spell broken. Jett, a brown blur in wolf form, was on top of him snarling and snapping. She didn’t hold back, sinking fangs wherever she could in the precious few seconds she had before Nova reacted.
I picked up the Midnight Star, hoping this was my chance to plunge it into the demon. A yelp pierced my ears as Nova flung Jett off with a slap of pure, dark energy. She hit the ground hard and skidded several feet. 
Though I wanted nothing more than to go to her, I had to take every opportunity to nail Nova. But by the time I swung the Midnight Star in a deadly downward arc, he was gone.
Reappearing behind me, he hit me with a heavy fist that sent the world spinning.
White noise crashed through my ears as they rang from the unexpected blow. The side of my face where his fist had connected grew hot, somehow both numb and painful at once.
“Give up yet, Ember?” Nova taunted, once again twirling the throwing star between his fingers. “I can do this all night. You two are looking quite worn out already.”
Adrenaline kept me from feeling the cold winter temperature, but my fingers were starting to stiffen on the sword handle. How much longer could I keep this up?
A hateful glower crossed my face. “It’s Spike to you, asshole.” 
Nova’s lips quirked. “You’re a bit of a bad girl, aren’t you? But not bad enough to be dark. Such a shame. You’ve got potential. Although I think being a white lighter is part of your appeal. It makes you forbidden fruit. I bet you taste sweet as sin.”
“Am I supposed to take that as a compliment?” I scoffed, wary of his intentions. 
“I don’t care how you take it.” He shook his head, black hair spilling over his shoulders. “But you will take it.”
Unease crawled through me. Though I didn’t dare look away to check out Jett’s situation, I could see in my peripheral vision that she wasn’t moving. My hands grew hot with fire fed by anger. It might not help me against Nova, but at least my hands weren’t cold.
Seeing my discomfort, Nova saw an opportunity. He sprang. Though I raised the sword, he moved faster. He slammed me up against a tall headstone with a statue of a weeping angel atop it. 
Air forced from my lungs, I gasped painfully for breath. The Midnight Star hung down at my side, trapped by the knee Nova used to pin my forearm against the cold stone. With a hand he pinned my other arm down as well. Son of a bitch. If I could just properly touch him, I would be able to swipe a sample of his power. Turning it back on him might be my only chance at incapacitating him. With my arms trapped between the demon and the headstone, that wasn’t going to happen.
“You put up a good fight,” Nova said, his gaze sweeping my face before falling to my heaving chest. Despite the hoodie I wore, he looked me over with a disturbing raw hunger. “But not good enough. I’d recommend learning how to balance out your wolf friend’s weaknesses and vice versa. Also, tell Cinder your sword skill needs a lot of work. You’re not ready to go head to head with someone like me. And if his sloppy teaching gets you killed, you never will be.”
“This isn’t over yet, Nova,” I said between clenched teeth. I didn’t have a clue how I was going to get out of this. All I knew was that I had to believe I would, somehow.
“No, it’s not,” he agreed with a cryptic grin. “Not until I take what’s mine. We had an agreement after all.”
“Do you seriously expect me to just stand here and let you violate me?” Somehow I managed to keep my voice calm, though inside I was screaming. 
With his free hand Nova cupped my face, his thumb stroking the edge of my lip. “I hope not. It will be much more satisfying if you put up a fight.”
I jerked away from his touch. His skin felt too warm, almost hot. Strangely enough, it left chills in its wake. Pinned as I was, the odds of escape were not in my favor. Still, I couldn’t just willingly let him screw with my mind, or anything else for that matter. The thought was so terrifying I couldn’t entertain it.
My mind raced as I tried to figure a way out of this. Could I get a knee up between us? Would a kick to the nuts have an effect on a demon? Was it possible to call forth my fire and have it engulf my body? Even if I could, in mere seconds he’d take command of it. Shit!
Nova leaned in close, forcing me to press against the stone in a futile attempt to avoid his touch. Slipping his hand along my braided hair, he breathed in my scent like a hungry animal sniffing out a snack.
A violent shudder racked me. 
Before I could decide if a kick in the balls would work, a shadow appeared, snaking around Nova’s neck. He was ripped away from me and flung against the wrought iron fence. Arrow stepped into view. I never thought I could be so relieved at the sight of him.
“You ok?” Arrow didn’t wait for a response before turning on Nova, following up his attack with another. 
Shadows swarmed Nova, cloaking him in a black fog. I searched for Rowen, finding him crouched beside Jett as she got to her feet with a confused shake of her furry head. Satisfied that Jett was alright, Rowen joined his brother.
Together with light and shadows, they slammed Nova with hit after hit. Slinking along, low to the ground, Jett crept closer to the action, ready to jump in. I swung the sword in a figure eight, slicing through the air as a fire burned in my gut. Nova was giving up that throwing star. I wasn’t leaving without it.
An explosion of fire burst from Nova. It swept over both brothers, forcing them to retreat or burn. But not me. The flames rolled right over me, leaving me untouched. I stood before the demon with sword held ready, my teeth clenched in anticipation. 
“Well look at you and your tiny nephilim army,” Nova laughed, shoving away from the iron fence. “And it seems we have a traitor in our midst. Four on one? No problem.”
Eyes blazing, hair whipping wildly in the wind he called, Nova flung out both hands and spun to direct his attack at each of us in turn. He blasted me with an ice-cold wind that roared painfully in my ears. Icy shards pelted the brothers. Arrow was quick to freeze them in place before smacking them to the ground. A fireball meant for Jett missed its mark as she darted out of reach. 
Demons began to gather closer. Though most of them had ignored us, now they were drawn to the fight. Not one of them made an effort to get involved. They just wanted to watch. A few even came out of the church to get a look. I caught sight of the white-haired demoness standing at the top of the back steps. 
Nova had enough staying power to do this all night. We didn’t. I could see how fast this would spiral out of control if we couldn’t put an end to it sooner rather than later. I needed to touch him, to swipe some of his power and turn it against him. I didn’t see any other way out of this.
Arrow attempted to freeze Nova in place. It held just long enough for Jett to lunge forward and bury fangs in the demon’s side. I moved forward to slash with the sword, but Nova broke free. He was too powerful to be held immobile for long.
Together the four of us surrounded the demon. We threw attacks of all kinds. Shadows, light, fire, and fangs. We were keeping him busy and distracted enough that his retaliation was unfocused, but we weren’t beating him down.
“Arrow,” I shouted. “One more time. Everything you’ve got.”
It was a long shot, but if anyone had a shot at getting me that precious second I needed, it was Arrow.
His gaze met mine, and trusting me, he nodded. 
A thick cloud of shadows engulfed Nova from head to toe. I moved in as close as I dared, waiting for that perfect moment, hoping to grab it before it passed me by. Before the shadows could dissipate, Arrow threw both hands up, trying again to freeze the demon. 
Then I moved. In less than two seconds, Nova broke free, but I’d already grabbed hold of his wrist. Power roared from him and raged through my head as I sought what I wanted. It flowed from Nova to me. Ice in my veins, wind in my head, and a hot, sensual sensation down low in my center.
Nova’s eyes widened as realization took hold. “Thief,” he muttered, jerking free of my grasp.
“I prefer the term replicant, but thief works just as well.” With my free hand I guided the demonic force, thrusting everything I’d taken back at him. 
He tried to grab it, to take command of it. And to some degree it worked. The ice and air attacks were mediocre at best, a small victory. But those were not what I was counting on to give me the edge here.
As I’d hoped, an incubus could be the victim of their own power. Nova blinked a few times and shook his head as if confused. That gave way to raw, unbridled desire, so demanding it drove him toward me, not to attack but to embrace. 
I was ready. As he stepped into my personal space, I raised the Midnight Star and slid it between his ribs. Shock filled his red eyes. The lusty haze faded, replaced by grim amusement. He found this funny?
Nova chuckled despite the blood that trickled from the corner of his mouth. “Well played. I kind of like you.”
Holding out a hand, the throwing star rested on his palm. I snatched it quickly, careful of the sharp blades. Then I jerked the sword free, and Nova fell back, disappearing before he hit the ground.
My lungs heaved. Adrenaline had me both numb and shaking. A glance at my companions revealed shared relief. Except for Arrow who seemed disappointed that the fight ended so fast. 
“Let’s get out of here,” I said, sliding the Midnight Star back into its sheath. 
Without acknowledging the demons who watched us, I gathered Jett’s tattered clothing and turned to go. I was done with the demon marketplace, yet somehow I doubted that this would be my last visit.
“Where do you think you’re going, traitor?” A goat-headed demon with a cat-like tail stepped in front of Arrow. 
The dark nephilim stood his ground, unflinching in the face of such evil. “I think I’m going to snort a line and order some takeout. Got a problem with that?”
“Arrow,” Rowen said, an unspoken warning in his tone. 
The demon crossed arms over a massively muscled chest. “You’re one of Dash’s, aren’t you? Since he’s doing a shit job, I’m going to show you what happens to traitors.”
Most of the demon activity continued as those involved couldn’t be bothered with something as lowly as nephilim. A few, however, lingered, eager to see Arrow get his ass kicked. 
Arrow, unable to take a threat and keep his mouth shut, threw his hands up in invitation. “Bring it on, shithead. I’m not afraid of you.”
Before either of them could make a move, a commanding but lyrical voice rang through the night. 
“That’s enough, Saber. Let them go.” 
The possessor of the beautiful voice was the lady demon with the platinum hair. She stood at the top of the stairs near the church door, gazing down upon us all. Her expression stayed stone cold and unreadable. 
Saber shot her an ugly glare made even more hideous by his goat-like face. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Lore. Go back inside.”
“Do not make me come down there.” She never moved but simply stood there, staring at Saber. Blatant contempt transformed Lore’s face from unreadable to malicious.
Shoulders hunched, expression pinched, Saber thrust a finger in Arrow’s face. “Next time you don’t get to walk away.”
Rowen gave Arrow a shove before he could reply. I glanced at Lore, intrigued by the demoness who could instill fear in another so easily. Her gaze swept over me, lingering for just a moment before she turned and went back inside the church.
We continued on to the front of the building where we slipped through the fence into the small parking lot. Nobody followed.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 
 
I fished the Mustang keys out of the pocket of Jett’s ruined jeans. After letting her in the backseat, I turned to Rowen who lingered beside the car. He pulled me into a hug, and I clung tight to him, finding comfort in his warmth. 
“Are you ok?” He murmured against my ear, sighing when I nodded. “We came as soon as I saw your message.”
“Thank you.” I pressed my lips to his earlobe. It was so cold that, as the adrenaline faded, the frigid temperature took hold. “Jett and I did pretty good, all things considered. But you showed up at just the right time.”
Rowen pulled back, taking his heat with him. Casting a glare at the church grounds, he scowled. “What a fucking circus. So, what now?”
“I’m going to take Jett home.” A glance at the car revealed a wolf on the backseat with violence in her eyes. She was going to be riled up for a while. 
“We’ll follow you there. Then you can jump in with us, and I’ll take you back to your place.” Rowen ignored Arrow who made an impatient gesture from where he stood next to the BMW. 
With a nod I reluctantly let him go. The inside of the Mustang was chilly, and I hurried to start the engine. The wolf in the back made a noise of displeasure low in her throat. I met her gaze through the rearview mirror.
“Are you going to shift back?” I asked. “I sure hope you still have extra clothes stashed in here somewhere.”
She huffed and moved awkwardly on the seat, trying to settle herself. I didn’t have a clue how shapeshifting worked. All I knew was that she had control over it for the most part, except for full moon nights when the wolf insisted on running free. 
After slipping the throwing star into my wallet, I warmed my hands with a small fireball clasped between my palms before I put the car in gear and left the demon marketplace behind. Good riddance. 
Overall the roads remained in decent shape. But at this time of night with these temperatures, the occasional icy patch gleamed in the headlights. I drove carefully, maneuvering the muscle car with great care. I just wanted to get home where it was safe and warm. Also, part of me wouldn’t be able to relax until I’d given this star to Cinder.
We entered the city, leaving the demon church behind. No wonder it was located outside of town. That kind of activity would never go unnoticed inside the city. The seat heater under my rear end brought blissful warmth. My old beater didn’t have such features, so I enjoyed it while I could.
“That fucking demon almost knocked me out.” Jett’s voice from the backseat startled me. “Crank the heat up a bit higher, would you? I’m naked back here.”
“I’m aware. Are you alright? No serious injuries or anything?”
She dug around in the back, pulling the lever that popped open the backseat so she could reach inside the trunk. After pulling on a hoodie and sweatpants she clambered over the seat into the front passenger side. 
“A few bruises mostly. Nothing worth crying over.” With a pained groan she put on her seatbelt and turned to glance back at the BMW behind us. “Don’t tell him I said this, but Arrow’s timing couldn’t have been better.”
I made a pinched face, hating that she was right. “I know. That kind of thing isn’t going to help his situation with Dash though.”
“He obviously doesn’t give a shit. I think it’s the only respectable thing about him.” Finger combing her hair, Jett pulled down the visor mirror to scrutinize her face. Considering she’d fought a demon, she looked pretty damn good.
“Can’t argue there,” I muttered.
My muscles ached. A pounding started in my skull, increasing in strength with each throb. Overall I’d come out with minor injuries. The cuts from Nova’s ice shards were shallow and scabbed over. I didn’t doubt that I was littered with bruises too, but after facing someone of Nova’s caliber, I was feeling pretty good about the results. 
I slowed down to take a corner so we could head toward the downtown district when the car suddenly shook with a tremor that jerked the wheel in my hands. “What the fuck?”
Gripping the wheel hard, I fought to regain control of the steering. As I wrestled with it, the engine roared and shot ahead as if I’d stomped on the gas pedal though I’d barely touched it. 
“What’s going on?” Jett’s voice rose, and she grabbed the dash in front of her. 
“I don’t know. It’s like it’s driving itself.” Panic seized me. The more I tried to control the Mustang, the more it seemed to rebel.
In an effort to control the car, I hit the brakes. Nothing happened. The dash lights began to blink on and off. An urgent alarm dinged as the car tried to tell me something was wrong. 
“Stop the car.” Jett’s voice took on a tone I’d never heard: fear. 
“I’m trying,” I said, gearing down in the hopes that it would help slow the car. “We have no brakes.”
The Mustang listed to the right, and I managed to jerk the wheel the opposite way seconds before we wiped out a bus bench on the sidewalk. Mouth dry and palms sweaty, I searched the street ahead for any potential hazards. There was a red light ahead.
In answer to the question I had yet to ask, the overpowering stench of sulfur filled the car. Demon. It had to be Dash. Many things could be said about the demon, but making empty threats wasn’t one of them. He wanted to attack me while Rowen watched, helpless.
I didn’t know what to do. In open-mouthed horror, I could only watch as we flew through the red light. By some miracle the intersection was empty. Due to the late hour I could only hope that, however this ended, it wouldn’t involve innocent casualties. Dash didn’t give a damn about that.
“Holy shit. Holy shit.” Jett glanced down at the emergency brake between our seats. 
“No, don’t,” I shouted. “We’re going too fast. That could be suicide.”
Gearing down the transmission proved ineffective. The car was under demon control now. Nothing I did would make a difference. If Dash intended to kill us, he just might succeed.
“We need to bail out, Spike.” With a hand on the door, Jett prepared to make the jump. She had a much better chance of surviving such a thing.
The more I tried to gain control, the more the car swerved and sped up. Watching the speedometer climb higher, I grew certain that my demise grew near. Jett shouldn’t have to suffer because Dash had a problem with me. It was wrong. It shouldn’t have to be this way.
We flew through a second red light, this time narrowly missing a car whose driver honked and most likely flipped us off. Every second this nightmare continued, my panic grew until I was a shaky jumble of nerves and confusion.
“I don’t know what to do,” I cried. 
The next intersection ahead was a busy one. Even at this time of night, it wouldn’t be empty due to its location near the many downtown nightclubs. We shot past the turn off to Jett’s apartment, headed right for that busy intersection on Jasper Avenue. 
My options were limited. My gaze landed on the mostly empty grocery store parking lot across the street from The Wicked Kiss. It was our only chance to avoid flying through another intersection.
“Cock sucking, motherfucking demon. Piece of unholy garbage.” Jett’s frantic tirade sounded far away, muffled by my own terror and desperate desire to get the car off the road.
“Hold on,” I said. My mind threw images together, telling me what I had to do. I had no time to second guess anything. 
“Please don’t crash my car. Fuck. We’re totally crashing the car, aren’t we?” Her words came in a rush. Claws bit into the dash as she sought to brace herself. No bracing would help this.
The roar of blood in my ears sounded loud, thundering white noise. Surely my heart would burst at the rate it was going. Not that it would matter in a few seconds. 
Without another thought I acted on blind faith because it was all that I had in what could be my final moment. I cranked the wheel hard, fighting to get the car to respond. My heart hesitated as, for a second, the car continued on its path to destruction. Then, with a loud thump from behind us, it careened off the road, jumping the curb as it headed for the parking lot. 
Right toward the light standard in the middle. We were going to die.
Then, with another bump, the Mustang jerked into a spin with such violent force I was thrown into the steering wheel hard enough that my nose crunched, possibly broken. Jett and I shrieked in unison. It took a few seconds for me to realize we weren’t moving. The revving car hung there, suspended a foot off the ground as it balanced on the partition between the street and the parking lot.
“Jett, get out!” I shouted. “Get out now.”
Without wasting another moment I threw the door open and flung myself out of the car. Ducking my head and hitting the ground with my shoulder first, I rolled across the hard frozen earth of the partition before landing on the sidewalk with a jarring thud.
Arrow had just saved my ass. Again. 
Jett recovered faster, instinct causing her to roll and spring onto her feet. We both watched as the Mustang launched back into motion. Though, thanks to Arrow’s efforts from the BMW behind us, the Mustang moved at a much slower pace. It rolled into the light standard with a crunch of metal that tore a small cry from Jett. But other than a messed up bumper, it was fine. And so were we.
The BMW shot by like a shadow in the night, headed for the parking lot entry. I pushed myself up and, with Jett, approached the Mustang. I was wary. Was Dash done with us for tonight, or was he just getting started?
“Oh man,” Jett moaned. “My fucking car. There’s no explaining this to the insurance company. I doubt they get a lot of demon vandalism claims.”
“At least we got out when we did. That could’ve been so much worse than it was.” My voice trembled. My hands vibrated. So much adrenaline had pumped through my veins tonight, I was sure I had sucked my reserves dry.
Arrow’s BMW pulled to a stop beside the Mustang, and both brothers got out. Much to my surprise Arrow’s usual arrogant expression had been replaced by something resembling genuine concern. He didn’t look at either Jett or me, his hazel gaze fixed on the bright-red muscle car. 
“Are you guys ok?” Rowen ran his hands down my arms, over my torso, searching for any sign of injury.
“Fine,” I said. “Thanks to Arrow.”
The dark nephilim glanced up when I said his name. Our eyes met, and I was shocked by the guilt that burned in his gaze. 
How could he think this was his fault? Dash deserved all the blame. 
After ensuring Jett and I were both fine, Rowen gave her car a once over. He declared it drivable, but seeing as nobody wanted to take that risk, a tow truck was called to haul it over to his shop.
As we stood there in the winter cold, I felt nothing but the mind-numbing horror of having narrowly escaped death. I held tight to Rowen, listening with gut-wrenching sadness as he whispered, “This is because of me. You could have died because of me.”
“Don’t say that. Dash did this. Not you.” I brushed back the long piece of blue hawk that fell in his eyes. “What you’re feeling right now, that’s what Dash wants. Please, don’t let him win this battle.”
Rowen closed his eyes and shook his head, pulling me closer. There was nothing I could say to change his mind. We all knew this was because of Dash’s obsession with him. What could I say? What could I do? Staring at Rowen’s crestfallen face, I ached inside.
The tow truck arrived, and with a watchful werewolf standing over him, the driver hooked up Jett’s car. A few minutes later a white SUV pulled in. Hanna, the Doghead Alpha female, waved Jett over.
“Sorry, guys,” Jett said. “I’m not too keen on getting into another vehicle with any of you tonight. Don’t take it personally.”
How could I possibly take it personally that she’d texted Hanna for a ride? The three of us were dangerous. I almost wished I’d never asked Jett to come along tonight. We’d painted a bigger target on her back, something I never wanted.
The ride back to my apartment stayed tense. Arrow drove staring straight ahead, speaking not a word to either of us. Fingers tapping a nervous beat on the window, Rowen stared out at the city. Every few minutes he would turn to me with the cutest wrinkle in his brow and ask if I felt ok. 
No. It was impossible to be ok after a demon tried to end one’s life in a mess of twisted metal and automotive fluids. But I didn’t say that. I mustered a smile and nodded because Rowen kept beating himself up; I could see it every time his eyes of fire landed on me.
My face hurt. With every passing moment the pain intensified until I was counting the blocks, praying we’d get to my place safely so I could stuff myself with painkillers. The bruise from Arrow’s bottle felt like it had been pounded with a brick. The bridge of my nose seemed to be at least twice its usual size, and my eyes watered.
We had just turned onto my street when my phone buzzed in my purse. Afraid it might be Jett, I grabbed for it right away. The call ID said it was Tash, but she certainly hadn’t sent it. A photo of Tash filled the screen. Red hair spread across a white pillowcase, eyes closed, she was asleep.
Which meant that Dash was in her room. Right now. Sending a photo while Tash was completely helpless. 
My hand flew to my mouth as I smothered a gasp. Rowen spun in his seat to find me in frozen horror. 
“Spike, what is it?”
Shaking my head I passed him the phone. “It’s Tash. He’s in her house. Sending me another message, because a near death experience wasn’t enough.”
“Should I go over there?” Arrow spoke for the first time since we got into the car. 
“No.” Rowen passed the phone back to me and opened his door. “We’re staying here. Both of us. Tash will be fine. He won’t hurt her. Not if he’s playing this game the way I think he is.” His certainty had a foreboding air that set my teeth on edge.
Arrow gaped at Rowen, his hand hovering over the ignition. “We’re both staying? Is that really necessary? I’ve been fine for almost twenty-four hours. You guys don’t need to go all Mom and Dad on me.”
“Arrow.” There was no room for argument in Rowen’s tone. He sounded tired, weary, bordering on the edge of wrath.
“Fine.” With exaggerated actions Arrow turned off the car and flung his door open.
I scrambled out behind them, searching the night around us. Dash had done a good job of ensuring I no longer felt safe anywhere, especially my own home. Despite the wards on my apartment that kept demons out, it didn’t stop them from accessing the building, the grounds, the neighborhood. Maybe that was Dash’s goal. To terrorize me to the point of never leaving my apartment.
“Don’t let him steal your peace.” Rowen’s hand felt warm when he grabbed mine. “That’s what he wants, Spike. Don’t give it to him.”
“Can we hurry the hell up and get inside? It’s fucking cold out here.” Arrow ushered us along to the front door. 
I pulled my keys out, eager to get out of the cold. When Koda stepped out of the shadows to block my path, I wasn’t surprised, just exasperated. 
“Look, Koda, I’m tired. Can we do this another time?” Was I expecting that to work? Not really but a girl can hope. 
With black wings flared wide to block our access to the lobby, Koda shook his head and held out a hand. “I know you have the throwing star, Spike. I need you to give it to me.”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
 
I looked the demon right in the eye and lied. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“I watched you take it from Nova.” Koda sounded dreadfully calm. 
“You’ve been following me?” My mind raced. Had he been on my tail all night? “Are you the one who crashed Jett’s car?”
He lifted a dark brow in confusion. “What? No, of course not. I would never do that. I stayed at the Black Market after you left, until about two minutes ago.”
“You fucking liar,” Arrow accused, stepping closer to me on one side. Rowen mirrored him on the other. “You can’t have Spike for yourself, so you were all too happy to take her out like Dash told you to.”
Koda’s gaze flashed with fury, brightening with the surge of emotion. “Dash handles his business his way. He knows I would never be part of something like that, which is why I didn’t even know about it.”
“Bullshit,” Arrow muttered for no other reason that to piss the demon off further.
Dismissing Arrow with a glare, Koda reached toward me. “Your death is something I would never be part of. Whether you believe me or not is irrelevant. It’s the truth.”
“Go away, Koda.” Worn out and annoyed, I tried to shove by him, slapping his reaching arm aside. 
With one of those huge wings he pushed me back. “Give me the star and I’ll leave. This doesn’t have to end badly.”
Koda and Cinder had recently come to blows. There was no way in hell I was giving Koda something that would weaken Cinder. 
“You’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead hands,” I said, feeling neither brave nor confident, just fed up. 
Koda’s expression went through several changes in a matter of seconds: irritation to sullen discouragement to outrage. “As you wish.” With a flick of his wrist, he sent Rowen and Arrow flying. Then he lunged at me.
As I threw my hands up, he crashed into me. A fireball exploded in his face, and he gave an angry shriek before throwing himself back, too late, in an attempt to retreat.
I stumbled and landed on the sidewalk hard enough to knock the breath from my lungs. Knowing Koda’s manic bipolar mood swings were unpredictable, I forced myself to get up.
With a frustrated cry I launched several fireballs in a row, each one smaller than the last as my energy waned. I’d burned pretty much all I had in the fight with Nova. The bounce back time was much longer for us half-human types. 
The first two attacks pushed Koda back. The last two were frozen as he hit them with ice, causing them to shatter on impact against the frozen concrete. 
Bent over with my hands on my knees, panting from overexertion, I watched as the brothers came at the demon. Shadows snaked around Koda’s limbs, binding him like shackles. A blast of light from Rowen in the center of his chest had him seizing in pain as he fought the shadowed restraints. 
“Spike, go,” Rowen shouted. “Get inside.”
It took a few seconds for my body to catch up with my brain as it tried to listen to him. Though I was reluctant to leave them, they could handle themselves. After retrieving my keys from where they’d fallen on the sidewalk, I bolted for the door. 
My first attempt at jamming the main door key in the lock resulted in me having the key upside down. “Shit,” I hissed, turning the key around. 
I made it inside and onto the stairs in two strides, but I only made it halfway up before Koda appeared at the top. With a racket behind me, the guys caught the door before it closed and scrambled inside.
“You know you can’t win this fight,” Koda said, staring down at me from the top stair. “You’re just too damn tired. Your aura is weak. Give up. I’d rather not hurt you.”
“I’m not tired,” Arrow piped up with a crack of his knuckles. “And I’m pretty sure you’re cool with hurting me.”
Koda spared him a glower that could melt glass. “Much to the horror of your ego, Arrow, I don’t really give a rat’s ass about you either way. You’re just another of Dash’s whipping boys. But if you want a beat down to satisfy your need for atonement, I’ll be happy to oblige.”
A strange energy descended, making the atmosphere heavy with contempt. Koda and Arrow might be part of the same demon coven, but that didn’t make them family or even friends. It barely made them allies. Demons formed attachments out of necessity, but they could never trust one another. I was pretty sure, for the most part, they didn’t even like one another. There was certainly no love lost between Koda and Arrow.
“You won’t lay a beating on me though, will you?” The words cut through the demonic haze. Climbing the stairs, gaze level on the demon, Rowen issued the challenge with a smooth delivery. “Because Dash would be pissed if you inadvertently kill me. And for some reason, you guys need me.”
I recalled what Koda had said about Dash and him, their desire to replace Rhine in their evil triad. Rowen was probably right in that Koda wouldn’t kill him, but pain and suffering remained a definite possibility.
Koda watched the advancing nephilim with disdain. He wasn’t easily bullied. Not by Dash, so sure as hell not by a nephilim.
“Actually, Dash needs you. I don’t share his enthusiasm for Rhine’s second son.” Raising a hand, Koda hit both brothers with an energy shot that threw them down the stairs.
His words left me confused. As part of the triad, wouldn’t Koda also want to fill the missing link? He didn’t give me a chance to ask. 
Koda moved fast. In a blink he lurched behind me, an arm around my neck and a blade to my throat. He jerked me back against the stair railing and lowered his mouth to my ear. “I really don’t want to do this,” he said. “You give me no choice. I want that star.”
“Then why didn’t you take it from Nova yourself?” I spat back. 
“I didn’t even know he had it until I followed you tonight. Now all I have to do is take it from you.” The blade bit deeper into my skin as Koda turned me to face the guys. “Try anything and Spike bleeds. Got it?”
Rowen stayed back, hands up in surrender. Arrow shifted his weight from foot to foot, like he was sizing up the situation, preparing to make a move. Rowen watched his brother, ready to pounce if he did anything that would result in Koda slicing my throat. 
“You won’t do it.” Arrow shook his head and took a step forward. “You love her in some fucked up way. You’re not going to kill her, and really, over a friggin’ throwing star? Get real.”
Sassing the demon who held a Hell-forged blade to my throat was not smart. However, Arrow himself typically acted first and thought eventually, if at all. Rowen elbowed him in the ribs, but Arrow slipped out of reach.
“Says the dark nephilim who came to her aid back at the Black Market.” Koda’s laugh rumbled in his chest behind my head. “Is it really because she’s your brother’s girl, or is there a little more to it?”
Demon games. Koda sought to create a crack in the solid foundation of the brothers’ bond. It wouldn’t work. Not for a moment would I suspect Arrow felt anything more for me than alternating irritation and reluctant friendship. 
The skepticism on Rowen’s face said he didn’t believe it either. “Let her go, Koda. Fight me. If you can kick my ass, we’ll give you the star.”
“Why would I bother with that when I can just take it?” Koda’s grip tightened. Between clenched teeth he said, “Hand it over, Spike. Nice and slow. I’ll give you to the count of three.”
My first recovery mission couldn’t end in failure. I’d fought Nova so hard, given it all I had. Only to have Koda steal my prize? Discouraging, to say the least. 
What could I do? Was I willing to die for this throwing star? 
When the first trickle of blood slid down my neck, I knew I had no choice. Slowly I reached for my purse. Feeling like a screw up, I slipped my hand inside and fumbled for my wallet.
“No, Spike, don’t give it to him.” Arrow’s encouragement was lost amid the noise of my inner voice that screamed at me to do anything it took to survive. 
Rowen stood stiff, looking as lost and helpless as I felt. Was this what it meant to be light? To stand in the face of darkness and cower? No, there had to be more than that. We were the good guys. 
Just as my hand closed on my wallet, in the moment when I accepted defeat, a bright, blinding light filled the lobby. Cinder appeared one step above us. He grabbed Koda’s knife hand and wrenched it away from me in a swift move that resulted in an audible pop followed by a pained grunt.
Cinder didn’t stop there. He jerked on that arm twisted behind Koda’s back, using it to haul him off his feet. Slamming the demon into the stairs, Cinder recited something in that old language of angels and demons. It must have been a prayer or benediction of sorts because it had Koda shrieking. Smoke rose up from his body as he struggled against the angel. 
Gripping the railing I ascended the steps backward, my gaze locked on the two of them. Cinder in action, something I seldom saw, left me awestruck. Even limited as he was in a public place and in a human form, he gave Koda a holy beat down that made me want to cheer.
In the right time and place, Koda could have put up a better fight. Still, one on one, he would never beat Cinder. No wonder he wanted the star.
The stench of sulfur filled the lobby. Koda’s smoking flesh began to blacken. In a guttural voice he cursed at Cinder in both English and their otherworldly language. 
Unable to breathe, I turned and fled up the stairs with Rowen and Arrow hot on my heels. Cinder didn’t need us.
Once inside the safe confines of my apartment, I could breathe again. 
“Well, that was eye opening,” Arrow remarked, kicking his boots off and heading for the fridge. “Note to self. Never fuck with Cinder.”
“You could just join the light,” Rowen suggested. “Then you’ll never have to worry about it.”
Arrow scowled and popped the cap off a bottle of beer. “Don’t even go there, bro. I’m not up for that argument again.”
Again? I raised a brow and glanced at Rowen who shrugged and shook his head. Interesting.
The warmth of the apartment comforted me, but it also made me realize just how cold I’d become. Deep in my bones, I felt the chill. I longed for a hot shower, but knowing Cinder would pop in any minute, I changed into warm, fleece-lined pants and a robe instead. The coffee maker called my name. The promise of a hot latte drew me to the kitchen where I busied myself making a cup.
Arrow sprawled across the couch with beer in hand while Rowen stuffed a hand towel with ice cubes. This was starting to become far too regular a thing for my liking. Now that my body was adjusting to the warmth, my nose was beginning to throb with greater intensity. Son of a bitch that hurt. 
“You need to sit down and put this on your face.” Rowen shoved the ice-packed towel at me and scrutinized the small cut on my neck. 
“Do I look worse than Arrow?” I asked. “Because if so, I’m not leaving the house until it heals.”
“How badly are you hurt? I mean, other than your face.” The concern etched in Rowen’s fine features tugged on my heartstrings. 
I opened my robe and lifted my shirt to show him the small cuts I’d sustained from Nova’s ice shards. “Could be worse.”
A shadow crossed Rowen’s face, and foreboding crept up my spine. “You could’ve been killed, Spike. Several times tonight in fact. This shit is getting too dangerous.”
“Well it’s kind of what we signed on for, right?” I tried for a smile, hoping to ease his mind. 
So used to taking care of Arrow, Rowen felt that he had to take care of me too. And although it made me fall even more in love with him, it also created a need to prove that I could take care of myself. I realized that he wanted so badly to protect those he loved that he was willing to put his soul on the line to do that. I couldn’t let that happen.
“No, it’s not. You signed on to fight for what’s right, not to die because of me.” He grabbed my hand, stopping it mid-motion as I stirred sugar into my latte. The fire in his eyes blazed with desperate disquiet. “We can’t wait around to see what Dash tries next. I have to do something.”
I froze. A sick feeling erupted in the pit of my stomach. “What does that mean?”
In my peripheral vision I saw Arrow sit up on the couch and look our way. My chest tightened. Rowen thought he had to save us both from Dash. I knew what he was going to say, but I didn’t want to hear it.
“I don’t know.” With a deep sigh, Rowen released my hand and leaned heavily against the counter. “Maybe I should go see Dash. I think it’s time for us to talk.”
“No!” Arrow and I shouted in unison. 
“Dude, get that thought out of your damn head right now,” Arrow growled vehemently. “That is exactly what he wants you to do. Don’t you see that? You cannot play right into his hands, no matter what he does to me or to Spike. I’m sure she agrees with me.”
Wrapping my chilled hands around the hot coffee mug, I reveled in the heat, but my stomach continued to flip. “Most definitely. You have to stay away from him, Rowen. If you go to him, he wins.”
“And what about you two? How am I supposed to live with it if he keeps going after you guys? There’s got to be something I can do.” Scrubbing a hand over his face, Rowen muttered several F-bombs beneath his breath. 
Stifling a few of my own, I reached to run a hand over the back of his neck, massaging gently. “Please, don’t let emotion make your decisions for you. Dealing with demons has to be a matter of calm logic. Dash is manipulating your emotions. It’s the only reason he’s doing the shit he’s done. Just be patient. Think it through, and then think it through again. Ok?”
Rowen leaned into my touch. Eyes closed, his breath came out in a rush followed by a strangled groan. “Ok. You’re right. I need to sleep on it.”
I exchanged a look with Arrow, who appeared pretty damn freaked out right then. Despite being dark, he didn’t want that for Rowen, though it hadn’t always been that way. In spite of himself, Arrow was evolving into someone almost respectable.
Cinder materialized in the dining area between the kitchen and living room. His dirty-blond hair stood in disarray, and a satisfied smile graced his lips. A mischievous sparkle lit his violet eyes, which I didn’t see often.
“Maybe Cinder can convince Rowen to stay away from Dash.” Arrow used his beer bottle to point accusingly at his brother.
Cinder’s smile faded as he surveyed the three of us. “What did I miss?”
Before I could open my mouth and downplay my many near death experiences, Arrow kept on yapping. It wasn’t that I wanted to hide it from Cinder. I’d wanted to speak with him alone, when Rowen wasn’t around. So much for that.
“Dash tried to kill her and Jett. He ran their car off the road. I may have somewhat saved the day.” Like the arrogant piece of work that he was, Arrow rubbed his fingernails on his jacket in an I’m a big shot kind of gesture.
“Ember? What happened?” Cinder pulled out a chair at the table and sat down, motioning for me to join him. 
Grabbing Rowen’s hand, I pulled him along with me. Sitting down seemed like a really great idea. Hell, I was ready to hit the sack, but that wasn’t going to happen just yet.
I recounted the events of my evening, starting with the visit to the Black Market. As I spoke I could see Cinder growing tense. That was when it hit me, the severity of the situation. Cinder’s seal of protection over me wasn’t enough anymore. Dash had decided risking his wrath was worth it if it put Rowen right where he wanted him.
“I had thought it would take Dash longer to reach this point,” Cinder said. “His desire to replace Rhine has become an obsession.”
“Can’t you just go kick his ass or something?” Arrow had resumed his usual position, sprawled on the couch. Lazily lifting the bottle to his lips, he drained it dry and then held the empty out as if he expected me to jump up and get him another.
Cinder turned to him with a frown. “What would that accomplish? You saw what I did to Koda. All it did was force him back to the other side where he will recover and grow in his rage until he returns. There is no death for demons. Rash actions only breed more of the same.”
“I’m sure there’s something you can do,” Arrow insisted. “You’re an angel. Doesn’t that give you some kind of superiority you can lord over him?”
“Arrow, there is so much you don’t understand. Sure, I could put Dash on a leash and parade him around like a dog, but that would only reduce me to his level. That is not how this war will be won.” Patient and kind, Cinder spoke to Arrow in a way that Dash probably never had. Like he had the potential to be more than he was if only he would try.
“I need to do something before someone I love ends up dead.” Rowen spoke, drawing Cinder’s attention. “If Dash hurts Arrow or Spike—I mean really hurts them—I’ll have to live with that for the rest of my life. And I can’t. I just can’t. Not if I can do anything to stop it.”
Cinder regarded Rowen with calm understanding. “Your determination to protect others will take you to many great places. However, you must follow what you know to be right, which is not always what it may seem. Trust where your heart leads you, but question its motives.”
Rowen laughed, a short harsh sound. His eyes were bloodshot with dark circles of fatigue beneath them. “That’s the problem. I can’t stop questioning it, but the answer is the same. Every time.”
The two of them shared a look. They seemed to communicate without a word, leaving me to wonder what I was missing here. Rowen was obviously having an attack of conscience. I wished I could make him see that it wasn’t his job to save us. In fact, as far as I knew, it was mine. If only I knew how I was supposed to do that. 
Maybe it was time for me to back off. Giving in to Dash’s demands wasn’t what I wanted, but if it would keep everyone safe, perhaps it would be for the best.
“Try not to take on more burdens than you can safely bear,” Cinder said with an encouraging smile. “There is a reason you’re called to work together as a team.”
His words felt like they were meant for me too. I was pressuring myself to be a leader when I barely knew how to be a part of the team. It was a learning curve that only time would solve. The problem was I didn’t know how much time we had.
“Why do they want him so bad, Cinder?” I asked before I could stop myself. “Koda told me Dash wants to use Rowen to replace Rhine in their triad of power. He said they can’t use Arrow. But he wouldn’t tell me why. Do you know?”
Arrow sat up again, looking alert despite the late hour. “I’d sure like to know. Dash doesn’t tell me shit.”
Cinder’s gaze dropped but not before I saw the flicker of recognition in his eyes. He knew something, but for some reason he was trying to find a way to avoid telling us without lying. Whatever he said next, it would be true, as angels never lie, but it would also be incomplete.
“I’m aware Dash seeks to replace Rhine with his second son,” Cinder began, picking his words carefully. “While I don’t know all of his intentions, I suspect Rhine’s incarceration left Dash and Koda in a tough position. Anything they did as a trio cannot be replicated without him. More than likely Dash believes that Rowen will yield the greater chance of success. He was never meant to exist, and when someone who’s not supposed to be here is here, there’s a good reason for it. The dark wants to exploit that.”
“So you don’t know anything?” Skepticism dripped from Arrow’s voice. He stalked into the kitchen to deposit his empty bottle on the counter before fetching a fresh one from the fridge. “I find that hard to believe.”
Cinder’s watchful gaze followed Arrow as he popped the cap off the bottle and raised it to his lips. “There are any number of reasons for Dash to want his triad back together. While I have my suspicions, I’m not at liberty to share them with any of you. Yet.”
Arrow scoffed, throwing Cinder some undeserved attitude. “Sounds about right. Nobody tells us shit, but we’re the ones getting fucked over.”
“Hey, Arrow, back off,” Rowen interjected. “You chose the dark. You chose to serve Dash. You fucked yourself over. Don’t give Cinder shit for that.”
“It’s alright, Rowen.” Cinder held up a hand as he tried to keep the brothers calm. Turning to Arrow, he said, “If you want answers so bad, let me dig around in your memory. If we can find out why Dash had you kill Vicky, we might be better able to determine exactly why he wants Rowen.”
A glower crept across Arrow’s face. Like a sullen child he scowled at each of us in turn. “Fine. Then you’ll see that I didn’t do it willingly, and I’ll be off the hook for that shit.”
“I must warn you, it will be painful.” Cinder rose and gestured to the couch. “You should lie down.”
For a moment I thought Arrow would refuse. His stubborn expression was almost comical. Then he plunked the beer down on the table hard enough to cause it to foam up and spill over. 
“Let’s get this over with.” In dramatic fashion, Arrow threw himself on the couch, a hand up over his head.
Despite the yawn that threatened and the heavy pull of my eyelids, I wanted to see what happened next. I leaned forward in my chair, curious and apprehensive. Rowen moved to the easy chair adjacent to the couch where he sat stiff and silent. Cinder stood next to the couch, looking down at Arrow who sneered up at him with an unspoken challenge on his face. 
“Are you ready?” Cinder asked.
Arrow gestured impatiently. I wanted to slap him. Cinder remained unaffected by such things. He stretched out a hand and laid it on Arrow’s forehead. 
For a moment nothing happened. Then Arrow’s body convulsed and he cried out. The sound choked off partway, as if the pain had grown so great he couldn’t even scream. 
Cinder’s eyes closed as he concentrated. Arrow continued to twitch and moan. My pulse raced as I watched Cinder dig through Arrow’s memories, searching for the night Vicky died. Soon we would know what actually happened that night. My own memories of it weren’t going to fade any time soon. Finding a blood-covered Arrow at my door had been horrifying.
Sweat broke out on his brow. He writhed about on the couch as if struggling against some unseen force. His breath came fast and ragged. Though I was certain Cinder would never do anything to genuinely harm Arrow, Rowen didn’t look so sure. As he watched he worked a hand through his hair and chewed his lip, as if fighting to keep from interrupting.
Arrow shot up with a hoarse shout, gasping for breath. Sweat ran down his brow. He swiped it away with his sleeve. Eyes wide, chest heaving, he stared at the floor for several minutes while we waited with torturous anticipation.
“I remember what happened,” Arrow said, dragging his gaze to Cinder. “Did you see it?”
Cinder nodded, standing back to give Arrow breathing space. “I did.”
“I killed Vicky.” Arrow’s announcement lacked the element of surprise, and I felt awful for believing the worst in him even though I’d been right. “But I didn’t want to. Dash forced me to do it. He said it was her or Spike, said he’d make me do it.”
A chill racked me. From deep inside my bones, the cold draped me in a cloak of terror that choked off my voice. 
“Why either of them at all?” Rowen asked looking bewildered. 
“Dash needed the heart of a young female for a ritual. He got all worked up talking about it. Said time is running short.” Grabbing two fistfuls of his disheveled black hair, Arrow sank back into the cushions. “That’s all I know.”
Simultaneously Rowen and I looked to Cinder for some kind of clarification. The longer I stared at him, the more aware I became of the wings tucked against his back. When I looked closely at Rowen, I could see his too. Tapping into my angelic sight was getting easier.
“There’s a rare celestial event coming up. An alignment of specific planets and stars,” Cinder said. “Such events are powerful, and many rituals will be conducted. Though I pray that I’m wrong, I believe Dash may be planning to unleash Rowen’s full power, all at once.”
Having one of the answers we needed didn’t help the situation. My worry for Rowen skyrocketed when I saw the determined set to his jaw. This was all about him, as it had been from the beginning, before the night we met.
“Isn’t that dangerous?” I asked, fearing the response. Nephilim came into their abilities gradually, a natural revelation of power. But we were limited by our mortality. What would such a thing do to Rowen?
I flashed back to the night Arrow and I had found Rowen at Dash’s house. He’d been in a ritual circle, bound to a crucifix in a mocking display of cruelty. Something had happened to him there, something that resulted in Rowen being gifted with wings. He’d been pretty out of it when we found him, unable to remember anything but the torment. Had Dash already tried to unleash his powers? Dear God.
“Yes.” True to his nature, Cinder was honest no matter how hard it was to hear. “Forcing such a thing can be detrimental to both his physical and mental health. Should he survive it, there’s no telling what the repercussions may be.”
I made a little noise that I tried to stifle, something between a sigh and a whimper. Dash was willing to destroy Rowen to get what he wanted from him, and he was ready to take Arrow and me out in order to do it. Tears pricked the back of my eyes. I didn’t see how we could possibly beat the demon. 
“Well, that explains why Dash is so desperate that he’s willing to go to these lengths to force me to go to him.” Rowen’s amber gaze landed on me, softening before turning to Arrow. “And it confirms that I need to go to him before he kills you guys.”
I shook my head vigorously but didn’t speak. I wasn’t sure I could without crying. 
Arrow had no such problems. “Dude, don’t sacrifice yourself for us. That would be like giving up, and after the shit I’ve been put through, no way in hell I’m letting you do that.” He reached for the beer on the table.
Cinder swiped it. The angel headed for the kitchen where he poured the beer out and fetched a glass of water, which he brought back to the irritated nephilim instead. “Drink this. And then drink some more.”
“Arrow, I don’t expect you to understand,” Rowen began.
“Why? Because I’m just a dark, evil asshole?”
“Something like that.”
“Fuck you, bro.”
“Guys,” I interrupted with a raised hand. “Please, no more tonight. I need a break. Can we just get some sleep? You can fight about it over breakfast.”
Much to my utter surprise, they both fell quiet.
I couldn’t take it all in. My mind refused to continue to entertain all I’d just heard. My body ached, and all I wanted right then was to curl up in bed with Rowen and pretend we weren’t counting down to some planetary event that might tear us apart.
“Ember,” Cinder spoke softly, pulling me out of my thoughts. “The throwing star? Do you have it?”
With a nod I got up to dig the star out of my wallet. Cinder followed me to my purse in the kitchen and pulled me into a hug that I didn’t want but needed. My vision grew blurry with unshed tears. Producing the star I carefully handed it to him. “Why did you send me on this mission? I’m not sure I’m cut out for this job after all. Nova didn’t make it easy, that’s for sure.”
Cinder’s warm laughter chased away the cold that had settled inside me. “You did wonderfully. And you brought the star back. I’d say you did a fine job.”
“I felt like a lamb in a lion’s den.”
“You were never alone, sweet girl.” With a gentle hand he tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear. 
“You were there?” I asked.
“No, but Koda was. I knew he would never let those vultures bring you serious harm. That’s one of the paradoxes of demons. At times their own selfish desires lead them to help us.” He shot me a secretive smile, as if sharing something exclusive just to the two of us. “Although I knew you could handle it. I never would have sent you if I didn’t know you’d rise to the challenge. Believe in yourself, Ember. You’re quite an amazing person.”
With a kiss on my forehead and a smile meant to encourage, Cinder left me in the kitchen, standing between debilitating fear and reassurance. Fear versus faith, I couldn’t serve both.
Glancing at the brothers who sat in tense silence as the wee hours of the morning ticked away, I knew I had to choose faith. If only fear didn’t fight so hard to win that battle…
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 
 
“That’s when he smacked my ass, and I knew he wasn’t the one,” Rubi laughed. “I need to be the one doing the spanking.”
Laughter filled the dressing room as Rubi told us girls about the university guy she’d been seeing. We were gathered in the dressing room upstairs at The Spirit Room, getting ready to perform. The coffee table was littered with glasses, bottles, and shooters. After spending the last few days holed up in my apartment hiding from the world, working on web design, and pretending I had a normal life, it was nice to be back here with my band.
“My, my, Rubi. I didn’t know you were such a freak in the sack. I’m sure there are plenty of guys downstairs who would love to get a spanking from you.” With a snicker, Jett tossed back a shot glass filled with tequila and sucked a wedge of lime into her mouth. 
“I’m not really into that whole spanking, tying each other up stuff,” Tash said, dragging a comb through her long, vibrant red hair. “I don’t see the appeal.”
Jett scoffed. “Just a little ass play, right, Tash? Sounds like you just need a good hair pulling and a few slaps on the ass. Doesn’t Mr. Country get rough with you every now and then? That shit is hot. You’re missing out.”
“Come on, Spike, back me up. You and Rowen don’t go in for the kinky stuff, do you?” Tash asked, causing each girl to look my way.
I almost spat the mouthful of screwdriver I’d sipped. “I don’t think we’ve reached that point in our relationship.”
“Prude,” Jett said, tucking a joint between her burgundy lips.  
“What can I say?” I shrugged. “I’m a good girl.”
Tossing her head of purple hair, Jett cackled. “Sure you are. You’re a liar too.”
I shoved out of my chair and went to the mirror to finger comb my hair. It fell about my shoulders in long, loose waves. Black and silver eye shadow paired with my favorite red lipstick completed my look. 
The worst of the remaining bruises on my face were hidden by cover up. Six-inch leather boots, tight black jeans and a black top with a sheer back that showed off the wings tattooed on my back comprised my outfit. A spiked bracelet adorned one wrist, a leather cuff on the other. 
All I wanted was to get on stage and unleash the pent up emotion that had been building in me for the past few nights. At Cinder’s insistence Rowen had promised to hold off on making any snap decisions or sudden moves. It wasn’t easy for him. When we were apart I found myself calling and texting just to make sure he hadn’t done anything reckless.
“We have a meeting with Joe on Monday.” Jett took a pull off the joint before passing it to me. “Guess we’ll find out whose recording he likes better.”
I stared at the spliff in my hand for a moment before passing it to Rubi. I didn’t want to mellow out. Not tonight. I needed to feel the vitriol and angst that Dash had planted within me, if for no other reason than to help me purge it on stage.
“I don’t even care anymore,” I said. Letting out an angry huff of air, I grabbed my drink and finished it in two swallows. “I’m ready to let Arrow have it. He wants it so damn bad, he must have a reason.”
“Yes,” Jett said slowly, dragging that word out as she tapped a long fingernail on the table. “I wonder what exactly that reason might be.”
I shot her a dark glare. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
She grinned, flashing perfect white teeth. “Oh nothing. Nothing at all.”
The bass from downstairs pounded through the floor as Sacred Stone began their set. Ever since the Battle of the Bands event, their band, along with ours and Molly’s Chamber, had been launched to new levels of popularity in the city. Thanks to the world wide web, we were starting to see an increase in hits on our site and social media as well. Sharing the local spotlight with guys like Paul Webber and his buddies left a sour taste in my mouth, but if it came with the territory, then so be it. All things considered, as a rock musician I felt proud of all of us. 
“So, Spike, I hate to bring down the mood here, but I need to ask you about something weird I found on my phone.” Grasping the music note pendant hanging from a chain around her neck, Tash slid it back and forth on the chain in a nervous gesture. 
I knew where this was going. “The photo of you sleeping that was sent to my phone? Yeah, I saw it. I’m so sorry, Tash. I never thought you guys would get caught up in all this.”
“I just have to know, should we be afraid for our safety?” Tash motioned to Rubi and then herself. “I know there’s a lot of shit you and Jett can’t always share with us, but if we’re in some kind of danger, we need to know.”
Jett flopped back against the couch cushions, blowing purple bangs out of her eyes. Concern marred Rubi’s face, turning her smile into a frown. I exchanged a look with Jett, who shrugged, leaving it up to me to decide what to tell them.
“You know I love you all like the sisters I never had,” I started, feeling my way through. “That photo was sent by someone who wanted me to know he could access any of you at any time. It was a threat meant to unsettle me, and it worked. I’ve already had a ward put on your homes to keep it from happening again. I promise you, I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”
Tash considered this, accepting it with a nod.
First chance I got after the insanity from a few nights ago I’d asked Cinder to ward their houses. A ward wasn’t much, but it was a start. However, keeping Dash away would take something more. I just wished I knew what that was.
The anguish I’d been holding inside bubbled up to flood me with a sea of despair. Dash was willing to hurt those I cared about to keep me from being with Rowen, to get me out of the way. I was torn, caught between protecting my best friends or the love of my life. How could I fight evil when either choice threatened someone I loved?
“Don’t worry your pretty red head, Tash. Spike’s a serious badass. She’ll take care of things.” In an attempt to lighten the mood, Jett passed out a shot glass to each of us. “Now, in the meantime, let’s go rock this city’s face off. I hear there’s a multi-band summer tour in the works, and we belong on it.”
Jett’s contagious enthusiasm made the girls join in, sharing her eagerness, chattering excitedly about what being on such a tour could do for us. I wanted to be excited too, but Dash’s threats weighed heavily on my mind. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to my friends because of me. 
Knowing that made it much easier to understand Rowen’s current internal battle. The choices we faced left us screwed either way. Perhaps the solution should have been obvious, but it wasn’t. 
By the time we headed downstairs to set up our gear, I’d sunken so far into a place of anger and unrest that I struggled to hide my feelings. With a few drinks in my system, I was leaning more toward wrath than misery. Dash could only have power over me, and my friends, if I allowed it. As I tuned my guitar, I repeated that to myself. 
A quick scan of the nightclub revealed that Rowen and Arrow had yet to arrive. They were playing after us. Greyson and Sam worked the crowd, the latter ensuring Jett saw him blow her a kiss. 
“One of these days I’m going to fuck that boy senseless so he finally accepts that he can’t handle me.” 
“If I point out that you’re blushing, are you going to slap me?” I braced for the slap as the question left my lips. 
In true Jett fashion she twisted one of the pegs on my guitar before I could fend her off. “I do not blush. And you need to lighten up. You’ve been in a mood all night. You think you’re hiding it, but I know you.”
I picked through the strings, ensuring each one sounded just right before moving on to the next. “I’m worried and I can’t shake it. No matter what I do, someone will get hurt.”
“What does Cinder tell you in times like this?” 
“To take it one day at a time.” 
“Then there you go.” She gave me an approving slap on the ass. “Leave your worries behind and pour your heart on the stage. Come on; let’s grab a drink before we play.”
We left Tash and Rubi to finish with their gear and weaved our way through the growing crowd toward the bar.
Koda made no attempt to hide his presence. He leaned against the far wall near the emergency exit where he could survey the entire building. Dressed all in black, he blended in with the rock crowd. Our eyes met across the distance. He gave a slight nod, and I jerked my gaze away, refusing to acknowledge him further. Getting pissed off about his constant stalking would only encourage it. And right now, Koda wasn’t my biggest concern, though after the shit he pulled in my lobby, he was definitely on my radar.
I’d almost made it to the bar when I noticed Jett was no longer with me. After a quick glance around, I found her at Sam and Greyson’s table, leaning over Sam to give him an eyeful of cleavage. Alexa, the owner of The Wicked Kiss, stalked away from the table, moving with a stealth and grace only the undead possessed. She looked pissed.
“What was that all about?” I asked as I joined Jett at the guys’ table, jerking my thumb to where the blonde disappeared through the exit.
“She was looking for Arrow,” Sam said, his eyes barely straying from Jett’s ample bosom. “She’s had a beef with him since her friend ODed on some of his shit. Should’ve been here the night she came in and threw him up against that pillar there. That was great.”
Sam laughed as he retold the story, but I was only half listening. Jez had ODed on stuff she’d bought from Arrow? I rarely saw her here. I’d had no idea that my neighbor was a user and that Arrow was her supplier. No wonder Alexa hated him. My own feelings toward him were conflicted, to say the least.
“You know, Sammy, if you don’t stop flirting with me, I might have to give you what you’re asking for.” With a sexy grin Jett redirected the conversation, having no problem keeping his attention. “And then you’ll be sorry.”
A spark of mischief in his dark eyes, Sam smiled and ran a hand through his short, brown hair. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
Their flirty banter continued until Greyson and I shared an eye roll. I was about to drag Jett away when a low voice in my ear caused my stomach to drop. 
“And here we have the light nephilim in her natural environment,” the voice purred. “But don’t be fooled. She’s not as squeaky clean as she appears.”
I spun on a heel to find myself staring into red eyes with silver flecks. Nova’s eyes. 
“What the hell are you doing here?” I blurted, unable to hide my surprise. “I won that throwing star fair and square. So if you’re here for another round, you can forget it.”
Nova had the nerve to look offended. “I just told you, I’m here to see you in your natural environment. Can’t blame me for being curious about you after the fight you put up the other night.”
His appearance was drastically different from the night at the Black Market. Other than the red eyes, he looked wholly human. His long, black hair was sleek and shiny. Gone was the warrior-style robe. In a leather jacket, t-shirt, and jeans he was as human as anyone else here. Except he wasn’t. When I studied him carefully, the way Cinder had taught me, I was able to see the horns, wings, and tail I knew he had. Now that I knew how to see a demon’s real appearance, I was afraid of doing it. I imagined there were many things I’d rather not see.
“I already have one demon stalker, and I’m really not too keen on having another.” I wasn’t afraid, mostly because such a public place offered some safety. However it would be foolish not to be wary. 
Nova’s gaze strayed across the room to where Koda stood. I risked a quick peek to find Koda shoving angrily through people as he came right for us. 
“It seems that I’ve upset your stalker,” Nova snickered. There was no fear in him. In fact, he looked delighted. 
“You know I come here to get away from demon bullshit. If you have something to say to me, find another way. And if you just want to be a creep, then don’t bother. As you can see, I’ve already got one.”
Nova’s grin met my scowl. He cocked his head to one side and studied me, his gaze traveling over my attire. “Well, you are the keeper of the Midnight Star. Unwanted attention comes with the territory. It’s not usually a woman so I imagine that really piques the curiosity.”
“Is that what piques yours?” I dared to ask, leery of peering into those incubus eyes for too long. Koda would be upon us any moment. I didn’t plan to stick around.
“Somewhat. Although it was the way you managed to kick my ass that really got me intrigued. You’ve got the fire, little thief. And I don’t just mean the element.” Nova’s cool appraisal rivaled the heat in his stare. 
I took a few steps back, needing some distance between us.
Then Koda burst between us, shoving me even farther away from the incubus. Ignoring my protest, he rounded on Nova. “What the fuck are you doing?” Koda snarled, fists clenched. “You have no business here.”
Nova turned that same appraising gaze on Koda, sizing him up before laughing right in his face. “What’s wrong, Koda? Afraid I’ll seduce Ember away from you? I suppose I do have the advantage.”
“Having to mind fuck someone to seduce them isn’t really an advantage.” Koda turned to me as if he expected some kind of gratitude for coming to my rescue. “Want me to get rid of him, Spike?”
Disgusting. The entire scenario sickened me. Bitter loathing for the pathetic creature washed over me. I tried to stuff it back down inside me, knowing how easily awful feelings multiplied.
“I’d like to see you try,” I said with a smirk. “But mostly, I just want you to leave me alone. If you want to protect me from something, Koda, start with yourself.” Without so much as another glance at either of them I walked away.
Nova’s laughter followed.
Blending into the line up at the bar, I watched the door, hoping Rowen would walk in. I could really use his moral support.
As I reached to pay for my order, Nova slapped some cash down on the bar. “Did you think you’d get rid of me that easily? Not a chance, sweetheart. You’re on my radar now.”
“Lucky me.” Forcing my expression to remain neutral, I swallowed the lump of unease that choked me. I didn’t want to be on any more demon radars than I already was. “So what do you want? I have a show to play in a few minutes.”
With Jett still flirting with Sam, I felt very much alone in this crowded place thanks to Nova’s intimidating presence. Koda was nowhere to be seen, but I knew he hadn’t left. An invisible demon made for the worst kind of demon. 
“Mostly I just want to watch you. But as long as I’m here, I might as well take a shot in the dark and ask if you and your wolf friend would care to do a little side work. Possibly some ass kicking. For hire, of course.” With a raised brow and a sly half smile, Nova waited for my reaction.
I took a few gulps of my drink and studied him. Was he serious? “Is this a joke? Why the hell would we want to work for you?”
“Why not? You both seem to enjoy a good fight. You have a talent far more rare than you may realize. Your father was a thief too.” Nova let that hang between us. He exuded mischief like an aroma. 
“If you said that to get a reaction out of me, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. There’s nothing you can say that would make me, a white lighter, want to work for you, a friggin’ demon. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.” I shoved by him, feeling frustrated and wanting nothing more than to be on stage where I could make my guitar scream. 
Nova’s next words stopped me in my tracks. “Not even if it solves your Dash problem? Help me get what I want, and I’ll take care of it for you. Then we both win.”
Just how much did Nova know about me? “Looks like you’ve been doing your homework. Obviously you know that Dash and I aren’t exactly each other’s biggest fans. That doesn’t mean I’m stupid enough to fall for your scam. I’m not doing your dirty work for you.”
“Not even if it means saving your boyfriend?” Nova’s taunt dangled in the air. His expression had gone cold.
My mind screamed that it was a trap. Demons knew exactly what someone wanted to hear. They were good at what they did. As much as I wanted to think that maybe Nova knew something that could help me stop Dash from claiming Rowen, I knew it was a lie. It had to be.
“Why do you need me? Isn’t this something you can take care of yourself?” Asking questions was stupid. It only encouraged him. Dammit.
“It should be, but it isn’t. I need you, sweet flame, because the location of the item I seek is known by Cinder. Find out where it is, help me take it from whoever has it, and not only will I throw a wrench in Dash’s plans on your behalf, but I’ll be your new best friend. At your beck and call.” A quirk of his brow, a smile that dripped charm, Nova was so damn sure he had me. 
Nova was good. He knew how to slip just enough of his incubus charm into a smile or a look to get inside someone’s head. However, I knew he was doing it. Everything he said sounded as tempting as he wanted it to.
“This isn’t my first circus, Nova, and you’re not my first demon,” I said, spying Jett’s purple head in the crowd as she searched for me. “If Cinder isn’t sharing information, then I trust that there’s a good reason for that.”
 Again I turned to go but Nova grabbed my arm. His grip tightened enough to squeeze a squeak of pain from me.
My gaze dropped pointedly to my arm where Nova’s hand held tight. “Don’t fucking touch me.”
“There are many who would pay a fine price to get their hands on this gem I seek. It’s in high demand. Whoever finds it will have demons fighting one another for a chance to claim it. Don’t be so quick to discount what this could do for you.” Having dropped his seductive charm, Nova’s expression had turned downright nasty. 
I scoffed, refusing to show fear even though I was seconds away from sheer panic. “Let go of me, Nova. I have nothing more to say to you.”
His grip didn’t loosen, and for a moment I was sure he would get violent. Then his charming smile fluttered back into place, and he released me. “Just think about it,” he said. “All you have to do to save your boyfriend from Dash is help me find it.”
I had no intention of serving the dark by helping Nova, even if I would gain from it. It was wrong in every way to deliver some mystery object into any demon’s hands, especially if it was hidden from them. Rowen wouldn’t want me to do it. I hadn’t signed on with Cinder to serve my own selfish wants. Agreeing would be an insult to Cinder and to everything he’d done for me. I couldn’t even consider what Nova had proposed.
When I walked away this time, he let me go, but I felt his eyes on me as I made my way to the stage, stopping only to deposit my empty glass on a table filled with empties.
Hey, I’m human. Well… half. I’d be lying if I said a teeny, tiny part of me wasn’t tempted. It was. But it was wrong, and though I could never be perfect, I sure as hell wasn’t so weak willed that I’d fall for such an obviously bad deal. The repercussions for making a deal with a demon could last an eternity. Or so they say.
“What the hell is Nova doing here?” Jett was all over me the moment I reached the stage. “Damn, he’s still hot though, even without the badass horns.”
Grabbing my guitar, I slung the strap over my shoulder and pulled a pick from the mic stand. “He wants us to do a job for him. Said he’d take care of my Dash problem if I do it.”
“And? There’s a catch, right?”
“Of course. Helping a demon get his hands on a hidden object for my own selfish gain is the catch. It’s not even an option.” With a forced smile, I shrugged. “Are we ready to rock?”
Rubi sat at the drums, twirling a stick in one hand, waiting for our signal to start. At Jett’s nod she counted us in, banging the sticks together. Then, with the crash of cymbals and the cry of my guitar, we launched into the first song of our set. 
The stage lights lit us up in a warm glow that would soon have us hot and sweaty, just the way we liked it. The crowd gathered around the bar broke off in chunks as people flowed toward the stage.
Nova weaved among them. He pushed through until he was close without being front and center. Having his eyes on me while I played felt oppressive. He’d gotten his answer. Now he needed to go away. 
Koda stood in his usual spot, a fair distance from the stage, able to see the whole building. He looked pissed.
The vibrant blue mohawk near the entry brought a genuine smile to my face though. Rowen was alone, leaving me to wonder where Arrow went and what he could be up to.
Thoughts and emotions jumbled my mind. Questions with no answers. The stage was no place for such things. No, here I could purge the mess of my mind, leaving it all behind for as long as the music continued. 
Jett’s sexy rasp drew the crowd until there were more people gathered before the stage than anywhere else in the building. A curtain of black covered my face as every note screamed from my soul through my mind and out my body, leaving me gasping for breath. 
There was no better feeling on earth.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 
 
I lost count of how many people bought us drinks after that set. Jett took over the table Sam and Greyson had claimed and was eating up the attention like the rock diva she was. The guys had since left to set up their gear and, despite my protests, had even taken ours down. 
Nova had disappeared as soon as we’d finished playing. Hopefully he’d seen what he came to see and had his curiosity appeased. I didn’t have it in me to deal with him as well as Koda and Dash. Speaking of Koda… I was waiting for Rowen to get on stage before bitch slapping the demon with a few questions.
“Fashionably late, like usual,” Rowen muttered when Arrow finally showed himself. 
I’d managed to detain Rowen successfully for a few minutes between our set and his. Every time I gazed into his eyes, I saw my own apprehensive expectation reflected back at me. I couldn’t help but feel like we were both waiting for the next ball to drop. When it did, would there be any coming back from it? Or would it be the final nail Dash pounded into the coffin of our relationship?
“Are you alright?” he asked, a hand on my face so he could search my eyes. 
“Yeah, kind of. It’s been a weird night. I keep expecting something to happen, to remind me that we don’t have a normal life, not even here.” I welcomed the kiss that followed. 
Rowen’s mouth moved on mine, a warm caress that left me breathless. And afraid. “There’s no such thing as normal, Spike.” With his forehead pressed against mine, Rowen sighed. “You know I love you, right?”
Something in his tone triggered an alarm within me. I pulled back so I could study his expression. “Yes, of course. I love you too. But why do I have such a bad feeling right now?”
Arrow shoved his way in between us like the arrogant jerk that he was. “Sorry to break up the lovefest, but it’s show time.”
His bruises had faded significantly, leaving his face almost unmarked. I doubted that would last long. Smudged eyeliner gave him a haunted appearance. The stupid beanie hat he often wore had been replaced with another. This one had the Batman logo in the black-and-red Harley Quinn pattern. Black hair peeked from beneath it, long enough to reach his shoulders. Tight black leather pants and a Joker tee completed his ensemble.
“Channeling your inner Gotham villain?” Rowen quipped. 
“Sounds about right,” I added dryly. 
Arrow shrugged off our ribbing. “Whatever. I’m no hero. That’s what you white lighters are for.” He gave Rowen a push. “Let’s go, dude.”
Rowen grabbed my hand, our fingers slipping apart as Arrow herded him to the stage. I watched them go, eating up the sight of my love in ripped jeans and a black t-shirt that showed off tattooed, sculpted arms, courteous of years of playing bass. His hawk was spiked up tonight except for that one long piece that fell into his eyes. 
As I watched them go, my lungs released a tight, anxious breath. Something wasn’t right. I could feel it in my gut. 
The sound of my name shouted above the din jerked my attention to the table where Jett was waving me over. I held up a finger to indicate I’d be back in a minute, and then I dove into the sea of people, wading through until I reached Koda.
He wasn’t alone. Arm slung around the shoulders of a tipsy blonde, his lips moved against her ear as he whispered what had to be something sinful. His scarlet gaze slid over me, making me second guess my decision to do this.
“Yes?” Both brows raised, Koda’s expectant stare unnerved me. “I can’t imagine what you could possibly want. Don’t ask me to step in now. You’re on your own with Nova.”
“This isn’t about Nova.” My gaze darted between Koda and his new friend who sneered at me. “Can we talk for a minute? Alone.”
Koda made me stand there under the full weight of his icy gaze for a solid minute. The seconds ticked by until I was about to whirl around and say screw it. Having a human hanging off him was putting a serious cramp in my plan. Although it wasn’t much of a plan, more like a whim really.
Sensing that he’d pushed me as far as he could, Koda spoke in low tones to his companion who drifted away to be swallowed up by the crowd. “This better be worth listening to,” Koda said with a scowl. “Seeing as you’re not giving it up any time soon, you can’t really expect me not to find it somewhere else.”
“You’re a pig,” I snapped, sliding a hand into my pocket to clasp the silver crossed stuffed inside. Hopefully it would be enough. I didn’t want to have to reach for the silver dagger in my boot. 
“It’s always lovely talking to you, Spike.” Mustering a bored frown, Koda raised a glass of what appeared to be whiskey to his lips. 
It was the best chance I was going to get to take him off guard. Calculating the timing so he was mid-swallow, I lunged forward and grabbed his free hand with the silver cross nestled in my palm. Sliding my fingers between his, I held tight, almost crushing my own fingers in the process. 
Koda gasped and tried to jerk his hand away, spilling whiskey on me in the process. Smoke rose up from between our hands. It stank like sulfur. 
“Just answer a few questions, and I let go. No need for things to get ugly.” I spoke fast, trying to get what I wanted out of him before he did something I’d regret. 
“You’ve got a lot of fucking nerve,” he snarled, whiskey-scented breath caressing my face. “Do you think I can’t get out of this?”
“Just answer my damn questions, and I won’t reach for the silver dagger in my boot,” I hissed, refusing to be cowed now that I was in action. “Dash is running on a time limit, isn’t he? That’s why he’s going after Arrow and me, because he needs to drive Rowen to the dark before this big planetary alignment happens.”
Koda managed to grin through the pain. “Was that a question?”
“He wants to use the alignment to unleash Rowen’s full power, so he can take Rhine’s place in your triad. Tell me if I’m right.”
Koda stopped fighting my tight hold and instead used our joined hands to pull me against him. I stiffened but didn’t let go. Not until I got the confirmation I needed.
“Speaking of Rowen,” Koda purred in my ear, evil dripping like acid from each word. “He’s watching us right now. And he doesn’t look happy.”
“Just answer the fucking question.” I squeezed harder even though the heat from his scorched hand was starting to burn me as well. “Is that what Dash wants?”
Koda’s bitter laugh sent a shiver down my spine. “Sounds like you and Cinder have it all figured out. But don’t think for a second you can stop any of it.”
“Why take the heart now? Why not wait for the alignment?” There were just too many questions and not enough time to ask them all.
“Basic ritual shit.” Koda shrugged despite the heat scorching both our hands. “Had to be taken on a new moon. We have ways of keeping it… fresh.”
Disgusting.
“What about you?” I asked, grimacing as the pain in my palm intensified until it was almost unbearable. “Dash is orchestrating this whole thing, but you’re part of the triad too. Is this what you want?”
He stared past me to the stage where Rowen watched us with murderous intent. His hatred for Koda was no secret, nor did he want it to be. I suspected that Dash wasn’t thinking this through.
“Don’t try to find an ally in me, Spike. It can’t happen and you know it. Now can you let go? Unless you’d like to stay pressed against me while your white lighter watches. I suppose that’d be worth the pain.” Koda knew the magic words to make me back off. 
I let go so fast I stumbled, catching myself before my heels could throw me to the floor. The outline of the cross was burned in my hand, the skin red and welted. Without another word Koda slithered away to seek out his new blonde friend. I met Rowen’s gaze and held up a hand, shaking my head to indicate all was well and he didn’t need to worry. 
He gave a brief nod and turned to Arrow, waiting for him to kick things off. I leaned back against the wall and took a few deep breaths, watching as Molly’s Chamber launched into their first song. 
Part of me had hoped Koda would tell me different, that maybe he’d say something to make me believe we had a hope in hell of beating Dash in this horrible game we were playing. He’d merely confirmed my fears. There was no winning this war. 
Molly’s Chamber held the crowd captivated. Arrow’s voice thundered throughout the building, a low, sensual snarl that got the ladies up front screaming. Any moment now I expected panties to fly onto the stage. 
Watching Rowen rock out topped my list of most favorite things. Despite the concerns that plagued me, I could enjoy the way his fingers moved over the bass strings. Banging his head in time with the music, he lost himself to it fully, swallowed up by each note. I drank in the sight of him, savoring the image of my two great loves, music and Rowen, as one beautiful entity.
The song ended, and the audience erupted in a ruckus.
Arrow ate up their enthusiasm like a kid with candy. “Are you guys ready for something new?” he shouted, earning another round of hoots and hollers. “This song was written by our bass player, Rowen, and Crimson Sin’s guitarist, Spike. I hope you guys love it as much as I do.”
What the fuck? I stared aghast at Arrow. Rowen appeared to share my surprise. He said something only the two of them could hear. Arrow’s reply must have convinced him. Though his brow furrowed in irritation, Rowen nodded, and the band launched into the song. My song.
Jett’s expected tirade found me where I stood. She was cursing up a storm, shouting loud enough to be heard over the music. “Is this a fucking joke? We didn’t play that song because we were waiting to hear what Joe said about it. But Arrow thinks he has the right to show it off first? That’s it. I’m done being nice. Now he’s going to see the wrath of the wolf.” Jett rambled on, spewing her temper with a few growls thrown in for good measure.
There would be no stopping her this time. As soon as Arrow got off that stage, she was going to beat his ass to the other side of town and back. And I was going to let her. He deserved it.
 
How can this be
That you can reach the deepest parts of me
You made me believe
In everything that I can’t see
I find my strength in you
Out of the darkness shines the light that guides me through
When I’m tempted by the night
You give me a reason to fight
Love song for an angel
 
As I listened to the heart and soul Rowen and I had poured into the song come out of Arrow’s mouth, I was both outraged and exhausted by the whole thing. And then I was intrigued. What made Arrow want the song so bad? 
Nodding in response to Jett’s continued rant, I only half-listened. My gaze followed Arrow as he sang the words that I had poured forth from the deepest parts of me, painted with his own misery, rage, and desire. He gripped the microphone and, with eyes closed, took a ragged breath before launching into the chorus. 
What was it about “Love Song For An Angel” that Arrow connected with? Why did he want it so bad? The more I watched him, listening to the raw emotion in his voice, the more I wondered if perhaps it meant more to him than it did to me. 
“You don’t seem to be sharing my enthusiastic desire to kick Arrow’s ass.” Jett nudged me, her nose wrinkled in disapproval. 
I slid her a sidelong glance and smiled. “Oh, trust me. My fist is itching to connect with his face again.”
“Yeah, well, I have first dibs.” With her head tilted just so, she watched the guys play with a goofy smile tugging at her painted lips. “Has Sam always been so hot? Or do I really need to get laid?”
A laugh shook me. Sam, a cutie with his spikey dark hair and mischievous eyes, had somehow succeeded in putting himself on Jett’s radar. Boy was he in for it.
“Both,” I said. “So you may as well stop pretending you’re not hot for him and give him a chance. He might turn out to be a good guy.”
Jett scoffed. “Right. Because that’s what rock musicians are known for.”
“Hey, not everyone is a stereotype. He might surprise you.”
“Uh, Spike, speaking of surprises… I’m not sure if you can see it from here, but Arrow’s eyes are black. Like demon black.” 
My heart seized. “What?”
Without waiting for her to repeat herself, I shoved away from the wall and darted toward the stage. As I drew closer I saw that her wolfy vision was spot on. I needed to get Rowen’s attention. But what could he do? Arrow was losing himself again. If this went anything like every other time… Shit!
I squeezed between people, trying to get to the front of the crowd. Jett followed behind me, shouting my name, her voice swallowed up by the noise. 
Arrow’s black gaze landed on mine, freezing me in place. He held up a hand and counted with his fingers:
One.
Two.
Three.
Then the building exploded into a storm of shadows.
Darkness engulfed the stage. Like a wave it grew, thickening as it rose toward the ceiling before crashing down over us all. The building plunged into absolute black, void of all light. My heart pounded in my ears, and I braced myself for the outbreak of panic that followed.
At first confusion reigned. The music stopped. When the suffocating darkness continued to grow, fear took over. Shouts and screams rang out as the rockers realized they were in danger, though they couldn’t yet know what exactly they ran from. Meanwhile, I groped around blindly, trying to stay on my feet as I was jostled by those trying to flee.
The past few days had been low key for all of us. Arrow had seemed fine. But Dash had molded him into a sleeper agent, so the demon could trigger him at any time.
“Spike? Are you ok?” Jett grabbed my arm and dragged me out of the stampede that thundered around us. 
“Yeah, can you see anything?” I hoped her nocturnal vision could cut through this darkness; I couldn’t see anything, totally blinded. 
“Not a damn thing. There’s nothing natural about this kind of dark. My sense of smell and sound is still top notch though. Pretty sure I can navigate our way out of here.” She tugged on my arm.
I stopped her by planting my feet. “Find Tash and Rubi. Get them out. Stay out there with them if you want. I have to stay here and help Rowen with Arrow.” Then, raising my voice to be heard over the panicked voices that swirled around me, I shouted, “Everybody out. Find an exit and use it.”
Jett held tight as if trying to decide whether to leave me or force me along with her. With a reluctance I could sense, she let go. “Fine. But I’m coming back.”
Tiny shards of streetlights from outside cut through the blackness as people found the emergency exits. The shadows swallowed up each beam of light like dragons devouring everything in their path. 
I managed to fumble my way to a table where I clung to the edge while bodies shoved past me. Once the building had emptied out, I could reach for my fire and try to find Rowen and Arrow, assuming they were still on the stage.
More shadows flooded The Spirit Room. Like a rushing river they grabbed at me, nearly pulling me off my feet. I clung to the table until it turned over under the pressure of the ebb and flow. Flailing about, trying to grab anything fixed in place, I choked on a cry. I couldn’t wait anymore. 
Creating a small flame in my palm, I was able to cut through the dark that sought to pull me under. One of the several pillars throughout the building beaconed from just a few feet away. I fought hard to stay on my feet as I made my way to it. Never before had I seen Arrow create shadows of such excess. I grabbed on to the pillar and managed to anchor myself. Having no choice, I fed the fire in my hand, building the flame bigger. Most of the patrons had made it outside in the precious seconds since Arrow had lost his mind… again. Those who hadn’t were on the ground, unconscious for the most part, dragged down and beaten by the black sea. 
Thrusting the flame out around me, I saw the outline of figures on the stage. Two of them were grappling. That had to be Arrow and Rowen. 
With Arrow distracted his shadows began to thin. I made my way to the stage. 
Though I saw no sign of Koda, I was suspicious. Was he part of this?
Bright light lit up the stage as Rowen flung a hand in Arrow’s face, forcing him back. “This isn’t you, Arrow. Don’t let him do this to you. You’re better than this.”
“That’s just it, brother. I’m not.” Arrow caught himself on the stack of amps. His face hung expressionless, a neutral mask with cold, black eyes. “You are. You’re the chosen one. The one everybody wants.”
Shoving away from the amps, Arrow advanced on Rowen, his eyes wild with forced insanity. Sam and Greyson cowered by the drum kit, watching their two best friends face off. Raising a hand, I caught Greyson’s eye and jerked a thumb toward the nearest exit. After some hesitation he bolted for the door with Sam hot on his heels.
“Arrow, just calm the fuck down,” Rowen pleaded. “Let me help you.”
“There’s no helping me now. Hell, there’s no help for any of us. We’ll all end up as Dash’s bitches. Unless I stop him now. I’m gonna change everything, free us all.” The abyss in Arrow’s eyes grew, dragging his humanity further away. 
He had gone off the deep end. Dash had played with him for too long, done too much damage. We had to stop him before he did any of the horrific things flickering through my mind. 
I sprinted to the edge of the stage and jumped to the platform, trying and failing to be quiet in my adrenaline-fueled state. Arrow spun toward me, a hand raised to hit me with the writhing serpentine shadows.
“You should’ve run with the others, Spike,” he said. “Now you’ll have to die too.”
I kept both hands at my sides. To raise them would invite his attack. “Nobody has to die. You’re still in control here. Don’t let Dash turn you into a murderer. You can end this peacefully.” Taking slow, careful steps, I crossed the stage.
Arrow backed away until he was in the middle with Rowen and me on either side. His black gaze darted between us like a frightened animal’s.
I backed off a few paces, hoping to calm him. 
“Haven’t you been paying attention? It’s too late. I’ve already killed for him. This time, it will be for me. We’ll all go down together, and Dash won’t be able to hurt any of us ever again.” Nodding like it all made perfect sense, Arrow snapped his fingers, and the shadows leapt up like dogs awaiting a master’s command. 
My eyes locked with Rowen’s, and I saw my own terror mirrored in his amber orbs. Arrow was going to kill us all in some twisted sacrifice to keep Dash from hurting us anymore. Sure it made sense in its own screwed up way, but I wasn’t going down like that, at the hands of someone I was supposed to somehow protect. No, I would do all I could, not only to save Rowen and I from Arrow, but to save Arrow from himself.
“There’s got to be another way,” Rowen insisted, inching toward his brother, arms open, trying to appear non-threatening. “We just have to work together, the three of us. If you do this Arrow, he still wins. Because he drove you to it. Please, think this through.”
A shadow darted at Rowen, driving him back. Arrow threw one my way as well, though I hadn’t moved. “Oh, I have thought it through. For days now, it’s all I’ve thought about. I sang your song tonight because I wanted it to be the last song I sang before it all ended.”
“Why?” I asked, jumping at a chance to pull an honest answer from him. “What is it about that song?”
Arrow’s gaze dropped to the stage floor at his feet, but his guard had not. Shadows squirmed around him, as if they were able to think independent of him. And maybe they could. “It’s everything I could never be. Never have. Never deserve. Everything you both are.” He dragged his eyes to mine, and for a second I saw a glimmer of the real Arrow buried beneath the anguish and despair. “Taking you both down with me seems like the least I can do after all the shit I’ve piled on you both. I’m sorry it has to be this way.”
“But it doesn’t.” Panicked, I stepped forward with a hand up, pleading for more time. 
Arrow hit me with a shot of darkness that felt like a lead weight crushing the breath from me. It slammed me against the stack of amps, which thankfully didn’t topple down on top of me. 
“I wanted to believe you could save me, Spike. I think you wanted to believe it too. But you don’t deserve Dash’s shit, and I don’t deserve to be saved.” With a sad shake of his head, Arrow held a hand out toward me.
The shadows followed his command. They surged forward to cover me in a dark, blinding cloud. I coughed as I struggled to breathe through the thick fog. It filled my mouth and nose, choking me. 
“No!” Rowen’s wail preceded a grunt.
Bright light cut through the dark cloud, freeing me from its hold. Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, and I swiped them away with the back of my hand before pushing to my feet. 
Shadows met light as the brothers turned on each other.  
“You’re the one deciding that you don’t deserve better, Arrow,” I shouted, refusing to be cowed in the face of the destructive nephilim. “But it’s just a lie you tell yourself so that you don’t have to feel guilty for all the shitty things you do. Killing us all won’t free you from that burden. You’ll carry it with you into eternity.”
The two opposing forces of light and dark struggled against each other, giving neither brother the upper hand. Briefly I considered throwing a fireball into the mix to upset Arrow’s concentration, then banished the idea. I couldn’t risk burning the building down. Fire certainly had its perks, but it also had its limits.
“Is that your pep talk?” Arrow scoffed. “Not very convincing. It’s too late anyway. No going back.”
Dropping his hold on the shadows, Arrow thrust both hands toward Rowen, freezing him in place. As the light fell away, Arrow called forth his shadows once again, building them into another great wave. 
Jett sprang out from behind the drums and slammed into his back, knocking him to the stage floor. She grabbed a handful of Arrow’s hair and banged his head against the stage several times. I shouted at her to take it easy, but her own personal rage took over. Fists flying, Jett rained down blow after blow. Her shifter strength was greater than Arrow’s human strength. He covered his head with one hand, flailing to fend her off with the other. 
I grabbed Jett from behind and made a pitiful attempt at dragging her off the dark nephilim. Arrow thrust his hand up in her face, and a shadow burst forth so hard and fast it threw both Jett and I off the stage where we tumbled to the floor in a heap of limbs. 
Standing in the center of the stage, Arrow held both arms out and turned his gaze to the ceiling. His nose bled but he seemed unaware. I knew it wouldn’t be long before someone pounded his face again.
“I’m sorry, guys,” he said. “I have to do this. It’s best for all of us. I wish you could see that.”
“What in the fucking hell is going on?” Jett demanded, her eyes solid wolf. 
“Arrow thinks killing Rowen is the only way to save him from Dash. And he’s willing to take us out to do it.” My palms tingled as some inner instinct demanded that I scorch the jerk frontman. It was tempting. 
Arrow approached the edge of the stage and looked down at us. From moment to moment his black eyes changed, flickering from cold and calculating to uncertainty, then back again. “It’s not too late for you both to leave.”
Jett gave him a once over, assessing his mental state with her predatory stare. “Not gonna happen, bud.”
“Alrighty then.” With a half-assed shrug he muttered, “Explosion of darkness. Tsunami of shadows.”
Rowen threw himself at Arrow as the shadows exploded throughout the building. Tapped into the darkest side of himself, Arrow somehow brought forth an astounding amount of darkness. I filled my palm with a roiling ball of fire that I used to drive the dark away from Jett and me. It simply went around us like a river cutting around a rock. 
“Can’t you throw that in his face or something?” Jett motioned furiously to the crazed nephilim who struggled to keep the shadows flowing while Rowen sought to stop him. 
“I don’t want kill him, Jett.” My voice had grown shrill with panic. I had to do something, but I wasn’t sure what. 
“He’s going to level this place with us in it if we don’t figure something out.” Jett didn’t wait for a reply before she launched herself back onto the stage. 
Together she and Rowen tag teamed Arrow, each coming at him from opposite sides. If they could knock him out, we could get him out of here. The fact that nobody had called the cops made it very obvious that there was a demon involved here. Whether it was Koda, Dash, or someone else, I didn’t know. 
Arrow hit each of them with his handy little freeze attack. I was starting to feel outgunned here. He had two great abilities that he could use freely while mine had to be restrained. Fighting him with inhuman powers wasn’t the way to win this. 
Wishing I wasn’t wearing boots with such high heels, I grabbed the edge of the stage and pulled myself back up. Despite the physical training I did with Cinder, I just didn’t have Jett’s animal-like speed and agility. Because of that Arrow was ready for me. He stuck his foot out, planted it on my shoulder and shoved. As I fell back I grabbed hold of his ankle and brought him down with me.
Every time we were able to disrupt the flow of shadows, the darkness thinned. We just had to keep him busy until we could either wear him down or knock his ass out.
Knowing I could be making a huge mistake, I reached into my boot and grabbed the dagger hidden there before whirling around to face Arrow who shoved to his feet beside me. Dropping into a crouch, I swept a foot out and hooked his legs, taking him down hard. I pounced on him before he could get up.
With a knee on his chest, I held the dagger to his throat. “Don’t fucking move,” I snapped. “I don’t want to hurt you, Arrow, but I will.”
Brazen and unafraid he grabbed my dagger wrist and pressed the blade tighter against his skin. “Do it, Spike. But you better be sure that when the time comes you can do it for Rowen too. Because that time will come if Dash has anything to say about it.”
My hand remained steady but my insides quivered. I didn’t want to believe what he was saying would become reality, but I knew deep down that it very well could. 
“We need to work together,” I said, a tremble in my voice. “Turning on each other just makes us pawns to the dark, Arrow. But you don’t have to be. You can choose to be so much more than that.”
His hand tightened on mine as he shoved the dagger into his throat. The blade bit through his flesh, and blood began to well up. I tried to pull away, but Arrow held tight. In mere seconds I’d gone from threatening him to fighting for control of the dagger to save him from himself.
“You’re too fucking nice for your own good,” Arrow muttered. “You’re also too naïve. If you’re not going to kill me, then you can’t stop me. Sorry about this.”
He threw a hand up in my face, freezing me in place. Then he tossed me aside and leapt to his feet. The dagger clattered against the floor beside me. Rowen and Jett were ready for him. While I fought the effects of his attack, they tackled him. 
He could have killed me. But he didn’t even try, didn’t even seem to consider it. It was suspiciously unlike the last time I’d faced him while he was under Dash’s influence. I also knew Arrow was doing what he considered merciful, proving that, though misguided, he wasn’t evil. Not deep down inside. 
Wary of Jett’s exceptional fighting skill, Arrow didn’t give her a chance to get the drop on him. With a snap of his fingers, shadows wound around her arms, legs and neck, holding her prisoner. The more she thrashed against them, the tighter they squeezed.
Light collided with dark as beams of each met between the two brothers. The shadows would gain the upper hand, creeping along the shards of light until the light beat them back. Neither of them overcame the other despite how hard they were fighting.
“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Rowen. You have no idea what kind of hell Dash will put you through. Trust me when I say that death will be better.” Bitter misery caused Arrow’s voice to break. He didn’t want to do this; he felt desperate to protect his brother the only way he knew how. 
I saw only one way that I could help. Hoping it would work, I rushed to Rowen’s side and laid a hand on his arm. With a little effort, I pulled on his power, stealing a sample of it for myself. 
Feeling horrible about having to do this, I turned the light I’d swiped on Arrow, doubling the blast that hit him. It made him stagger, but he kept up the steady flow of darkness that poured from him, directed by his outstretched hands. 
“You don’t understand,” he pleaded, shaking his head. “Dash will make us all pay. Every damn one of us. Let me save you both.”
“It’s not your job to save us, Arrow,” I said, grunting under the strain of channeling Rowen’s ability. “It’s mine and I’ll do it. Somehow I’ll find a way. But you have to trust me, and we have to work together.”
“No.” Arrow stumbled and his shadows wavered. “You can’t even imagine how bad things are going to get. I’m not letting Dash do to Rowen what he’s done to me.”
There was no convincing him, not in the heat of the moment when desperation and fear commanded his every move. With a cry that filled the building with agony, Arrow dug deep and threw everything he had at us. 
It was like being punched in the face. I held tight to Rowen with one hand, the other streaming light as if it were my own power. Being a thief wasn’t so bad. In some ways it allowed me to have a variety of abilities. 
“There’s no getting through to him,” Rowen said, voice low and eyes locked on his brother. “We have to take him down without hurting him. If we can.”
“And if we can’t?” I didn’t want to ask but needed to know how far Rowen was willing to take this.
“That’s not an option.”
Not very far.
The darkness surged toward us, an ocean wave about to crash down. I cringed and braced for the impact. It washed over us like a suffocating blanket of black. With a small cry I pushed back as hard as I could, with everything I had. Rowen grunted under the strain as he did the same. Like a rolling wave shadows still flowed out, eating up the light in its path. I gaped in disbelief as the beams of light were overtaken, casting us into darkness once again. 
“Don’t stop.” I tried to encourage Rowen who slumped beside me. “Not yet. Do not give up.”
We pushed back, refusing to admit defeat. Arrow’s desperation was strong, but it wasn’t stronger than our will to survive. Sweat broke out on my brow, plastering my hair to my forehead. Maybe we were staring failure in the face, but I couldn’t accept that. Not yet.
Ever so slowly the bright light began to fight back. It crawled along the shadows, inch by precious inch. Hope soared within me, spreading its wings and giving me the encouragement I so needed. 
“It’s working,” I managed through clenched teeth. “Keep going as long as you can.”
With every breath I willed the light to grow. I watched it creep over the darkness, consuming it like a snake devours its prey. As the light pushed forward it began to grow in brilliance. 
Arrow gasped for breath. He was tiring quickly now. “Please, Rowen.”
The light ate up his shadows faster, growing substantially as he weakened. Rowen too was weakening, but I still had more to give.
Seeing Arrow falter gave me the strength to persevere. With what I hoped was an apologetic grimace I held tight to Rowen’s arm, continuously replicating the spark of light within him. Throwing it at Arrow with such vehemence that it tore a cry from me, a dizzy spell threatened to disrupt my focus.
No way.
I wasn’t going down until Arrow did. I sucked in a breath, watching with anxious anticipation as the shadows retreated, taken over by the light. My strength was quickly being sapped. I just had to hold out longer than Arrow.
With the crackle of electricity, the light darted forward, obliterating the dark and throwing Arrow to the floor. On his hands and knees, he fought for every breath. When his shadows dissipated, Jett was released from her binds. She wasted no time lunging at him with a kick meant for a knock out. Her boot met Arrow’s temple, and he hit the ground face first, out cold.
Rowen collapsed beside me. I reached for him, surprised by how tight he squeezed my hand. He pulled me down next to him and crushed me against his chest in a fierce embrace. Ragged breaths in my ear, he trembled, and I knew why. His worst fear had just manifested into reality. 
I cupped his face in my hands and forced him to meet my eyes. “It’s going to be ok, Rowen. I promise. Everything will be ok.”
But it was a lie, and we both knew it. 
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

 
 
“Are you sure he’ll be ok? I don’t think drugging him was a good idea.” I studied Arrow’s prone form, making sure his chest rose and fell with steady breaths. 
He was unconscious on my couch. Dragging him out of The Spirit Room had taken Rowen, Jett and I working as a team. 
“Just an over the counter sleep aid, nothing for a guy like Arrow. I could’ve used horse tranquilizers, and he’d still come out of it like it was no big deal.” There was no humor in Rowen’s tone. Since leaving The Spirit Room he’d put up a mask of cold indifference, yet I saw the pain in his eyes when he thought I wasn’t looking.
When we left The Spirit Room, we’d stepped out into a night that was devoid of life. Like a scene from a post-apocalyptic movie, the street had been dead: no cars, no people. The stink of sulfur in the air confirmed what I’d already known. A demon had been involved in keeping authorities away, likely the same reason the cops didn’t seem to be looking for Vicky. That same demon had likely already fogged the minds of those in attendance, confusing their memories when they tried to recall exactly what had happened.
Though I couldn’t say for certain it had been Koda, I had my suspicions. For some reason he wasn’t entirely on board with Dash’s big plans for Rowen. I didn’t doubt that, had Arrow managed to kill his brother, Koda would have been just fine with it.
We didn’t have a plan. Not really. For now keeping Arrow knocked out and hoping he’d awaken calm and ready to talk was all we could do. Jett had offered to tie him up before she left, claiming to know a hell of a badass knot that he’d never get out of. Rowen had declined.
Eventually Cinder would show up, but more than likely not until daylight. Until then I had to remain calm and keep Rowen thinking positively, although I didn’t care for the rueful glint in his eye.
“He’ll be alright,” I said, trying to convince myself as well. “He just needs some time to think things through.”
Rowen scrubbed a hand over his face and gave one slow shake of his head. “It’s too late for that.”
“No. It doesn’t have to be.” I grabbed his hand and laid my forehead against his shoulder. Being the voice of wisdom didn’t come easy to me. The pressure to say the right thing weighed heavy on my mind as I asked myself where the hell we were supposed to go from here.
To my surprise Rowen captured my chin in his hand and raised my lips to his. His kiss wasn’t the tender exchange I anticipated but a hungry demand that rocked me to the core. “You’re amazing, you know that?” He murmured low against my lips. “When I’m lost, you find me. I can only see my way through all this shit because of you.”
While I took his declaration deep within and stored it in a secret part of me, I couldn’t shake the unease that followed. Before I could form words for a reply, he was kissing me again. 
I got it. I really did. Rowen needed to unleash after such an emotionally traumatic experience. The scent of his cologne and the warmth of his hands on my body took me to a place of wild surrender. I wanted it too.
But shouldn’t we talk about this? He couldn’t hide from the truth in my bed. Dash was gunning for him. And he was coming hard, taking out anyone in his way in the process. We needed to be prepared for whatever happened next, and I wasn’t. There wasn’t a single part of me ready for any of this.
“I’m afraid,” I whispered, cringing inwardly as the confession escaped me. “I’m so afraid because I don’t know what happens next.”
Rowen brushed ebony strands of hair out of my eyes. “I’m scared too. That’s why we’re going to bed and I’m going to worship you until sunrise. That’s what happens next.”
“But—” 
He cut me off with a spark of amber fire. His gorgeous eyes silenced my worries, though they dwelled within him too. 
Rowen was right. We could worry the rest of the night away, or we could make the most of every moment. And because I was most afraid of losing him, I threw my arms around his neck and lost myself in his kiss.
Leaving Arrow on the couch with a throw pillow under his head and a spare blanket tossed over him, we stumbled into my room. Rowen shoved the door shut and flicked on the light without breaking the kiss. With a hand in my hair, he held me tight against him.
Fighting for one’s life had a way of enhancing the senses and emotions. My love for Rowen felt new, intense and genuine. And I wasn’t ready to let it go. Fisting a handful of his t-shirt, I savored the way his body felt against mine.
A sense of urgency drove us. Pressing my mouth to his neck, I closed my eyes and basked in the sexy maleness of him. I dragged the tip of my tongue over the black feather adorning his skin. Half of it disappeared inside his shirt, and I tugged at the material in an effort to free it.
He felt so damn good beneath my hands. I ran my fingers over his stomach, across the Elvish script tattooed on his side just above his hip. It said my name. My real name. Ember. He knew I’d be firmly against the idea, but by putting my name in a beautiful, fictional language, Rowen figured he could get away with it. And it was such an enchanting design that I melted as soon as I saw it. 
I dragged his shirt off over his head and let it drop to the floor. My hands went to his belt.
He chuckled. “What’s the hurry? We have all the time we need.”
With a sly smile I said, “Well, I don’t want to waste any of it. Besides, I don’t see you protesting.”
“Hell no.”
With a panty-dropping grin, Rowen pulled me down on the bed with him. He rolled me over so I was beneath him and slipped his tongue in my mouth. Hooking the hem of my top with his thumbs, he jerked it up and off in one swift motion, barely breaking the kiss. 
My cleavage became the lucky recipient of his loving attention. The heat of his mouth on my skin stole my breath. As the rest of my clothes came off my heart raced faster. I loved him, and I’d written off love, believing it wasn’t for me. But I just hadn’t met the one who could understand me, the one who shared more than my interests. He shared the most difficult parts of me, the parts that came from a world beyond this one. Every time we made love, gratitude filled me for the wonderful gift it was to know him.
Rowen’s touch was firm and commanding without being aggressive. As he kissed his way down my body, he slid a hand along my hip to cup my ass. A small voice in the back of my mind nagged me, reminding me that I should be worrying about what tomorrow would bring. Then Rowen descended between my legs, obliterating any form of thought from my mind.
With the bed sheet crushed in my fists, I bit back a small cry. The last thing we needed was to wake the crazed nephilim on the couch. 
“Don’t hold back,” Rowen murmured. “Nothing short of the apocalypse is going to wake him.”
Holding back wasn’t even an option. Rowen sure didn’t. With a carefully calculated touch, he brought me to the brink of climax, forcing me to hover there until I couldn’t take it anymore. Only after I was a thrashing, shuddering mess beneath him did he stop.
The sound of my gasping breaths filled the room. A drawer sliding and a subtle rustle of foil indicated what was coming next. I couldn’t wait. I tossed my hair so it fanned out across the pillow and reached to pull him close.
Spreading my legs for him, I welcomed Rowen into my arms and my body. He already possessed my heart. Propped on one arm, he gazed down at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
I stroked a hand over his cheek wanting to promise him that I’d love him forever. Knowing that such promises couldn’t easily be kept, I held my tongue but swore it to myself anyway.
A shuddery breath racked my body when Rowen slid inside me. With one hand on his side and another on his tight rear end, I clung tight to him. The heat rolling off his flesh appealed to my fiery side. As we worked ourselves into a frenzy, I bit down hard on my bottom lip. Whether to keep from crying or moaning I wasn’t sure. I just knew that whatever sound came out, it would betray the depths of my inner turmoil.
Rowen kissed my lips, my cheek, my neck. With slow, even strides he took me to greater heights than I’d ever known before him. Every time we touched, every intimate moment we shared, it did something to me. Something deep and profound, changing me, making me better. Rowen’s light was so much more than an ability. It left a lasting impact on everyone it touched. I felt grateful to be one of them.
“I love you, Spike,” he whispered against my ear. “No matter what happens, remember that.”
I ran a hand up his back, dragging my nails along his spine. “Rowen, you brought me back to life. You showed me that love does exist for me in this fucked up world. I will love you forever.”
So much for not saying it. 
Rowen gazed down at me, brow furrowed as if some internal struggle went on inside him too. A groan escaped him. Before I could question it, he grabbed my hips and rolled us over so I was on top.
A flash of light momentarily blinded me as Rowen’s wings unfurled beneath him. They spread out across the bed, two beautiful silver wings so big they almost hung off each side. As I readjusted myself atop him, I reached to glide my hands over the silken feathers. So soft and yet so strong. Glorious. 
I set the pace, drawing him inside me. Watching Rowen close his eyes and throw his head back in ecstasy filled me with joy. Being able to take him to that magical place beyond this world was exhilarating. 
As each moment passed we fell deeper down the rabbit hole of pleasure. The worries that lived in me went silent, numbed out by the overwhelming sensations as our bodies united as one, moving in tandem.
I couldn’t control the force of our lovemaking. It took over, driving me to the brink of climax though I struggled to hold back, to make it last longer. Once he pushed me past the point of no return, I fought not to come undone.
I leaned down over him, needing to feel more of his body against mine. His skin was hot, a light sheen of sweat covered it. With one hand I clutched a few feathers, marveling at how impossibly soft they were. 
Rowen murmured my name. I made a sound that was almost a whimper as it all became too much, too intense, and I crashed over the edge like a wave smashing down on the beach. His body tensed beneath me, and he threw his arms around me, holding tight.
Chest heaving, I rolled off onto the expanse of feathers spread across the bed. Rowen flung a hand out, needing to keep touching. I caught it, slipping my fingers between his. We lay there in silence, enjoying the moment while catching our breath.
After several minutes of afterglow bliss, Rowen turned his head toward me and grinned. “Ready to go again?”
I slapped him playfully and laughed. “You must be in better shape than I am. I think I need some water first.”
“I’ll get it. Want anything else from the kitchen?” Rowen disentangled himself and bounded for the door, bare-ass naked.
“No, thank you. Don’t tell me you guys walk around like that in front of each other,” I said, pulling the edge of the sheet over my nudity. Just in case.
Rowen paused near the door and stretched. His wings disappeared but I could still see them when I tried. “You don’t want to know. Let’s just say that Arrow has no shame, which I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
“And how,” I muttered. I had woken up in Arrow’s bed next to his naked self not so long ago. 
“He’s out cold anyway. I’ll be right back.” Rowen darted out the door before I could protest, leaving me to giggle at the sight of his clenched butt cheeks on his way out.
While he was gone I propped myself up in a sitting position against the headboard. I stared at the Midnight Star where it leaned against the wall beside my guitar case. It was the reminder I needed. Bad things were coming down the wire. I could feel it. But could I stand up in the face of it? I had to.
Pondering what the future held right after a steamy session with Rowen probably wasn’t the best idea. I didn’t want to let anything ruin the afterglow I was rocking. Still, I couldn’t shake the sneaking suspicion that things were going to get worse before they got better.
“Here ya go, babe.” Rowen’s reappearance startled me out of my thoughts. He kicked the door shut and pressed a glass of cold water into my hand. Then he stared at me until I’d taken a drink and set it on the night table. “This is for you too.”
I was surprised when he held out a small black velvet bag. “What’s this?”
He slid onto the bed next to me, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Open it.”
Adrenaline hit my system. After the night we’d had, I was amazed my body had any left to spare. With shaky fingers I fumbled with the drawstring holding the bag closed. A ring fell into my palm. The band was white gold with two angel wings that met at the top, lying diagonally beside one another. It was beautiful. I had no words for what I felt staring at the ring in my hand. It took several attempts before my voice would work.
“It’s beautiful, Rowen. But what is it? I mean… Sorry, I don’t know what I mean.” A blush warmed my cheeks.
“It’s a promise.” He stared at the ring as if that were easier than looking at me. He took a long, slow breath with a shudder. “It was my mom’s. Even though I’m adopted, I think she knew more than she ever let on. She sent it to me a few years ago and told me to give it to someone I couldn’t imagine my life without. And that’s you. I wanted you to have it… before everything goes to shit.”
Realization settled in as both my dreams and nightmares came true at once. “You’re going to do something crazy, aren’t you?”
Still he wouldn’t look at me when he said, “I might have to.”
I swallowed hard, nodding as tears welled up in my eyes. “You know I won’t let you give yourself up for me.”
Now he dragged his gaze to mine, as if it took great effort to do so. The pain he didn’t want me to see was heavy in his amber eyes. “I know.”
One single tear escaped me, and I wiped it away before it could get far. “So what are you promising?”
This was not how I wanted to end a night of mayhem and love. But it was fitting I supposed. Maybe I was a fool to think we could have it all. We were born into a battle. Perhaps there was no room for love in war.
“I promise to love you no matter what happens. And when things seem the most bleak, that’s when my love will be the strongest.” Taking the ring from my hand, Rowen slipped it onto my finger. “Let this be a symbol of what you mean to me. Which, in case you can’t tell, is everything.”
The moment that ring slid onto my finger I knew that, whatever Rowen planned to do, it was going to destroy everything we’d created together. All I could do was give a solemn nod. 
“I promise that I won’t give up on you, Rowen,” I said, each word more painful than the last. “No matter what stupid ass thing you’re going to do.”
A smile lit up his face, but it didn’t ignite the fire in his gaze. “That’s all I want to hear.”
Rowen leaned in to kiss me. Hooking an arm around me, he lay me down beneath him and proceeded to love me again. His breath on my neck, his whispers and moans in my ear, the way every nerve came alive under his caress: these things I cherished, storing them away for when I needed them most. 
It was almost morning when we lay spent in each other’s arms. Rowen curled up behind me, holding me against his chest. I often wondered if he was still there with me once he fell asleep. As a dreamwalker Rowen was able to enter the dreams of others. It was his newest ability. Though he said he had full control of it, I couldn’t help but be curious.
Sleep came against my will. I fought it as long as I could, wanting so desperately to stay awake, to be ready for anything. 
When I woke up several hours later naked and alone, I felt disappointed, then alarmed. A quick glance around the bedroom confirmed that Rowen’s clothing was gone. With a brief, wistful glance at the ring on my finger, I rolled out of bed and yanked on some PJ pants and a t-shirt. 
Arrow lay still asleep on the couch. One arm and leg hung haphazardly off the side, and he snored into the pillow we’d crammed beneath his head. It took several nudges and pokes to rouse him.
He blinked up at me, confused at first and then annoyed. “What the hell am I doing here?”
“Get up,” I said, ignoring his question. “Rowen’s gone. And I’m pretty sure he went straight to Dash.”



CHAPTER TWENTY

 
 
“Shit!” I hit the end call button on my phone with an angry jab of my thumb. “His phone is going straight to voicemail.”
“Of course it is.” Arrow sounded bored. “He’s not an idiot.”
Rowen had definitely thought this through. He’d taken the keys to both our vehicles, leaving us stranded. I called Tash next, hoping she’d be good for a ride. Jett’s car was drivable but in need of work, and Rubi was likely studying or sleeping. When Tash didn’t answer, my irritation turned into sheer frustration. 
“It would be nice if you could act like you give a shit,” I snapped. “You’re part of the reason he’s doing this. Whatever exactly he’s doing.”
Arrow regarded me with a raised brow and an eye roll. A mug of coffee clutched in hand, he watched me rush frantically around the kitchen. “Sure. But you’re the straw that broke the camel’s back.”
That stopped me in my tracks. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that it may have started with Rowen wanting to protect me, but it was you that drove him over the edge. Once Dash made you a target, it was just a matter of time.” He gestured with his cup toward the bathroom. “Can I grab a shower before you drag me to Dash’s?”
I gaped at him in disbelief. “We do not have time for that. Is your cleanliness really a priority over your brother’s soul?”
Arrow sighed, a heavily dramatized sound for my benefit. “Of course not. But whether you want to agree with me or not, Rowen knows what he’s doing. He’s not the type to make impulsive decisions. Do you at least have a clean shirt I can borrow?”
His confidence in Rowen was admirable, and though Rowen had the freedom to make his own decisions, I had a calling that stated I couldn’t just sit back and do nothing while he handed himself over to the dark. 
“Get us a ride to Dash’s house, and I’ll see what I can dig up,” I muttered, stalking into my bedroom with clenched fists. “By the way, I think you owe both Rowen and me for that shit you pulled last night. You’ve clearly lost your damn mind. I’m not sure I can even trust you.”
I hurriedly changed into jeans and a tank top. Because I wasn’t taking any chances, I slung the Midnight Star onto my back in its sheath and grabbed the smaller silver dagger that fit into my boot. I was prepared to use either on anyone who gave me a reason to. Arrow included.
“That wasn’t me, Spike,” Arrow called after me. “Come on, you know that. I’ve had demons fucking around inside my head. I can’t be blamed for that.”
I made a grimace he couldn’t see. Perhaps I couldn’t know what he’d suffered because of Dash. However, after having him threaten my life, twice, I was opting for caution.
After digging through a stack of t-shirts in the back of my closet, I found a Crimson Sin shirt that should fit. With a silent snicker to myself, I decided it would do.
“Why the hell would Dash ever make you try to kill Rowen?” I asked when I rejoined him in the kitchen. “That makes no sense. He wants Rowen alive.”
“Yeah, Dash does. But who’s to say that someone else doesn’t have plans of their own?” He caught the shirt I tossed and scowled at the logo. “Seriously?”
“Take it or leave it.” I shrugged. “I suspect Koda wants to get rid of Rowen. He was there last night. But wouldn’t he want to reunite the triad as well?”
Arrow stripped off the shirt he wore and tossed it over the back of the easy chair in the living room. His pants were slung low, giving me a glimpse of the four leaf clover boxers he wore underneath. “Who knows? Only Koda can answer that question. All I know is I’d never try to kill Rowen without some kind of demon influence.”
“But I’m fair game? Thanks, dude.” My gaze was drawn to the raven on his hip. It was a finely done piece. When he caught me looking, I turned away, embarrassed. “Did you get us a ride yet?”
A sneer crossed his face, and I anticipated a snarky remark. Instead he checked his phone and nodded. “Sam said he’ll be here in fifteen. And for the record, I’ve never wanted to kill you.”
I waited for more, an insult tacked on to the end of that statement. It never came. “Fine,” I said, grabbing my jacket. “Let’s go wait downstairs for him.”
Every moment that passed while waiting for Sam throbbed in agony. I stood in the lobby where it was warm while Arrow smoked outside. I wasn’t sure what we’d be walking into, and though I’d hoped Cinder would’ve dropped in by now, his absence was a reminder that I couldn’t rely on him for everything. It wasn’t unusual for a few days to pass without any sign of him. Angels were busy.
It took seventeen minutes for Sam to arrive. During that time I considered the many awful things that Rowen could be facing while we were stuck here. I followed Arrow to the older Jeep Grand Cherokee in front of the building, surprised when he got in the back and left the front to me.
“Hey, guys,” Sam greeted us. “Everything ok?”
Arrow lit another cigarette and sucked in a lungful before saying, “It’s kind of one of those don’t ask don’t tell deals, Sammy.”
Not content to take such a shady response, Sam caught Arrow’s eye in the rearview mirror. “Does this have anything to do with the shit that went down at The Spirit Room last night?”
“It might. Sorry if I scared you, bud. Haven’t quite been myself lately.” Arrow slumped in his seat and puffed on his smoke, refusing to elaborate further.
Sam glanced at me and I shrugged. Seeing that he wouldn’t get anything out of either of us, he put the Jeep in gear and drove.
With every block that took us closer to the house Dash had overtaken as his own, my heart raced faster. By the time we turned into his neighborhood, my palms were sweaty, and it took great effort to breathe evenly.
“Just let us out here,” Arrow instructed. “Thanks, bro.”
“Thank you, Sam,” I added. “I appreciate this.”
He pulled the Jeep over and stopped, forcing a smile that did nothing to hide his evident worry. “No problem. Feel free to tell Jett how nice a guy I am. And be careful.”  
With every step toward the demon’s house, my body tightened until I was so stiff I thought I might just shatter into thousands of pieces. When we rounded the bend and found Rowen’s black Charger on the street outside, I faltered. 
“Let me handle this,” Arrow said. He grabbed my arm and dragged me back into motion. “If you go in there like a raging, pissed-off girlfriend, you’ll get us both killed. Or worse.”
I shot him a glower that was wasted on someone so disenchanted. “I’m not going in there like a pissed-off girlfriend. I’m going in there as a white lighter who’s sick of Dash’s manipulative shit.”
Arrow jerked me around to face him. The demon’s house loomed silently over us, a vengeful structure even in the late afternoon light. The sun set earlier in the winter. In less than an hour, Dash would be able to take physical form. However, I still expected him to be there. He could easily manifest by possessing one of his witches, who undoubtedly were inside.
“I can guarantee you that Dash is expecting you to come in there all worked up and emotionally charged. That shit will end you. So take a deep breath, calm the fuck down, and don’t let emotion cloud your logic.” 
He marched up to the heavy iron gate and hit a button on the intercom. It crackled a few times before a female voice said, “Yes?”
“Open the fucking gate, Skylar,” Arrow snapped. “I’ll get in anyway, so you might as well let me in.” 
There was a moment of silence. With a squeal of metal, the gate swung open, and we stepped onto the property. I froze, expecting the hellhounds that had accosted us the last time we came here for Rowen. I had a bad feeling this visit wouldn’t end the same way.
“They’re not out right now,” Arrow said, striding up the front step. “Which means they’re expecting us.” He banged on the door before trying the handle. It was locked.
The door swung open, and Skylar stood in the threshold with a scowl. “I was wondering when you’d show up.” Her ice-blue gaze pierced me. In one blink her eyes were red. Dash’s eyes. It was his voice that came out of her. “Spike, you shouldn’t have bothered.”
“I’ll make that decision for myself.” I drew myself up to my full height, refusing to cower before Dash. 
Skylar turned away, her black ponytail swinging. Her gait was smooth but heavy. Dash didn’t have a dainty bone in his body, and it showed when he possessed a woman. 
Arrow closed the door and fell into step behind the demon. I followed them both, fighting for calm breaths as I feared what we would find. Where was Rowen?
“We were just having a little chat,” Dash said, rounding the corner to the library. “I suppose you can join us, although I’m sure you’ll wish you hadn’t.”
The library was outstanding, like something right out of a movie. Floor to ceiling, books lined the walls. A quick glance revealed that most of them weren’t in English and most likely were not written by humans. A large throne-like chair sat in front of a blazing hearth. It sat at the head of a semicircle made up of a large table and several smaller chairs. Rowen sat in one of them.
Dash, in Skylar’s body, sauntered up to the throne-like chair and sat down, gesturing for us to take a seat. Arrow took a spot beside his brother. I sat as far from Dash as I could get, which meant sitting next to nobody; I was too emotional to get too close. 
“You’re both right in time,” Dash said, his voice so wrong in Skylar’s grinning face. “We were just making a deal.”
“Like hell you are.” Arrow twisted in his chair to stab Rowen with a sharp glare. “What in the fuck are you doing here, bro?”
Rowen leaned forward, propped his elbows on the table, and put a hand to his head. Brow furrowed and chest heaving, he was obviously distressed. Even though Arrow had demanded an answer, Rowen looked at me when he replied, “I’m doing what I have to do. I can’t sit back and do nothing while the two of you face constant danger. Please, try to understand.”
“Understand what?” My voice was loud in the vast room. “That you’re going to turn your back on everything you stand for and give Dash exactly what he wants? I will never understand that, Rowen.”
Dash sat back in his chair with hands together, fingers steepled, watching the exchange with obvious delight. So badly I wanted to slice the fucker’s head off again but being in Skylar’s body gave him an advantage. I couldn’t hurt him without hurting her, and no matter how shitty of a person she was, murder was not the answer here.
“I’m sorry, Spike. The last thing I want to do is hurt you. That’s why I’m here.” Misery filled Rowen’s amber gaze. He really believed this was what he had to do. 
I bit my tongue to hold back the angry, wounded retort that burned in my throat. Shaking my head, I looked to Arrow to speak some sense into his brother, though that might have been hoping for too much.
“Dude,” Arrow jumped in. “Giving this fucker what he wants is stupid. You’re better than this.”
This was weird. Teaming up with Arrow of all people was strange enough, but us against Rowen felt downright bizarre. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
“Rowen,” Dash broke in. “I believe we were in the middle of something before these two so rudely interrupted. Can we get back to our previous discussion?” Dash didn’t wait for a reply. He pushed on, knowing he had all three of us right where he wanted us. “I do believe we struck a deal.”
“No.” The table shook as Arrow slammed a fist on top of it. “No fucking deals. Rowen, you can’t do this.”
Using Skylar’s body, Dash flung Arrow off his chair with a flick of her wrist. He hit the floor hard, throwing an arm up to block the chair that crashed down on top of him. 
“You were not invited here, Arrow. If you can’t behave yourself, you will be forced to leave.” Dash’s gaze swung toward the window. “The sun is setting soon. If you’re smart you’ll leave before then. I’ve reached my breaking point with you, boy.”
My palms tingled, and I thought I might have to sit on my hands to keep from throwing a fireball in Skylar’s face. Still I worried that Arrow would push Dash too far and get us all killed. 
“Is that so?” Arrow got up with a sneer and righted his chair with a slam of the legs against the floor. “Well, the feeling is fuckin’ mutual.”
Rowen loudly cleared his throat, drawing all eyes to him. “Can we get on with this? I told you, Dash, I have conditions that must be met.”
I couldn’t breathe. My entire reality tumbled onto its head. Rowen was light, a genuine soul. How could he be sitting here making a deal with a demon? My chest hurt as my heart shattered.
“Yes, I know. As do I. Would you like to go first?” Skylar’s long nails clicked on the tabletop as Dash waited expectantly.
The urge to scream built inside me. Was I supposed to sit here and allow this to happen? Could I even stop it? Rowen’s free will was his own. There was nothing I could do but sit frozen, listening in growing horror.
Rowen looked my way, such pleading and anguish on his face. Had he really thought I’d stay away? Dragging his gaze from me to Dash, he said, “You leave Spike alone. Stay away from her friends, her family, and her. No exceptions. No technicalities. Arrow too. Whatever you did to him to get inside his head, it stops now. Never again. They walk out of here alive, and you never mess with either of them again.”
Dash considered this with a nod while running fingers through Skylar’s ponytail. It was creepy as hell to see her sitting there knowing she wasn’t the one peering out at us. 
“I killed someone, against my will,” Arrow interjected, clenching his hands into fists. “There’s no fixing that. You owe me, Dash.”
Dash ignored Arrow, directing his comment to Rowen. “Consider it done. In exchange I want your word that you and Spike will no longer be romantically involved. I know well how women can manipulate men with sex and emotions. If we’re to work together, I need to know there will be no chance of that.”
For a moment I could hear only the sound of my own heart. My mouth turned so dry I couldn’t even swallow. He knew. Rowen friggin’ knew this was coming. Why else would he be so strange last night? And the ring… my gaze dropped to it, and all I felt was a sick sense of betrayal.
“Fine. You have my word that my relationship with Spike is over.”
Rowen’s words wounded me, hitting me hard in the place deep down where I’d harbored my fears and mistrust. Too many times I’d been hurt. After shying away from commitment for so long, he had softened me, and I’d dared to let him in. And this was where that risk had led me. 
Dash turned to me, Skylar’s face expressionless. “Don’t look so crushed, my dear. It will be better for you both in the long run. I never would have given up on having him. This way, you get to live. Consider yourself lucky.”
“Fuck. You.” Teeth clenched, palms burning, I gripped the arms of my chair so hard my fingers ached. To Rowen, I said, “How can you do this to me, to us?”
Rowen sat rigid in his seat. He seemed to be having a hard time meeting my eyes. His gaze kept dropping to his lap. “I’m doing this for you, Spike. I love you too much to watch him destroy you because of me. I’m so sorry. Please try to see it from my side.”
I shook. My hands trembled and my lower lip quivered. Never had I felt so exposed. My greatest personal weakness lay exposed, on display for the demon I hated most to gloat over. “We’re supposed to be a team. You and me against the world. And especially him. You’ve betrayed everything I thought I knew about us. I can’t believe this. I trusted you.” Even my voice sounded weak and pathetic, like the life had been sucked out of me.
“Angel girl is right, Rowen,” Arrow said, sliding a suspicious glance his brother’s way. “You’re not this guy. What the hell are you doing?”
The moment went dead quiet as the two brothers stared at one another. Rowen visibly fought to stay calm and still. This wasn’t easy for him, but though I found a semblance of comfort in that, it wasn’t enough.
“I’m saving you both,” he said softly. “I’m sorry, but I have to do this.”
“No, you fucking don’t,” Arrow hissed angrily.
His protest fell on deaf ears. Rowen had made up his mind, and he wouldn’t be swayed. 
I wanted to fight for him. To beg and plead and promise. But seeing the determined set to his jaw and the trembling hands he tried to hide, I knew it would only make this hurt so much worse than it already did. In Rowen’s mind, this was him laying down his life for those he loved. I just wished he didn’t have to break my heart to do it.
Because I couldn’t stand to look at Skylar’s smirking face a moment longer, I got up and headed for the door. Silent tears streamed down my face. I hadn’t even felt them coming. 
“Arrow, you’re out.” Dash’s voice followed me. “Out of my coven and out of this house. You should probably leave now.”
As I stepped from the room, there was a loud scrape as Arrow shoved his chair back. “You think you’ve won, Dash, but I promise I’ll find a way to fuck you over. Good job, Rowen. You’re the asshole brother now. How does that feel?” Arrow’s long, heavy strides helped him catch up with me before I reached the front door. “We don’t have to leave, you know. We can stay and fight.”
Without pausing I flung open the door and stepped from the warm house into the frozen winter outside. “What’s the point? He’s made his choice.”
I let a curtain of black tresses fall to hide my face so he wouldn’t see my tears. They continued to spill down my face, and I wondered how long it would take them to freeze. 
“Come on, Spike. Where’s your fire?” Arrow nudged me, trying to stoke my spirit.
“Rowen just put it out. I went in there armed, ready for a fight. In ten minutes everything changed. I don’t even know how to feel right now.” I kept walking, down the front step and through the open gate. I couldn’t think straight, and I knew if I stayed and listened to Arrow I might very well end up dead.
“Hey, Spike.” When I didn’t stop or reply, Arrow grabbed my arm and jerked me to a halt. He took in the sight of my tear-stained face and whatever he’d been about to say died on his lips. “I’m sorry he did that to you, especially in front of Dash. But you know he loves you.”
I shook my head and sucked in a frigid breath. “All I know is that he didn’t give us a chance. Instead of trusting that we could face Dash together, he abandoned me.”
Pulling away, I kept walking. It was going to be a long, cold walk home. I’d have to call a cab. 
Arrow matched my hurried pace. Despite the lung-crushing chill, he lit up a cigarette. “I’ll call Sam to come back. I’m not letting you walk the streets alone like this.”
After making a call to Sam, Arrow grew quiet. Smoking cigarette after cigarette he walked beside me in heavy silence. For a guy who could be such a class A jackass, he had his moments when I thought he might be human inside after all. 
One foot in front of the other. That was all I could focus on. Every step felt like agony. The wind bit at my cheeks, icing my nose. I didn’t care. I could no longer feel. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 
 
Three days later I was sitting in Joe’s office with the girls, and lucky me, Molly’s Chamber. We girls sat on one side of the large conference room table, the guys on the other. Joe sat at the head with his hands clasped, frowning as if he sensed that something was amiss.
I hadn’t spoken to Rowen since he broke my heart in front of Dash. He’d called, texted, emailed. I ignored them all. He even came to my building, but I didn’t let him in. Nothing he could say would make this ok. Not now. I needed space. To think. Or to not think. I just couldn’t deal right now.
I’d hidden out at home and thrown myself into work, staying away from The Spirit Room for as long as I could. We played there next week so my self-imposed seclusion would come to an end. 
Avoiding Rowen’s gaze I focused on Joe, waiting for the opportunity I needed. It didn’t take long for him to give it to me. 
“So… I’ve had a chance to listen to the demos each of you sent me,” he said, glancing around the table. “They’re both pretty fucking amazing. I can honestly say I can’t decide who does it better.”
“I’ll save you the trouble, Joe,” I jumped in before he got the chance to give the song to either band. I kept my eyes on Joe though I felt the heavy weight of both Rowen and Arrow watching me. “Molly’s Chamber can have the song. I don’t want it. Not anymore. I’ll even give up all of my rights to it.”
A gasp fell from Jett, followed by, “Are you fucking crazy?”
Arrow snickered and sat back in his chair, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Rowen ran a hand through his hawk and stared out the window. 
Joe’s brows lifted, and he cleared his throat. “This seems to be news to most of us. May I ask why?” 
“Sure.” I crossed my arms and nodded, but it was Arrow I fixed my stare on. “You want the song so bad, Arrow? You can have it. It seems to mean more to you than it does to me anyway.” Turning to Joe, I smiled. “I don’t want to fight over the song, Joe. They can have it. No big deal. I’ll write other songs.”
I shrugged it off, hoping my shattered heart didn’t show on my face. I wasn’t sure I could even play “Love Song For An Angel” again. It would be like cutting open a vein every damn time. 
Looking confused, Joe nodded slowly, looking from me to Rowen. “Well, if you’re sure…”
“I am. Really.” I’d said all I had to say on the subject. With my legs crossed, one foot swinging, I did my best to appear as if I just didn’t give a damn. It was a lie and we all knew it, but no way in hell was I letting anyone see the pain in my soul. 
“Ok then,” Joe glanced down at the tablet on the table in front of him. “Moving on. You all know about the summer tour. Not a lot of details on that yet—it’s still several months away—but I can tell you that both of you are scheduled to play. Probably earlier time slots since both bands are new to the national scene, but any time slot is fantastic at this point. There’s a chance Sacred Stone will land a spot too. This city is really pumping out the kickass rock music this year. It’s been a while since we’ve had this happen.”
“As long as we don’t have to share a bus with them, it’s all good,” Arrow quipped. 
With a snicker, Sam jumped in. “We’ll be happy to share with the ladies though, of course.”
Jett leaned forward, lip curled into a sexy sneer. “Sweetie, we’d rather travel in an old rundown RV than share a swanky bus with you asshats.”
“Sure you would.” Sam shot her a flirty grin, which elicited a middle finger from Jett.
“Anyway, we’ll discuss the tour as it gets closer and I receive more information. In the meantime, each of you need to record some new material. How’s the writing coming along? I’ll get you studio time when you feel you’re ready.”
I tuned out at that point. Content to let Jett field those questions with some help from Tash and Rubi, I picked at my peeling nail polish and avoided making eye contact with anyone. Now that I’d said what I had to say, I was ready to leave.
When Joe dismissed us I bolted out of my chair headed for the door. Keys in hand, I made a beeline for my car. My stomach clenched when Rowen called my name.
“Spike! Will you please stop? If you won’t take my calls, then you can at least let me talk right now. I have a right to that, don’t I?” Frustration made Rowen’s request a demand. 
My old Chevy sat just ten feet away. I could have gotten in, slammed the door in his face, and driven away. Could have. Should have. Instead I turned to face him, bracing for the sucker punch of looking into his eyes.
“You made yourself perfectly clear already,” I said through clenched teeth. “What more could you possibly have to say?”
I was cold as ice despite the fire that burned in my palms. Clenching my hands tight, I ignored the telltale tingle. Emotion could be dangerous if it compromised my control. Cinder had taught me that from the start, although it didn’t keep slip ups from happening.
Rowen tried to take my hand, and I jerked, making him drop his arm. His face fell, and my heart fell with it. 
“Give me a chance to explain, Spike, please. I didn’t have a choice, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you. I love you.” Rowen had eyes only for me.
However, I remained painfully aware of our friends watching as they approached their cars, unsure if they were supposed to leave or not. I flung out a hand in their general direction and a flame flickered over my fingers. “Wasn’t our audience big enough last time? I don’t really need to relive this with all of our friends watching.”
Jett swung her arms, herding everyone away. “Let’s go, guys. Nothing to see here.”
She lingered though, and so did Arrow. What did they think was going to happen? They kept a respectful distance both from us and from each other. Still, I got the feeling they were anticipating a meltdown from one or both of us. 
“I’m sorry it happened the way it did,” Rowen said, daring a step closer. “Don’t think this was easy for me. I can barely look at myself in the mirror. I’m sick over what I’ve done to you.”
Car doors slammed, and one by one our human friends left. It was an especially chilly day. They were calling for snow. Again. But the heat in Rowen’s eyes scorched me. The fire burned in my palms, fueled by my rising emotion.
“Yeah? Well I’m not feeling so great myself.” Thrumming with adrenaline, I just wanted to get away. “Can we not do this now?” I turned toward my car.
Rowen put himself in my path. “Let me say what I need to say. I know you trusted me and I let you down. I’m so sorry, Spike. Please understand. I did it for you.”
“For me?” I repeated. Even with my hands clenched tightly into fists, the flames squeezed between my fingers. 
“Oh boy, here we go,” Jett muttered, pulling her jacket hood up onto her head.
“You didn’t do this for me.” My voice sounded stronger than I felt. “I asked you not to go to Dash. I begged you to think it through and not do anything rash. This was about your brother and the guilt that eats you up because you can’t save him from himself.”
Arrow’s bitter laugh was followed by a, “Fuck that.”
Rowen shut him down when he said, “It was about Arrow at first. But I hadn’t made my decision until Dash turned his attention to you. Then I knew I had to do it. I did it for you, Spike. To protect you.”
His declaration hung frozen between us on the frigid afternoon air. Rowen was so earnest, so desperate for me to accept his reason for destroying what we had. 
To protect me. 
I shook my head and swallowed a sigh. “It was supposed to be you and me against the world. We were a team. We were the same. Now you’re the enemy. How the hell do you really expect me to accept that?”
“I love you.” Rowen sounded defeated. “So I had to do whatever it took to keep you safe. I couldn’t let you die because of me. I needed Dash to believe our breakup was real so I had to make you believe it too. But it’s not forever, Spike. It’s just for now. Please, trust me.”
He wore a mask of despair. I found some comfort in knowing that Rowen was hurting too, but it didn’t make me feel much better. He reached for my hand again, and this time I let him take it. The flames went out.
“Rowen, don’t give me hope if you know it’s bullshit. I trusted you—something I don’t do well or often—and you destroyed that trust.” As a commitment-phobe I didn’t handle this sort of thing well. Second chances weren’t my style.
“All I can do is ask you to forgive me. I hope you can.” Using our joined hands to pull me closer, Rowen planted a soul-stirring kiss on me with such fierce yearning. “I’m doing what I have to do right now. It’s not safe for us to be together, but it will be. I don’t expect you to wait, but I know that, if this is as real as I believe it is, then we’ll find our way back to each other.”
Because I was at a loss for words and I refused to cry again in front of Arrow, I pulled Rowen in for one last, lingering kiss. A sick feeling settled in the pit of my stomach, and I took a deep breath before saying, “I guess we’ll see.”
Without a glance back I headed for my car, started the angry old engine and drove away before I could dissolve into a puddle of despair that would need to be scraped from the snowy ground. 
I cranked the heater up so high it was drying out my eyes. Good. No chance of crying myself off the road. 
To myself, I repeated, “I guess we’ll see.”
 
* * * *
 
The crash of metal on metal rang in my ears. It did nothing to slow me down. Again and again I swung. Each time Cinder met my blade with his. 
What had started off as a training session like any other had quickly escalated into a therapy session. I’d spent enough time talking about my feelings, at his insistence, and now I needed to purge them with violent sword thrusts. 
Cinder, being a skilled warrior, met each swing of my sword with ease. It only served to heighten my frustration. I wanted to hurt something.
I’d begged Cinder for another recovery mission, and he’d promptly shut me down, claiming that I needed time to deal with my break up. Rushing into something with such unsettled emotion would only get me killed. He was probably right, but I fought to accept his wisdom with so much pain roiling about inside me.
“Watch your stance,” Cinder scolded. “Check your elbow.”
I made an irritated noise and swung again. The more those horrible feelings swelled inside me, the more violent my attacks became. And also the more careless. 
My next attack was terrible. I faltered. Cinder hit my wrist with the hilt of his sword. Pain shot up my arm, and the Midnight Star hit the floor of the rented gym space with a clatter.
“Ember, what the heck was that? You’re not thinking. In a real battle I’d have killed you several times over.” Brow furrowed so the scar through his eyebrow became more pronounced, he dropped his sword and sat on the wooden bench off to the side. Patting the spot next to him, he regarded me with patience.
I crumbled. The composure I’d fought so hard to keep together unraveled like a thread on a cheap sweater. Sure I’d cried but just enough to take the edge off. I had yet to really come apart. Staring into Cinder’s sympathetic violet eyes, I lost it.
“I’m not thinking clearly. Since everything happened with Rowen, I can barely focus. I’m just trying to survive from one second to the next. And I keep waiting for the pain to go away, but with each day it just gets worse. Time does not heal all wounds. Why do people say such bullshit? It’s a lie.” With each word the tears flowed harder, and the sobs upset my voice until my breath hitched and my chest heaved, a full on ugly cry. Hadn’t had one of those in a while.
Feeling pitiful I flung myself onto the bench beside him and let him hold me while I cried into his ridiculously fashion-savvy shirt. As my tears soaked the thick bamboo fabric, Cinder stroked a hand through my disheveled ponytail and let me cry it out. 
Only after several long minutes of sobbing had ceased did he speak. “I’m sorry you’re hurting,” he began, his tone calm and gentle. “You know I don’t agree with Rowen’s decision to align himself with the dark, but I do understand why he felt that choice to be best. My advice to you is to grieve however you must, but you also have to recognize that he made this sacrifice for you. That, my dear, Ember, is genuine love.”
Leave it to Cinder to crush the part of me that wanted to resent Rowen and punish him for his choice. When the angel spoke everything made sense. I both loved and hated that.
“Sacrifice?” I questioned, turning the word over, unable to decide if it was a blessing or a curse. “Is that how you see it? To me it feels like a betrayal.”
“Yes, I can see how it would. Rowen is an evolved soul. He’s got a deep connection to the things not of this world. It’s given him a sacrificial heart. This is a good thing.” Cinder wiped my tears away with a tender thumb and an encouraging smile.
That was why Rowen had wings. Because he connected so deeply to every facet of our struggle. Evolved. I used to envy him that connection. Rowen had given himself to Dash. For me and for Arrow. He shouldn’t have done it for either of us. Rowen was just too good for Dash and all the evil that he stood for.
“But he turned his back on the light,” I said, struggling to wrap my mind around something that still felt surreal. “He’s gone dark, Cinder. I just can’t believe that’s his calling. This has to be a mistake.”
“I would never have encouraged him to do such a thing. However, don’t underestimate the light’s ability to bring out the best of a bad situation. Another chance will always be available to Rowen should he accept it. Have faith.” Cinder nodded to the swords on the floor. “We should probably call it quits for the day.”
The nephilim were held to the same standards as humans. Mistakes were made and forgiven. It was in our nature to be seduced by the dark. We could only be strong for so long before succumbing to one temptation or another. I just wished it hadn’t been Rowen and that it hadn’t been now, with Dash.
“Agreed. I shouldn’t be handling sharp objects right now,” I said with a rueful smile. The damn thing wouldn’t stick though. It faded as fast as it had appeared. “Cinder, I can’t help but feel like I have to do something. If I do nothing, then Dash wins and Rowen loses everything. What am I supposed to do?”
Cinder took my face in his hands and studied me with that soul-searching gaze of his. “You let him go, Ember. Both you and Rowen are just getting started on this journey. You won’t always travel it together, though I’m sure your story is far from over. Losing a battle does not mean you’ve lost the war. Be patient. And be ready.”
Angels can’t see the future. Not really. They don’t lie though. If Cinder believed there was more to come for Rowen and me, then I’d be a fool to doubt him. 
“I know you’re just trying to make me feel better, but I’m going to try to believe you. Because I want to, and if I keep going in this funk I’ve been in, I’ll never achieve anything again. All I do is work and watch Netflix.” And survive on coffee and takeout whenever Cinder wasn’t around to put something healthy in front of me. But I wasn’t telling him that.
I gathered the Midnight Star and slid it back into the sheath. Hooking Cinder’s sword with a foot, I tossed it into the air. He caught it easily.
“Well, we can’t have you falling victim to the temptation that is Netflix,” Cinder chuckled. He twirled the sword in one hand before it disappeared. “I’ll send you on another recovery run soon. I think it’s great hands-on training you can’t get in a place like this.”
“I’m ready. Just say the word.”
“Not yet. Ember, I want you to take some time over the next week or so to throw yourself into your music. Connect with your band, write some new music, then get on that stage and play your heart out.” Cinder held the door open for me as we stepped out into the parking lot. “Then we’ll discuss your next recovery job.”
That was fair. Hiding out at home watching Netflix meant dodging a lot of calls and demands from Jett. 
“Music therapy, huh?” The door of the Chevy opened with a squeal. 
“Your passions are part of you for a reason.” Cinder held his arms out, and I stepped into one of the best hugs ever. “Promise me you’ll eat something nutritious when you get home. It will give you energy and boost your mood.”
Well, damn. I guess he knew about the takeout after all. Couldn’t slip much past the attentive angel.
“Promise.” 
Cinder seemed reluctant to leave me. After giving him what I hoped was a reassuring smile and promising again to eat a healthy meal, he seemed to relax. 
“I’ll be by soon,” he said, waiting for me to start the engine. When it turned over without issue, he glanced around to make sure nobody watched. “You’re going to make a fine warrior one day, Ember.”
Then he was gone. 
Warrior. It wasn’t a term I’d have ever applied to myself. I wanted it though. To be a warrior. Now I had to fight twice as hard, for me and for Rowen. I could continue with the pity party, or I could fight for us. 
My gaze dropped to the ring I still wore, the one I wanted to take off but just couldn’t. Not yet.
I would fight for us. And I’d keep fighting, even when it seemed there was nothing left to fight for.
 



EPILOGUE

 
 
The Spirit Room used to be a place where I could go to feel normal. It was where I could enjoy loud music and laugh with my friends, pretending that my life wasn’t all kinds of messed up. It wasn’t about angels and demons there. It was just about the music and the dream I shared with the girls. 
Things change. Too fast sometimes.
My gaze slid from Koda in the corner to Arrow and Rowen crowded around their favorite table near the bar with their band. Yep. Change had a way of coming at you like a bat out of hell and leaving you shaken and bitch slapped. 
It had only been two weeks since Rowen and I had broken up, but it felt like forever. There was no way to avoid seeing each other, not that I wanted to. Thanks to Dash’s incognito watchdogs, we couldn’t be alone together though, which was probably for the best. It would just hurt too much.
Feeling my gaze upon him, Rowen glanced up. Our eyes met and my insides tightened. Life was so fucking unfair sometimes. 
Despite how much it hurt to look into his eyes of fire, I found comfort in the longing within them. Knowing that he suffered too made my burden a little easier to bear, though just barely. 
Absently I spun the ring on my finger. Rowen had refused to take it back when I’d offered it to him, claiming that nothing had changed. His promise still stood. 
Dash couldn’t keep us apart forever. If he expected me to accept this and do nothing, he was kidding himself. I would find a way to get to the demon.
In the meantime I was waiting on Cinder to give me another recovery mission. He saw it as a way to improve my skills, but I saw it as an opportunity to find the right item, something I could use against Dash. To get him to release Rowen from his agreement.
Long shot? Probably. Morally acceptable? I liked to think of it as somewhat of a grey area. But it was the only way I might have a hope in hell of gaining the advantage over that demon. I just couldn’t leave Rowen trapped in the deal he’d made. He belonged with the light. He belonged with me.
I tore my gaze from Rowen’s. I’d started the night feeling good. Strong. Those eyes would cripple me. I had a show to play and a demon to threaten. Speaking of which… 
Koda still stood in the corner where he could watch the entire building. He was alone.
The band on stage started wrapping up their set. We played next. I just had something to take care of before I’d be ready to beat the hell out of my guitar on stage. The girls were upstairs drinking and shooting the shit. I’d come down early just for this.
Koda stood up straighter when he saw me headed for him. He pulled his hands from his pockets and crossed his arms over his chest. Dressed casual, his black hair smoothed into a trendy mess of gel, Koda seemed to blend in a little more each time I saw him here. 
He blatantly looked me over from head to toe as I approached. The fishnet stockings under the puffy black tutu I wore seemed to especially catch his interest. I didn’t acknowledge his unwelcome appraisal.
“Spike,” he greeted me with suspicion. “You look good enough to eat. I don’t suppose now that you’re single you’d be interested in such a thing.”
I couldn’t stop the disgust that crept across my face, so I let Koda see the revulsion that filled me at the thought of him touching me. “Not if you were the last penis-toting creature on earth.”
“So, if this isn’t pleasure, it must be business. You haven’t spoken to me in weeks. So what do you want?” Koda didn’t put in the effort to play the game that he used to. I didn’t miss it, but it did make him less predictable.
“I think you’re the one responsible for Arrow’s last meltdown,” I said, wasting no time getting to the point. “You had him try to kill Rowen. I don’t know why, and I don’t expect you to tell me, but I want you to know that if you mess with Rowen in any way or any harm comes to him because of you, I will devote what’s left of my life to making you sorry.”  
Koda smirked and cocked his head to one side. “Heartbreak has hardened you. Consider it noted.”
“Hardened me?” I scoffed. “It’s done a lot more than that. And if you fuck with Rowen, you’ll find out all about it.” 
“You’re cute.” His smile faded as someone approaching from behind me caught his attention. “Looks like the other brother wants to take a turn.”
I turned to find Arrow weaving his way through the crowd toward us. With a beer in hand, he paused to scribble his name on a drunken groupie’s cleavage. I dreaded to think how the growing popularity of Molly’s Chamber would affect his ego. It was a reminder that I needed to keep Jett’s ego in check as well. The spotlight could go to anyone’s head, but I’d bet money that they’d be the first to show the signs.
“You’re absolutely disgusting.” Having said all I needed to say to Koda, I turned on a heeled boot and stalked away, painfully aware of his scarlet gaze on my ass. 
Arrow pulled himself away from his adoring fans to intercept me. He motioned to Koda with his beer. “Problem?”
“Always. It’s no big deal though. What’s up?” I didn’t want or need Arrow or anyone else fighting my battle with Koda. That was a battle that would run its course in its own time.
“I had to get away from that.” Arrow pointed at his table where Jett straddled Sam’s lap as he took a shot glass from between her pushed up breasts with his mouth. “I wish they’d just fuck already and get it over with. The flirting is nauseating.”
I smiled. Jett needed to stop pretending she wasn’t into Sam. “I think they’re cute. I’m jealous.”
Arrow made a noise between a gag and a laugh. He tipped the bottle to his lips and drained half the contents before letting out a revolting belch. “Actually, I was going to ask you when you’re doing another recovery job for Cinder.”
“Why?” I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious. 
“Well, I need something to do with my spare time now that I’ve been cast out of Dash’s coven. I’m flying solo now. Thought I’d tag along with you. Could be a fun way to kill some time.” Reaching into the pocket of his leather jacket, Arrow produced a joint, which he tucked behind an ear.
I studied him, brow furrowed in confusion. Was he just screwing with me? “Seriously? You want to come on a recovery job? You know this sounds suspicious, right?”
Arrow feigned offense. “Me? Suspicious? Come on, angel girl. I just need a way to let off a little steam. Humor me. Give me a purpose.”
I suspected there was something he wasn’t saying. Possibly something he couldn’t say here.
“As much as I hate to admit it, you can be useful.” I conceded with a nod. A glance at the stage hit me with a sense of urgency. Rubi was setting up her drum kit. “I have to go. We’ll talk about this later.”
Before I could rush off, Arrow grabbed my arm and pulled me in so he could speak without being overheard. “Rowen misses you like crazy, Spike. He’s driving us all nuts with the nonstop moping. Just thought you should know.”
Something about Arrow’s kind words brought me to that place where sorrow met strength. Yet for a moment my strength faltered. I had to bite my lip and take a deep breath. My girls had been my shoulders to cry on during the last two weeks. But I’d done my best not to cry because I refused to believe it was over.
“Thanks, Arrow.” Blinking fast to keep from ruining my mascara, I hurried away, needing desperately to be on that stage where I could purge the swell of sorrow. 
Being around Rowen remained hard. I’d done my best to avoid him those first few awful days, but we shared the same world. Both playing music and being nephilim, we were inextricably tied together. Our paths would always cross. And I was ok with that. Because I missed him like crazy too.
Fifteen minutes later we were ready to play. Once Jett peeled herself off Sam’s lap and joined us, the musical therapy I needed commenced. At first I was painfully aware of those who watched: Koda. Rowen. Arrow. Then the drums thundered through the building, transporting me to a place where I could let it all out and leave it on the stage.
Each song we played pulled me deeper under the spell that would set me free. My fingers flew over the strings. Long black locks fell into my face, and I tossed my head, flinging my hair around wildly. Nothing felt as good as being lost in the music did. Well… almost nothing.
The promise of the upcoming summer tour thrilled me. Being up here in this rock bar filled with people cheering for us was just the beginning for Crimson Sin. On that tour we would get the chance to play in front of thousands. A spark of excitement filled my belly, spreading through my limbs. 
Jett worked the crowd, driving them into a frenzy. Tash and I leaned on one another, back to back, going hard on our instruments. Rubi beat the skins like a mad woman.
Then I jumped up onto the platform at the front of the stage and caught a glimpse of the blue hawk down below. I went down on my knees as an intricate solo exploded from my fingers. The gorgeous black Gibson screamed, cried, and wailed. The crowd gathered in front of the stage cheered, holding up hands and drinks.
A smile tugged at my lips.
Everything made sense when the music flowed. Suddenly the worries and hurts I’d been carrying lightened, and I could breathe again.
It brought a much needed moment of clarity. I would become the warrior Cinder wanted me to be. I would find what I needed to free Rowen from the deal he’d made. And I’d do it all while letting my passion for music guide me. 
Dash might have won this round. Well, he could have it. But he couldn’t have Rowen. And he sure as hell couldn’t have my confidence or my pain. He would have my vengeance though. 
This was far from over. 
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The room tilted severely to one side before righting itself so suddenly I almost stumbled. The vodka and cranberry in my glass spattered the back of my hand with cold drops. Perhaps it had been one drink more than I needed.
“Spike, get your sweet ass over here.” My best friend, Jett, waved me over with a drink in each hand. She was quickly swallowed up by the crowd dancing and jumping in front of the stage. 
“I’m on it,” I mumbled to myself while fighting to keep the room level. 
A touring band played The Spirit Room tonight. An up and coming group from Toronto, their latest album was in heavy rotation on my playlist, so I’d been excited to see them live. It had also seemed like the perfect girls’ night out, which I needed a lot of these days. 
Since my break up with Rowen, the so-called love of my life, I’d thrown myself headlong into anything and everything I could to avoid thinking about it. My band, fight training, recovery missions, and anything else Cinder would give me. Some of it even worked to distract me for a little while.
Always that loss lurked there in the back of my mind. I just couldn’t let it go. Maybe if our breakup had been natural, I’d have been over it by now. But it wasn’t. We were head over heels for each other, torn apart by outside forces. 
The need for vengeance ate at me. A cruel seed planted the day Rowen decided breaking my heart was the only way to save me from a demon’s wrath. That seed sprouted and grew, nourished by each night we remained apart. 
And all I wanted was to make that demon pay.
So although it might not be the most responsible thing for a white lighter to do, I’d decided a night of drunken shenanigans with my best friend would help me unwind. Having been so very tightly wound these days, it’s a wonder I hadn’t yet snapped.
“I fucking love this song.” Jett’s celebratory cry accompanied the draining of one of her two drinks. She tossed the plastic cup, having no care for where it landed. Grabbing hold of my arm, she dragged me close, gyrating her hips like a madwoman. 
Her infectious enthusiasm convinced me to throw my cares away along with her empty cup. The cry of electric guitars stole my focus. Nothing mattered but the music. 
All around us the crowd moved like one massive, breathing entity. We shared a heart and a purpose. We shared the music. It erased our differences, our individual selves. It fed my every need. 
Unfortunately, in a crowd of that many drunk people, someone always had to ruin it. An unwelcome caress on my ass had me spinning to find some lecherous, grinning idiot. Couldn’t we just enjoy ourselves without some hard-up perv destroying the moment?
With a glare I shook my head at him, hoping he got the message, and turned away. He went for Jett next. Big mistake. Dancing in close he tried to grind against her. He had no clue; that gal could gut him in seconds. She whirled to face him and without hesitation gave him a shove that sent him stumbling into those behind us.
He recovered quickly, coming back at us with hands raised in question. “What’s the matter, baby? I’m just trying to have a good time. Let’s have some fun.” Again he tried to press close, unwilling to accept rejection. 
Jett and I shared a look. Without a word we communicated, as best friends do. She wanted to beat his ass. In most cases I would prefer to walk away and continue our night without incident. Tonight was different. I had too much liquor in my veins and a tightly wound temper.
She raised a brow. I nodded. 
I threw the punch to his throat that knocked him down. In a change of pace, Jett cheered me on. Usually she was the one handing out fists to jerks, as I liked to consider myself more of a lover than a fighter. However, a girl could only take so much crap before she had to start dishing it.
Even though he struggled to breathe, the guy didn’t hesitate to throw his beer at me. The bottle smacked my elbow, cracking against the bone. The pain wrenched a shout from me.
Jett’s reaction was immediate. She shoved her drink into my hand and leaped on the guy before he knew what hit him. Protective and loyal, she unleashed the strength of the wolf all over him. Her fists pummeled his face despite his attempts to fling her off.
It didn’t take long for the fight to draw attention. Immersed in the crowd as we were, it wasn’t the bouncers who noticed but the demon always lurking much too close. 
Koda inserted himself into the situation, gliding in with the otherworldly air of the immortal. He shoved between Jett and our unwelcome guest. Exuding a power so black it choked off my breath, he dragged the guy close, peering deep into his eyes. “Apologize to the ladies. Then go throw yourself off the nearest overpass.” So subtle but effective was Koda’s persuasion. 
“Koda, no,” I protested, shoving Jett’s drink at her so I had a hand free to grab his arm. 
That vibrant red gaze fell on me, and I jerked my hand away. His human guise fooled many, but it didn’t fool me. If I focused just right, I could see the black wings he kept hidden from human sight. If I looked even harder, I would see his true form, something I didn’t want to see, so I chose not to.
“People like him deserve what they get, Spike. Back off and let me do my job.” Koda didn’t make nice anymore, not like he once had. 
Although he was my demon, the one assigned to lure me to the dark, his attempts to do so with niceties and flirtation had ceased. He still lurked, watching and waiting, but the way he played the game had changed. 
“I’m not letting you send some guy to his death just because he happens to be a douchebag. That’s not quite enough for a death sentence in my opinion.” Despite how strained things had become with Koda, I wasn’t backing down. The alcohol fueled the fire of my temper.
“Well,” Koda said, giving me the slow, appraising once over he knew I detested, “I didn’t ask your opinion.”
“You wouldn’t even give a shit about him if it weren’t for me,” I tried again. “Just leave it alone, Koda. Leave me alone.”
Koda chuckled, a devious sound that chilled me. “You think everything I do is about you. But you’re only half right. Now why don’t you go back to drinking and dancing like the happy little human you’re pretending to be?”
Heat filled my face. How dare he assume to know anything about what I went through? The triad he belonged to had forced Rowen and me apart. Koda himself knew things that could help me stop Dash, the leader of their triad, but he would share nothing.
Jett eyed me, waiting to see how I wanted to handle this. We’d taken on demons together before, yet we couldn’t win a public battle with Koda. To be honest, I didn’t particularly want to try. 
“What I’m pretending to be is someone who doesn’t give a damn for just one night. Can I not just have one night that isn’t about demon bullshit?” I hurled the words with the heat of my anger. Just looking at Koda reminded me that this war I fought was far from over.
The demon’s scrutinizing stare didn’t hold the weight it once had. I stood there unaffected. He snapped a finger in front of the guy’s face and said, “Leave. Now.”
In a daze of manipulated wonder, the guy wandered away, obeying Koda’s command. I made as if to stop him, but Koda blocked me. 
“Get out of my way.” My hands tingled. Not a good sign. They often did before fire burst out from them. I’d gained substantial control in recent months, but having my head fogged with alcohol might compromise that. 
Koda raised a dark brow and glanced at the guy’s retreating form. “Want me to stop him? Make it worth my while.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I demanded.
In the same breath Jett snarled, “You’re a goddamn pig.”
Hands raised in mock surrender, Koda laughed. “So touchy. I guess that’s my answer. Too bad, Spike. I thought maybe you were ready to move on. And move up.”
“With you? Not possible.” I mustered the nastiest scowl I could, trying to ignore the tingles in my palms. 
Affecting the perfect pitying expression, Koda shook his head, like I was just so damn pathetic. “You can drink the pain away, but it will still be there in the morning. There are other ways to numb out. I can help. You know he’s not coming back to you, Spike. Rowen is ours now, and that means he can never be with you. This whole party til you puke thing you’ve been doing is just getting sad. It’s time to give up and get over it.”
The band on stage was forgotten. My fellow rockers faded into the background. The demon who’d spent several years learning how to get a reaction from me had succeeded.
A small cry of rage accompanied the fire that burst from my fingers as I lunged at Koda. My fist met his face in a punch that caused my hand to go numb. That would hurt later, in the sober light of day. So I might as well make it worth the pain.
I hit him again, snapping his head back. It took more physical force to truly hurt a demon than I could generate, but that didn’t stop me from trying. My fists ablaze, I pummeled Koda with drunken abandon.
Tangling with him was a stupid mistake, something that could land my ass in hot water. Yet emotion got the best of me, and I didn’t think twice about such a public display.
Of all people who might come to my rescue, Koda’s own swift reaction shut down the flames before I exposed myself. He grabbed my hands and, using the ice element he possessed, abolished the flames. It had all happened in just seconds, but even that was too long for such a blunder. 
Koda jerked me away from the crowd none too gently. He steered me over to an area void of people. “Have you lost your mind? I know you’re wound up, but that behavior will come back to haunt you. You might not believe it, but I don’t want to see you punished for amateur mistakes.”
“Back the fuck off.” Jett was right there, shoving between Koda and me. “You antagonized her. This is your fault.”
I realized I’d dropped my drink in the crowd. Oh well, I didn’t need it anyway. My head swam, and I blinked a few times to focus. 
“My fault?” Koda scoffed. “I may present opportunities, but I don’t force anyone to take them.” 
Jett bared fangs and shoved the demon. “Just waltz off overpasses, huh? You’re a piece of shit. Stay away from Spike.”
Koda had already threatened Jett once. The way he stared at her, daring and calculating, broke through the vodka haze. A hand on her arm, I pulled her back. I didn’t like how close they were. 
“Next time you lay a hand on me, wolf, you’ll lose it,” Koda promised. “You have no place in matters of the light and the dark.”
“Like hell I don’t.” Jett leaned in toward him, too much whiskey taking her brazenness to a dangerous level. 
The tension between them had my heart pounding. Jett could be a bit of a loose cannon. She just didn’t give a shit, and that kind of attitude didn’t fly with demons.
“You’ve been warned, wolf. I’ll have you on a leash before you can even finish rolling your eyes at me.” Koda didn’t make empty promises. He stared down into her face, daring her to take a shot at him. “Think your pack would even notice the loss of one more?”
That was a cheap shot, and we all knew it. In recent weeks Jett’s wolf pack had dealt with the arrest of their Alpha and the death of several wolves during a raid by a human-run government organization, the Federal Para-Intelligence Agency. They tended to target vampires, werewolves, and magically enabled humans. Thanks to the angels and demons of the city, the FPA didn’t tend to look our way. But it had broken my heart to see my friend fearful and sad.
Due to the actions of the city’s most powerful vampires, the FPA’s chaos had been halted. However, no one could say for sure how long that would last. Jett’s time was now divided between our band and helping her pack put the pieces back together. So Koda’s remark needled her, and understandably so.
Needled her so much she took a swing at him with claws extended. In typical Jett fashion she went for his eyes. A claw gouged the side of his face as he caught her arm. Without so much as a word, Koda promptly snapped her wrist. 
Her yelp hurt my ears. She recoiled, holding her arm. Fangs bared, a steady growl emanated from her. 
I pulled her farther away before either of them could make another move. This little conflict had taken a sudden dark turn. The thought of Jett on a leash chilled me, and Koda would do it too. 
The sword strapped to my back was useless. Although running him through with it would send Koda back to the other side, I couldn’t use it in such a public place. As it was, the Midnight Star was hidden from human eyes, thanks to Cinder. 
“Whatever it is you want from me, I promise you’ll never get it. Not like this.” Seething with hatred, I kept stepping back, pulling Jett with me so I could keep Koda in my sights. “Go back to hell where you belong, Koda. You vile piece of shit.”
He regarded me with unabashed devilry. “Don’t test my patience, white lighter. Or I’ll find a creative way to put your filthy mouth to better use.”
“Like hell you will,” called a voice from behind me. “Lay a hand on her, and I’ll find a way to send you to hell myself.”
I knew that voice. It stabbed me right in the soul. 
I turned to find Rowen standing there with hands clenched into fists. His fiery amber eyes blazed with vehemence. Fearless, he challenged Koda. 
At his side stood Arrow, his brother and best friend. Arms crossed, black hair falling into his face, Arrow appraised the situation. He took in the sight of Jett holding her injured wrist and me vibrating with pent-up fury. A frown creased his brow. He stiffened, ready to back up his brother.
“Ah, Rowen. Of course you’d appear at just the right time to defend your love.” A smirk twisted Koda’s face into something ugly. “Does Dash know you’re here?”
With a toss of his floppy blue mohawk, Rowen advanced on Koda. “Don’t know, don’t care. Why don’t you run along and tell him?”
Koda seemed to consider this. The utter loathing on his face told us all exactly what he thought of Rowen. I wasn’t sure why he hated Rowen so much. As the son of the demon who’d been the third in Dash and Koda’s triad, Rowen could make their triad whole again. Something that Dash wanted very much, but something that, for some unknown reason, Koda did not seem to want at all.
“Better watch yourself, Rowen.” Red eyes met amber and the two faced off. “Just because Dash needs you doesn’t mean I won’t kick your ass all over the place.”
Rowen spread his arms in invitation. “By all means, do it.”
Faced with the choice to walk away or to face Dash’s wrath, Koda chose the former. I knew it wasn’t because Dash ruled over Koda. Neither of them possessed more power than the other. This decision, like so many others, had to have something to do with their triad.
“Keep your distance from one another,” Koda advised, scowling first at me, then Rowen. “We’re watching you.” The demon shoved through both brothers and stormed off to make someone else’s life hell for the rest of the night. 
“Are you guys ok?” Rowen asked, turning those enchanting orbs on me. 
The sad, drunk girl side of me wanted to throw myself in his arms. Just looking at him made me feel all warm and squishy inside. The independent, hardened woman side of me held my head high and met his gaze evenly. “He broke Jett’s wrist, but otherwise we’re ok.”
“Son of a mother fucker,” Jett swore. “Goddamn it hurts. It’ll heal fast, but I need to have the bones reset before it does. Can one of you give me a ride to my pack’s clubhouse? I can’t go to a hospital.”
Rowen’s gaze lingered on me. I found it so damn hard to look at him. It tore the scab off the wound every time, leaving me raw and bleeding inside. 
“Yeah, I can take you.” He turned his attention to Jett but not before I saw my pain mirrored on his face. To Arrow, he said, “Can you get Spike home safe?”
I’d much rather have Rowen take me home, but as we all knew, we couldn’t safely be alone together. Not anymore. Dash had too many sets of eyes on us. If he thought for even a second that we were rekindling our romance, I’d be dead. That was why Rowen had broken it off. To save me. 
I didn’t want him to have to save me. I wanted us to save each other.
“Yeah, no problem. I’ll drive Spike home.” Arrow didn’t dish up any of his usual assholery, which didn’t make me feel any better. Did he feel sorry for me? Still? Because screw that shit.
I gave Jett a quick squeeze. “So much for our girls’ night of fun. Call me tomorrow.”
With a pained nod, she headed for the exit.
Rowen turned to go after her but paused to glance back at me like he wanted to say something. After a strained moment of silence, he said, “Have a good night, Spike.” 
I watched him go, feeling the weight of everything he didn’t say. My shoulders slumped. I stifled a sigh but otherwise didn’t react. Over the past several weeks, I’d gotten pretty good at masking my pain. At least, I liked to think so.
The knowing look Arrow wore made me feel as see-through as leaded glass. I told myself it was because he was close to Rowen, to the situation, and not because I was transparent as fuck. 
“So… Do you want to take off?” he asked, pulling keys from the pocket of his black jeans. “I can take you home, or we can grab a drink somewhere else. Your call.”
The thought of sitting at home, alone, pondering the events of the evening sucked. “Yeah. I don’t care where we go, just get me out of here.” 



CHAPTER TWO

 
 
“So where are we headed? Ready to call it a night?” Arrow slid a curious side eye my way, thinking I wouldn’t notice. 
“Nope.” I shook my head, tousled black locks slapping me in the face. “I’m on a mission. Koda and Dash will rue the day they ever met me.”
Arrow tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the heavy metal song blasting from the BMW’s speakers. Whenever I thought he wasn’t paying attention, I turned it down a notch. I’m all about the rock, but the growling metal isn’t quite my style. 
He slapped my hand away as I reached for the volume again. “You’re drunk, Spike. So whatever you’re thinking is probably stupid and dangerous. I think you should go home and sleep it off.”
“Well, Arrow, I don’t care what you think. And I’m not drunk. Just a little tipsy.” I had to focus extra hard, or the lines on the road blurred into a dizzying image that made my head spin, but he didn’t need to know that.
“Bullshit.” He eased the car to a stop at a red light. “You can’t beat Dash, and you know it. You’ve got to let this go.”
I didn’t like how his tone had softened, the way it does when one speaks to someone they deem fragile. Broken. “I don’t have to beat him. I just have to find something he wants more than he wants Rowen.” Doubt crept into my voice.
My gaze dropped to my hand, to the ring I still wore. Rowen had given it to me as a symbol of his promise to love me no matter how shitty things got. White gold angel wings nestled diagonally side by side caught the light, shining in the streetlight before the car launched into motion, casting Rowen’s mother’s ring in darkness. 
I twisted it on my finger, as I did when contemplating how far I was willing to go to stick it to Dash. Sometimes I thought about taking the ring off, putting it away somewhere safe. But almost every time I saw Rowen at The Spirit Room, I caught him looking for it. 
“There’s nothing he wants more than Rowen. All Dash cares about is his fucking triad and whatever it is they do together.” Arrow cast a glance my way, his hazel eyes appearing dark in the dim light. The smudge of black liner added to the effect. “I can’t think of anything that would make him change his mind about that.”
“No, there’s got to be something,” I insisted, racking my brain. “The world is crawling with gems and amulets and weaponry that the demons want to get their hands on.”
Nova, the incubus demon from the Black Market, had come to me seeking help finding a gem. Not that I would help him, of course. But they were creatures of power, always seeking more. Dash was no different. I just had to find the right object, the one that appealed to him above all else.
“And you could do that?” Arrow asked, a brow raised. “Hand over some magical object to a demon? Even though they’d only use it to spread evil and corruption. Doesn’t quite fit the description of a white lighter, Spike.”
It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Not from him, a dark nephilim. Not from anyone. “I didn’t think discouraging me from bad choices was in your job description,” I muttered. 
“It’s not, but you’re talking crazy. Bargaining with demons isn’t your style. Leave that shit to dirtbags like me.” His upper lip curled in a hint of a smirk. 
I watched the city streets fly by until my head spun. We were getting closer to my apartment. “I can’t. Not this time. Take me to the Black Market.”
Heavy metal music filled the space between us as we drove ever closer to my neighborhood. If Arrow thought he could force me to go home, he didn’t know who he was messing with. My hand gripped the door, as if I might just bail out any moment. Who knew? Maybe I could pull off a stunt roll if he slowed down for a corner or something. Yeah right, like Arrow would slow for a corner.
“I’m gonna have to say no. That’s a shit idea, angel girl. I’m taking you home just like I told Rowen I would.” The BMW smoothly sailed through the night under Arrow’s precise guidance, nearing my street. 
“Whatever then. I don’t need you. I’ll find my own way out there. I’ll take a cab or something.” Irritated with his good guy act, I slumped in my seat and muttered obscenities beneath my breath. 
Arrow hit the brakes and jerked the car to the side of the road. We were just a few blocks from my building. “Are you seriously going to pull this crap on me? I’m supposed to get you home safe. If anything happens to you, Rowen will fucking kill me.”
I turned in my seat to face him, a challenge in my expression. “Then come with me to the Black Market. Have my back and bring me home safe after. I just want to browse. We won’t stay long.”
He stared at me with a mix of exasperation and uncertainty. Running a hand through his shoulder-length black hair, Arrow let his head fall back against the headrest. Without his trademark beanie cap, even in the dim light I could see that his hair was shinier than mine. That was all kinds of wrong.
“You’re going to get us killed,” he stated, and I knew I’d won.
“Don’t be so dramatic.” I playfully punched his shoulder, hiding my satisfied smile. “We’ll be fine.”
Arrow rolled his head my way and scoffed. “You’ll be fine. You have Cinder’s mark for protection.”
“That doesn’t mean shit to most demons. If anything, it encourages them. I’m pretty much walking in there with a target on my back.” Cinder’s protection was a double-edged sword. For every demon it fended off, it tempted another. 
With a grumble and a squeal of tires, Arrow swung the car in a U-turn and headed back the way we’d come. Since Rowen had given himself over to the dark in order to save his brother as well, Arrow had changed. Not much. He was still the coke-sniffing, drug-dealing ego-maniac he’d always been. But in some ways he’d mellowed. His worry for Rowen formed something he’d never confide in me. We didn’t have that kind of friendship. We were acquaintances by force really. However, I saw it there within him, that fear for his brother, and it had softened him.
Shooting me a glare, Arrow reached to turn the music up to a deafening level. Seeing as I’d gotten what I wanted from him, I sat back and put up with it. 
The Black Market was a demon bazaar of magical wares. An old abandoned church outside the city hosted the market. Inside the church demons bartered, traded, and sold items that probably should never have existed. Out back, in the churchyard, they conducted rituals, orgies, and other debauchery. 
I harbored no doubt that it was a dangerous place. As we drew closer my stomach began to knot. For just a moment I thought I might throw up. The taste of vodka in my mouth had me wishing we’d stopped for a coffee or something. 
Arrow turned the music down as we entered the parking lot. It was dark. The only light came from the fire that burned in the back churchyard. 
“Last chance to change your mind.” He turned the engine off, knowing already I wouldn’t be deterred. 
To show I wasn’t a total bitch, I said, “You can wait here if you want. It’s cool. I can just run in alone.”
Offended, Arrow hit me with a flower-wilting scowl. “What kind of absolute pussy do you think I am?”
“Why do people always use pussy like it’s a bad thing?” I countered. “And I didn’t say any such thing. Just trying to be accommodating since you drove me out here and all.”
He stuffed the keys into his jeans pocket and leaned into the backseat to grab the black beanie hat he often wore. The musky scent of his cologne wafted my way. It smelled like the pricey stuff. 
“Good point. Pussies can take a pounding.” Arrow tugged the hat on and reached for the door. “There’s no way in hell you’re going in there alone. Come on. Let’s try to make this fast.”
Ascending the old, worn front steps of the church got my pulse pounding. I sobered by the second as fear ruled in my brain. Though I told myself to keep it together, I swallowed hard a few times. We were just here as potential customers. No need to be afraid.
Voices reached me as we hauled open the heavy front door. I got the feeling this place stayed busy. Right away Mallie spotted me and began waving me over. The fox-headed demon was persistent, and so I angled over to his table, hoping to blend in with the crowd.
“Have you changed your mind about the ring, white lighter?” Mallie asked, reaching for a particular trinket on his table of magical crazy. 
“No,” I said quickly, holding up a hand to ward off the offending ring. “Thank you. I’m not here for that.”
The ring in question supposedly gave its user the ability to cross between worlds, ours and the spirit realm, at will. Although Mallie had tried previously to sell it to Jett and me, it was not something I had any interest in. 
The demon’s observant fox gaze drifted to Arrow who stood beside me, scanning the vicinity. “How about you, dark one? What can Mallie interest you in today?”
Arrow met Mallie’s curious gaze with a semblance of scorn on his face. “Not a damn thing. I’m just keeping her company.”
That creepy fox stare moved between us, assessing. Scrutinizing. He wasn’t the only one. A glance over my shoulder revealed several others looking us over. I imagined it seemed strange that Arrow and I would be there together, dark and light as we were. 
“It is strange company you keep, dark one,” Mallie observed, perusing his many items for something we might like. “Although it is no business of mine. Ah, how about this?” He held up a gold chain with a triangular talisman hanging from it.
When he swung it toward us, I leaned away, sensitive to the strange, static-like energy it gave off.
“What does that do?” Arrow asked, reaching to touch the talisman.
A surge of adrenaline drove me, and I grabbed his hand to stop him. Immediately I let go, feeling like I’d crossed a line but certain that he shouldn’t touch the wares. 
With a slight smirk, Mallie dropped the necklace back to the table’s surface. “It opens a door. A door not of this world. But I don’t think that’s what you came here for. Why don’t you enlighten me?” Mallie’s gaze found the sword strapped to my back. Despite Cinder’s cloak, demons could always see it, and Mallie had once tried to convince me to trade it to him.
I struggled to swallow, finding my throat dry. Nerves made my palms sweat. “I’m looking for something. I’m not sure what just yet. Something that might persuade a demon to give up his claim to someone I care about. Something he might want more.”
Mallie eyed me without blinking for so long I thought surely I’d said too much. My knees trembled, and I felt like a little girl who’d stupidly dared to confront the monster under the bed. 
“Well, my dear,” he said after what felt like forever, “I understand your plight, and though I sympathize, I cannot help you. Of course that does not mean another will not. Best of luck in your endeavor.”
Just like that he dismissed us. It figured that some of them would refuse to go against another. However, I knew for an absolute fact unrest plagued demons, and they’d quickly sell each other out for the right price. Someone here would help me. I just had to find them.
Feeling eyes upon me, I turned to scour the place and found red eyes belonging to a certain incubus demon. Nova. Craptastic. 
Arrow tugged my elbow. “They don’t want to help, Spike. Let’s just go.”
“Mallie didn’t want to help. I think I know who will.” Steeling myself for what would be an uncomfortable encounter, I weaved my way through the throngs of tables and demons, headed for Nova’s table near the back door.
As we went voices followed us. They spoke clear, loud observations in English rather than the old inhuman language they tended to use with one another so that we might understand. 
“Does Cinder know she’s here?”
“And with a dark one of all things. Interesting.”
“Is that not Dash’s outcast nephilim?”
I refused to make eye contact with any of them, knowing they sought just to get under our skin. Although I couldn’t speak for Arrow, it worked. A shiver crawled along my spine with each step that brought me closer to Nova.
He watched me with a gleeful grin, like he’d known I’d come. And he most likely had. He had approached me after all, offering me help with Dash. At the time I’d refused. Now, here I was, ready to bargain after all. At least that was how he would see it. 
“Ember, so lovely to see you again. I see you’ve brought another friend. Not quite as fetching as the wolf. Have you changed your mind about what we discussed?” Nova’s grin grew to reveal both upper and lower fangs. A snake-like tail flicked around behind him, as if moving of its own accord. Black horns adorned either side of his head of dark hair. Jett found the incubus to be sexy, but I knew it to be an illusion. 
I stopped two feet from his table, but it did nothing to keep his unwelcome power from caressing me with a warm, unseen hand. My head began to fog, and heat spread through my limbs to pool in my groin.
“Cut it out, Nova. Drop the incubus shit, or I’m leaving, and we won’t be discussing a damn thing.” It didn’t sound so convincing as my breath hitched and my cheeks grew flushed. 
Arrow regarded the demon with haughty derision. “That’s kind of cheating, isn’t it? I mean, handy skill I guess, but it’s kind of lame to force someone to want you.”
The demon gave Arrow a once over, his grin twisting into a sneer. “And I suppose she wants you, dark one, and you don’t even need to try.”
“What? No, that’s not what I meant.” Arrow appeared offended at the insinuation. “Me and Spike, we’re not a thing. I just meant—”
“But you want to be a thing, correct? Your aura glows with the heat of your attraction to her.” The demon chuckled, feigning surprise. “Oh, did I give something away that you’d prefer I didn’t? My apologies.”
Arrow stood there stiff, his expression stone cold. I felt embarrassed for both of us. Not because I believed Nova told the truth about Arrow, but because his goal had been to make us uncomfortable and already he’d succeeded. 
“Can we get to the point?” I broke in, drawing the demon’s attention back to me. “I’m here for a reason, and I don’t have time to waste on trivial bullshit.”
Nova held Arrow’s gaze a moment longer before fixing red eyes on me. “Of course, little thief, your wish is my command. What brings you to me tonight? Have you come to accept my offer?” 
Careful not to make eye contact with any of the nearby demons, I kept my voice low. “Not exactly. I’m still not going to work for you in any way. I’m seeking something myself, however. Maybe you can steer me in the right direction?”
No demon would do anything without getting something in return. Nova was no exception. “Now why would I want to help you if you have no intent to give me what I want?”
Knowing I was doing a shit job of bargaining with a master negotiator, I mumbled, “Can you want something else?”
Nova snickered. “I want many things, little thief. What exactly are you willing to give me?” Like the lech he was, Nova gave me an appraising once over. Even though I wore an oversized hoodie, his appraisal made me feel naked. 
“I’m not making any deals or offers until I get what I want.” Perhaps Nova wasn’t the right demon to haggle with. “And I don’t have to get it from you. There’s a shit ton of other demons here.” To prove that I wasn’t above walking away, I turned to peruse the table next to his.
Perhaps Nova could wheel and deal with the best of them, but he had little patience. “No need for that.” He waved me back. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll see what I can do.”
Beside me Arrow crossed his arms and kept a watchful eye on our surroundings. Having him there brought me more comfort than I’d ever let him know. He could’ve left me to fend for myself back at The Spirit Room. And maybe he was only here out of loyalty to Rowen, but I’d try to remember it next time he acted like a supreme asshole. Which probably would be sooner rather than later.
“What I want is something that a particular demon would want.” I hesitated, glancing about. Dash could have allies anywhere. Word of my hunt could potentially reach him in mere moments. “Something they would value more than they might value… a person. A nephilim.” Already I’d said too much if the wrong demon were listening. Hushed tones didn’t keep supernatural ears from hearing. I stared at Nova, willing him to understand. He knew about Rowen, so I shouldn’t have to spell this out for him.
Nova perused his wares. “I’m sorry, Ember. I have nothing. But my previous offer stands. Help me out, and I can make all of your problems disappear.”
Anger burned through me. My palms tingled. Taking deep breaths, I counted to ten before speaking. “You wouldn’t help me if you could,” I accused. “You could have something here that’s exactly what I need, and you’d never tell me.”
Nova wanted me to seek out some gem. He claimed Cinder knew its location. Such a thing would involve betraying Cinder, something I’d never do. Not even if it meant saving Rowen. The demon was of no use to me. 
With a shrug, Nova said, “I’m sorry. It’s the best I can offer. Think about it.”
“Screw you,” I hissed as I turned away.
“Now if that’s on the table, I may be able to track something down.” A malicious laugh accompanied his indecent proposal.
Arrow’s head snapped around like he’d been smacked. For a guy who’d once accepted a blowjob for a drug payment, he sure managed to look disgusted by Nova’s proposition. “Let’s get out of here, Spike. You’re too good for this shit.”  
Nova’s smirk held sinister promises. “Look at that, dark one. Your aura is just blazing.”
“There are hundreds of things here for sale. Someone has to have something.” Refusing to give up so easily, I headed for the next row of tables. Ignoring Nova’s watchful gaze as we went, I scanned the wares with renewed determination. 
Arrow didn’t share my interest. Glancing toward the exit, he tried to steer me in that direction. “There’s gotta be a better way. This won’t end well for anyone. Not you, not Rowen. Let’s go. I’m taking you home.”
My brows shot up, and my mouth opened, but before I could get out my annoyed, “Excuse me?” a demon appeared behind Arrow and shoved him face down on the nasty floor.
The goat-headed creature crouched down to snarl into Arrow’s face. “Nice to see you again, traitor. You’re not walking away this time.”



CHAPTER THREE

 
 
Saber grabbed the back of Arrow’s jacket and hauled him to his feet. Shouts rang out from several demons, quick to remind Saber that no conflict would be tolerated inside the Black Market. I gaped in open-mouthed shock as the burly demon dragged Arrow out the back door. 
It took a moment for my body to catch up with my brain. Then I snapped into motion, hurrying after them.
Nova stepped out from behind his table and blocked my path. “I wouldn’t go out there if I were you,” he warned. “There’s nothing you can do to help him. Saber won’t be stopped by Cinder’s seal.”
“Get out of my way, Nova.” I jerked back when he made as if to grab my arm. 
He held his hands up in a false gesture of harmlessness. “Traitors get what they deserve, Ember. I don’t want to let you go out there. It’s not your fight.”
Saber had already made it clear during a previous visit that, if he saw Arrow again, he’d pay the price for being a traitor. Though Arrow was dark, they considered him a traitor because of Rowen and me. Because he’d helped us, more than once. And we in turn had helped him. Dash had cast Arrow out, leaving him unprotected. Arrow didn’t deserve whatever Saber had planned for him.
“That’s where you’re wrong.” I brazenly shoved by, and though he could have stood his ground, Nova stepped aside. “Having each other’s backs is just something we do, regardless of who’s light or dark. I don’t expect you to get it, but you sure as fuck won’t stop it.”
Before he could try again to stop me, I rushed out the back door into the frosty night. The frozen night air slapped me in the face, momentarily stealing my breath. I spotted Saber and Arrow near the fire and hurried down the stairs, careful not to slip on the icy patches.
I weaved my way through the demon party amid old, worn headstones, careful to give a wide birth to an orgy of demons and humans. It was hard not to look, and even harder not to dry heave once I saw. But Arrow’s pained shout demanded my focus, and I tuned out the vile activity around me.
Saber held Arrow by the back of the neck. Pressing his goat head close, he said something I couldn’t hear. Arrow’s eyes widened. Those goat eyes found me, absolute black in their depths. “Get out of here, white lighter. This doesn’t concern you.”
“It does though.” My chest tightened, squeezed by the cold hand of fear. “I’m Keeper of the Midnight Star. I can’t abandon any nephilim to you. I won’t.”
Black eyes strayed to the sword on my back. “I hope you’re deadly with that thing. Otherwise, I’ll make you sorry you tried.”
Somehow I doubted that he’d be willing to talk this out. So I drew the sword, finding it easier to hold all the time. It fit just right in my hand. My confidence fled though, leaving me standing there wondering what the hell to do.
In response, Saber slammed his meaty fist into Arrow’s face. I gasped when the blood immediately poured from his nose. I’d thrown a punch at Arrow myself, but I didn’t have the strength of a demon.
“Spike, just go.” A hand on his nose, Arrow winced. He fished around in a pocket for car keys and tossed them to me. “Take my car. It’s cool. You have to stay safe.”
Even though I was no longer feeling the effects of the alcohol, I was likely not in safe driving condition either. Although, where demons were concerned, rules had to be bent. But I wasn’t leaving him.
I put the keys in my hoodie and shook my head. “We came together. We leave together.”
Saber chuckled. And plowed another fist into Arrow’s face. “Then you’ll both be leaving in pieces.”
The demon shoved Arrow into the fire. Reacting without thinking, I raised my hand and took control of the fire, causing it to weaken to the barest flicker of light dancing over the scorched earth. Arrow caught himself with both hands and pushed back to his feet. He flung a hand in Saber’s face, freezing him in place. It wouldn’t hold long on a demon. 
“Let’s go,” I shouted, turning to flee. 
The few demons who paid us any attention watched us run with obvious amusement. Because Saber was already right behind us. 
He caught me by the hair and flung me to the ground. We’d made it far enough from the fire for the ground to be covered in snow and ice. With an outstretched hand, Saber held Arrow immobile without even touching him. We’d brought power into it, so now he would too. And we were insects compared to him.
“Look, white lighter.” With a flick of his wrist, Saber pasted Arrow against the iron fence that lined the perimeter. “I know you’re trying to be the hero ’cause it’s what you think you gotta do. But we don’t deal lightly with traitors. Cinder’s seal is a pretty strong deterrent, but if you insist on being part of this, I’ll send you back to him broken.” 
My every instinct screamed for me to run for the gate and squeal out of the parking lot in the drug-laden BMW. It took heroic effort to get up and face the demon. “Then I guess that’s a risk you’ll be taking.” I sounded braver than I felt. “Is punishing a supposed traitor, a nephilim no less, really worth incurring Cinder’s wrath?” Using Cinder to fight my battle didn’t make me feel tough in any way. If anything it made me feel like a weak little girl. But getting out unscathed was priority. 
Saber considered this. Eyeing Arrow who glowered at him from his place crushed against the fence, Saber’s eerie goat lips twisted into what I believed to be a sneer. “You know what?” The demon grinned at me, revealing flat, blocky teeth. “I can do this without hurting you. If you insist on staying, then you can watch your friend take the wrath that he’s incurred.”
So that backfired. 
Before I could make another move, Saber snapped his fingers, encasing me in a circle of energy. The circle buzzed, loud with a supercharged, static-like vibration. I slammed my hand against it. As expected, it held firm, like hitting a brick wall. I was trapped.
Saber turned his attention back to Arrow. The demon jerked him close and snarled into his face. “Did you think Cinder’s white lighter could protect you? Idiot. The company you keep will get you killed, boy. Give me one reason why I should leave you alive after I kick the shit out of you.”
If Arrow were afraid he was damn good at hiding it. Expression void of emotion, he met those scary-ass goat eyes, unflinching. “Do what you gotta do, asshole.”
Unhappy with that nonchalant response, Saber threw Arrow to the hard, ice-packed earth. “Alrighty then. Let’s see how much you can take.”
Arrow got up, sliding on the ice. He flung his arms out to keep his balance, but it didn’t matter because Saber’s massive fist plowed his face again. The demon grabbed Arrow’s jacket before he could fall. A crackle accompanied the lightning bolts that blasted from Saber’s fingertips. Electricity struck Arrow, causing him to seize. His mouth dropped open in pain, but no sound came out.
Crap. What else was Saber capable of ?
I pounded on the circle of energy encaging me. “Saber, you might want to keep in mind that Arrow’s brother is part of Dash’s triad. Just because Dash doesn’t care about Arrow doesn’t mean that the triad won’t come after you. Dash will do it for Rowen. He needs to keep Rowen happy.”
My frantic shout made the demon pause.
I held my breath, hopeful. 
Slowly his animal head turned my way. “Good point, white lighter. So I won’t kill him. I’ll just make him wish he was dead.”
My protests went ignored as Saber hit Arrow with a shot of dark power that threw him down hard next to me. The circle prevented me from reaching for him. Arrow’s face was a bloody mess, his breath ragged. Arrogant determination filled his eyes. 
I knew that Arrow could take a beating. In the time I’d known him, it had been rare to see him without bruises. But I couldn’t just stand there and wait for it to be over. Saber could kill him, whether he intended to or not.
Frustrated, I swung the Midnight Star at Saber’s circle. The blade crashed against it and sparks flew. The circle held but it did waver. Perhaps I could get out after all. 
Again I smashed the sword into the circle. This time it wavered a bit more. Eventually it had to give. Watching Saber kick Arrow repeatedly, keeping him on the ground, drove me to swing harder and faster.
Like a glass wall I could feel it begin to crack. Every swing took all I had. I was going to ache tomorrow. Although if I lived to see the sunrise, that misery would be ok with me.
Able to take a beating but unwilling to become a victim, Arrow fought back. Shadows seeped from him, branching off to become snake-like tendrils. Half a dozen whisps coiled tight around Saber’s arms, legs, torso, and neck. They pulled tight, jerking the demon into an awkward position. Muscles straining, Saber fought against the restriction.
Arrow struggled to his feet, moving slow. He landed one remarkable punch before Saber broke free. Arrow froze him in place before he could retaliate. Rather than running like he should, Arrow threw another punch.
I continued to beat on the energy circle. It rippled, wavered, and finally dissipated. Rushing forward, I held the sword ready.
Before I could plunge it into Saber, he turned suddenly and clotheslined me. Saber’s massive arm smacked my chest, and I went down hard, breath stolen. The Midnight Star fell from my hand, and I rolled, frantic to snatch it back up before some nasty thing could. In my experience demons couldn’t touch the sword, but they had ways.
Gasping for air, I looked up to see Saber grab Arrow by the throat and shake him. I slashed at Saber, missing as he stepped to avoid my blade. With his free hand he flung a ball of dark power at me. I got the sword up in time to deflect it with the blade, sending the shot wide.
Having Saber’s attention divided between the two of us gave me a chance to throw a fireball at his head. It hit that large goat head, engulfing it completely. With a shout, Saber let Arrow go. 
“Come on.” I waited for Arrow to reach me before I turned to run. 
Unfortunately the recovery time of a demon was mere seconds. Saber promptly stuck his head in the snow to douse the flames. Then with an angry cry he stopped Arrow in his tracks. Held by an unseen force, Arrow struggled to break free. As if pulled by an elastic band, he sprang toward Saber, limbs flailing.
The demon did not seem to appreciate the fight we put up. In a fit of unholy rage, he began to pound on Arrow. Fists flying ceaselessly, he seemed intent on beating Arrow into a bloody pulp. 
Fed up with Saber’s bullying, I turned on him with the Midnight Star gripped tight in both hands. He slid a glance my way, aware and ready for me, but ultimately more concerned with the beat down. Adrenaline fueled me. Fear had vanished as anger took its place. I was so sick of demons and their goddamn bullshit. 
He likely anticipated a swing of the sword, which would mean going in close. My palms tingled. Warmth filled my belly. Angelic fire filled me, growing until I was vibrating with it. Driven by instinct inherited from a father that I would never know but would always carry with me, I gave a great cry and slammed the sword down on the ground. Flames burst out of my hands to flow down the blade. It sped across the ground, leaving the snow-covered grass scorched. 
The trail of fire headed straight for Saber. Surrounding his feet, it climbed his body, quickly engulfing him entirely. He let out a strangled shout and flung himself to the ground, rolling in any snow he could find. The fire remained lit.
I watched with wonder as the flames ate at the demon. 
Arrow dropped to his knees, coughing and spitting blood. I rushed to his side and dragged him to his feet. Several demons watched, some with intrigue, others with outright resentment. But nobody stopped me from guiding Arrow’s battered body to the BMW.
As we passed the back steps, headed for the gate, Nova came to stand at the top. Arms crossed, expression contemplative, he didn’t say a word. I ignored him. We had nothing to say to one another.
“Arrow, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. We shouldn’t have come here.” I blubbered away while fishing the keys out and unlocking the doors. 
“It’s cool, angel girl. Not your fault I’m a prime piece of shit that everyone wants to fuck up.” Spitting more blood, he shook his head at the open driver’s door. “You drive.”
Adrenaline had pumped the alcohol from my system. I felt stone cold sober. And terrified. Rowen would hate me forever if I got his brother killed. 
I hurried to get him into the car and get us moving the hell out of there. Demons had injured two people tonight. Because of me. The reality hit like a stone, leaving me stupefied.
“Call or text Rowen,” I said, mouth dry, heart racing. “Tell him to meet us at my place. You need him and it’s safe there.”
Arrow flipped the visor down to peer into the mirror and flicked on the interior light. In my peripheral view I saw him check his teeth, ensuring each was accounted for. My stomach twisted. This was my fault.
“Well,” he said after several minutes. “I’ve actually had worse. Saber might be tough, but he doesn’t know how to truly hurt someone like us. Not like Dash does.”
Blood stained his skin. Already his face swelled in various places. I wasn’t sure how Arrow was even conscious.
“What does that mean?” I asked, trying to be careful with his expensive car on the icy roads.
“You don’t want to know.” Slumping in his seat, Arrow fished his phone out of a pocket. The screen was shattered. 
“Use mine.” I nodded to my bag, which I’d left on the console. “God, Arrow, I’m so sorry. We never should’ve come. I should have listened to you.”
Taking a ragged, shuddery breath, he surprised me by chuckling. “I’m never going to forget you said that.” 
The apologies kept coming. I just couldn’t shut up. The entire drive back to the city, I rambled on.
Finally Arrow held up a hand. “Spike.” He spoke my name with a firm, near scolding tone. “Just stop. I chose to go there. Believe it or not, I want to find a way to break Dash’s hold on Rowen too. This is not your fault. Ok? Repeat that.”
Despite the swelling of one eye, he managed to stare pointedly at me until I grew uncomfortable enough to say, “It’s not my fault.”
But I didn’t believe it. 



CHAPTER FOUR

 
 
Arrow’s injuries were much worse in the light of my apartment building’s lobby. A gasp slipped past my lips before I could stop it. He stumbled on the stairs, and I reached to steady him. 
“Are you okay?” I asked, aware of the way his gaze dropped to my hand on his tattoo-covered arm. Feeling awkward, I pulled away, worried that he’d take a tumble on the stairs. 
“Just a little dizzy. I’m fine.” Gripping the stair railing tight, Arrow managed to haul himself up to the second floor. 
Once we were safely inside my apartment, I sat him down on the couch and busied myself gathering first aid supplies from the bathroom and kitchen. Arrow looked bad. Really bad. When I approached him I fought to keep a neutral expression. 
One eye had almost swollen shut. For that I handed him a pack of frozen corn. “Sorry, I’m out of ice.”
While he pressed the corn to his eye, I used a warm washcloth to carefully wipe the blood from his face. It was difficult to tell how bad the cuts were. Arrow sucked in a sharp breath when I dabbed at his bloody eyebrow. A gentle cleansing revealed a gaping gash that turned my stomach.
“Oh, Arrow, this is going to need stitches.” My lip curled in disgust as I assessed the damage. The wound cut almost to the bone.
He lifted a shoulder in what I thought was a shrug but didn’t quite manage to be. “I doubt it’s worth the effort. I just need a drink and some sleep. Got any beer?”
Further examination revealed cuts and bruises, some worse than others. I didn’t have a good feeling about what I saw. “You need to see a doctor. I’m telling Rowen to take you to the ER. You probably have a concussion. Hell, you could have internal bleeding.”
Every time he winced I apologized until he had to tell me again to shut up with the apologies. Eyes closed, Arrow leaned into me as I finished cleaning his wounds. I did my best to bandage him up, but he really needed proper medical care. 
“There,” I said after inspecting a cut in his hair. “I think that’s all I can do.”
“Thanks, Spike.” His hand was warm and unexpected on my arm. “What about you?” He touched a blood-crusted abrasion on my chin far more tenderly than I’d have thought possible.
It must’ve happened when I fell on the ice. I hadn’t noticed at the time, thanks to the adrenaline. “This is nothing. Just a scratch. You got the worst of it.” Feeling weird, I pulled away and began gathering the first aid supplies off the coffee table. 
The apartment door opened and Rowen all but flew inside. Amber eyes wide, his gaze darted between Arrow and me. “What happened?”
“Arrow needs to go to the emergency room,” I answered quickly. “We’ll explain later.”
I tried to tell myself it was Arrow’s wellbeing that concerned me most rather than keeping Rowen from finding out I’d almost gotten his brother killed. He really did need to see a doctor. 
“No, I don’t,” Arrow piped up. “I’m fine, bro. You didn’t have to come.”
Rowen crossed the living room to Arrow and pulled the bag of corn away from his face. “My God, Arrow, you look like shit. How are you not dead?”
With a pained smirk, Arrow shrugged. “I ask myself that every night.”
“He needs stitches.” I ignored the glare Arrow shot me.
“Does someone want to tell me what happened?” Rowen shoved the corn back into Arrow’s hand. “Did this happen at The Spirit Room?”
 Arrow and I exchanged a look. I sighed. “No. I dragged Arrow to the Black Market. We ran into a little trouble. This is all on me.”
Rowen studied me, a knowing expression on his ridiculously perfect face. “Is this about Dash? Spike, please, you have to leave it alone.”
A surge of anger spiked my temper. Where Rowen was concerned my emotions were irrational and off the wall, all over the place. Having a demon tell me to stay away from someone I loved didn’t work for me. I refused to just accept that.
“I can’t, Rowen. I won’t. You chose to handle this one way, and I’m choosing to handle it another.” Crossing my arms, I regarded him with a raised brow. He’d made a decision without me, one that hurt me more than I could ever say. I wouldn’t let him dictate what I do.
“My choice saved your life. If you get yourself killed, then that will have been for nothing.” He spoke calmly, but the fire in his eyes grew, revealing his irritation. Turning to Arrow, he added, “Same goes for you. I can’t be worrying about you guys. And I need you to trust me. I’m working an angle with Dash.”
Gazing at Rowen made my chest tight. A self-professed commitment-phobe, my adoration for him had blind-sided me. And again, when he’d broken it off with me in front of the demon demanding my life, I’d been no less shocked. 
I understood his reasons, and I knew his love for me hadn’t changed. Yet every day we were apart, the uncertainty grew, and I wondered if this really were just for now. There was no doubt in my mind that I could survive just fine without Rowen. I just didn’t want to.
“Well,” I said, my anger fading as fast as it had come on. “Maybe I’m working my own angle. You can’t just expect me to do nothing, Rowen. As long as you’re around that demon, you’re in danger.”
Arrow jumped in, quick to remind his brother who he was dealing with. “You can’t work angles with demons, dude. They’re always two steps ahead of you. He’ll see that shit coming a mile away.”
Quiet descended as the three of us exchanged glances. We tried to live ordinary lives, pursuing music and some kind of normalcy. But we’d been born with immortal blood in our veins, and normal we would never be. 
“I can handle Dash.” Solemn, Rowen scrubbed a hand over his chin. “He needs me. I can use it to my advantage. But I need you two to stay safe.”
Corn bag pressed to his face, Arrow regarded Rowen with one eye. “You don’t know Dash like I do, man. It’s not gonna be that simple. You have to be careful.” 
“I will, but I need you both to promise me the same.” There was no arguing with Rowen when his jaw clenched in determination.
“Fine,” I relented. “I’ll be more careful, but you can’t expect me to stay out of it. I’m the flame bearer, Rowen, the one born to bring nephilim back to the light. That means you.”
Our eyes locked and the tension grew. I could feel it inside me, filling me until I expected I’d burst. 
“Arrow, why don’t you head downstairs?” Rowen suggested, never taking his gaze from mine. “I’ll be right down to take you to the hospital. You’ve got to get that shit looked at.”
“Fine.” Arrow staggered to his feet, throwing a hand out to steady himself. “Can we stop at Denny’s for breakfast first? I’m fucking starving.”
Rowen tossed the long front piece of his blue mohawk out of his eyes and muttered, “Just go downstairs. I need a minute with Spike.”
“Spike.” Arrow held the bag of corn out to me. “Thanks for the corn, and an interesting night. Let’s do it again sometime.”
I waved him off, gripped with nerves at the thought of being alone with Rowen. “Keep it. Take it easy, hey?”
Arrow ambled to the door, pausing to toss back, “Easy is my middle name. See ya later, angel girl.”
Then he was gone. The door closed behind him, the click of the latch especially loud in the sudden silence. 
Rowen and I both began to speak at the same time. We stumbled to a stop and laughed awkwardly. I motioned for him to go first. 
“I hate how little time we get together,” he said, ducking his head to hide the raw agony that crept into his eyes. “I don’t want to spend the few minutes we have alone arguing.”
I gave him a light punch in the shoulder. “Then don’t argue.”
Our time together had been severely limited since our break up. Dash had too many watchdogs, possibly even some that were human, able to watch us undetected. The only time we saw each other now was in public, at The Spirit Room usually, our mutual hang out.
“I miss you.” His voice cracked, so he let that proclamation hang between us. 
My lungs froze. Of course it was what I wanted to hear, but in that moment, after several weeks of anguish and uncertainty, I didn’t know what to say. “Well… good. You damn well better.”
The scent of his cologne tickled my nose as he pulled me close. His arms went around me, and inside I collapsed into a blubbering mess. On the outside I remained calm and composed, but still I melted into his embrace. 
A sigh escaped me. Rowen’s lips met mine, and every desire I’d held captive threatened to explode free. With great effort I kept from purging the emotion that racked me.
Arms around his neck, I grabbed a handful of the mohawk that lay down against the back of his head. Without the goop he used to stand it up, it felt so soft. I missed the way it felt sliding between my fingers. I kissed him like it was our first and last. And then I pushed him away. 
“I can’t do this, Rowen. You have no idea how bad I want to, but stolen kisses and secret meetings aren’t enough for me.” Son of a bitch this hurt. Those eyes, they gutted me. “It’s just so hard.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” He reached for my hand, and I let him take it. “I promised you this was just for now, and I meant it. If you don’t want to wait, I understand. I just, I want… I need you to know that everything I’m doing is for you.” Normally calm, cool Rowen stumbled over his words.
All I wanted was to erase that frown from his face. But I didn’t know how. “Let’s not forget Arrow,” I teased, trying to lighten the heavy mood that had fallen. “You’ve been taking care of him for years.”
A slight smile lifted his lips. “Doing his laundry and making sure he doesn’t drown in his own vomit isn’t exactly sacrificial love. Or maybe it is. I don’t know. He might benefit from my agreement with Dash, but I never did it for him. You need to start believing that. It has always been about you, Spike.”
I squeezed his hand, savoring the way it felt in mine. My shoulders sagged. This love shit was a real kick in the ass. I remembered why I’d written it off as not for me. Staring into worried amber eyes reminded me why I’d changed my mind about that.
“On some level I understand. If I were in your shoes, I’d probably do the same thing. At the time, in front of Dash, it felt like being thrown under the bus. I know you didn’t want to hurt me, but you did. And I’m still trying to figure out what to do with that.” I paused, choking on my next words when his face fell. “I wanted us to be a team. Now we’re on opposite sides. It’s a tough thing to get over.”
“We are a team, Spike. We just have to divide to conquer. I know it doesn’t make sense right now, but it will. Trust me.” He gazed at the door and groaned. “I wish I didn’t have to leave.”
I smiled, thinking of Arrow pacing impatiently in the lobby. “Where would Arrow be without you?”
“Dead. Or worse.” Rowen laughed but it lacked mirth. “Hey, I need you to do something for me, ok? I need you to get Koda to tell you why he wants the triad to fail. I’m sure he’s the one who had Arrow try to kill me. Wouldn’t surprise me if he tried again as time runs short.”
Time. We didn’t have much now. 
Dash awaited a particular alignment of the planets. He would use the power of that event to unleash Rowen’s full power so the triad could then do whatever it was he planned. If we didn’t find a way to stop him first. 
Said planetary alignment was scheduled to occur a week after the New Year, which itself was just days away, along with the big party we’d been invited to play. It had been difficult to embrace the festive season knowing this was right around the corner. Spending the holidays with my mom had been nice but strained, as we both knew what awaited me back at home. Regardless, I’d been eager to get back here.
Likewise it was hard to be as psyched for our show as I should be. Three local bands, including Crimson Sin and Molly’s Chamber, were opening for two big name touring bands. The local rock station put on the event each year. It would be a hell of a New Year’s Eve party and a fantastic opportunity. And yet, everything coming down the wire with Dash overshadowed it. 
“Koda isn’t going to tell me anything.” Pursing my lips, I recalled the events of earlier that evening. “Especially after the crap he pulled tonight. How’s Jett by the way?”
“She’s fine. Sore but she’ll heal fast. Give her a call.” Rowen gazed toward the door as if it hurt him to leave. It hurt me. “I know Koda is a pain to deal with, but you’ve got to try. You’re the only one who might stand a chance at getting it out of him.”
Getting anything out of Koda would take some effort. The demon had been tasked with luring me to evil, and somewhere along the way, he’d become obsessed. Watching me fall for Rowen and choose the light had changed him, made him meaner. And sometimes, downright ominous in ways he had never been.
“I’ll try, but don’t count on him confiding in me like we’re best friends. He won’t give up anything without getting something in return.” Knowing Rowen was about to walk out the door made it harder to let go of him when he gently pulled away.
Darkness passed over Rowen’s face. “Whatever you do, don’t give him what he really wants. I don’t need to know that bad.”
“Not a chance.” Against the advice of the inner voice telling me not to, I kissed him. If Arrow wasn’t waiting downstairs, I’d have had to fight the urge to get everything I could out of this short-lived visit. Breaking apart tested my resolve. 
Rowen didn’t say goodbye. He lingered near the door as if he too had to fight the urge to stay. With a hand on the knob, he said, “Thanks for keeping him alive.” And then he went, his quiet footfalls fading in the hallway.
I locked up and prepared for bed. After going through my routine of teeth brushing and face washing, I lay in bed tossing and turning. And tossing some more. 



CHAPTER FIVE

 
 
The breath whooshed out of me in a painful slap of my lungs. For the third time in twenty minutes, I found myself flat out on the hard mat, staring at the ceiling. Cinder stood over me shaking his head.
“You’re not well rested and in no way prepared,” he scolded. “I assume this is due to the unauthorized trip you took to the Black Market last night.”
Wincing, I sat up, concentrating on each pained breath. “It might be.”
Sword in hand, dressed in a t-shirt and sweat pants, Cinder’s expression revealed exactly what he thought of my outing to the demon market. Still, he decided to tell me anyway. 
“I don’t have to repeat how dangerous that place is. Unless you’re sent there on a recovery mission, you must resist the urge to go there. I worry for you.” The furrowing of his brows caused the scar slashing through the right one to bunch. I’d never asked how it had happened. Angels and demons healed upon injury. Whatever or whomever had scarred him, it had to have some serious mojo. 
With a grunt I shoved to my feet and pushed my long black ponytail back over my shoulder. I retrieved the Midnight Star from where it had fallen and turned back to face him. “I know you do. Please don’t think I’m ungrateful. I appreciate you, Cinder. But I need to do something. Time is running out.” Raising the sword, I gestured to the one he held. “Ready to go again?”
He tossed his sword from one hand to the other before twirling it with an artistic flair. Show off. “The question is, are you ready? I put you down three times now. Your mind isn’t in it. So where is it?”
Mildly annoyed, I feigned left, then slashed right. My blade sliced through the air, headed for his side. He never fell for the feint and instead met my blade with his in a crash of metal. “My mind is just fine. Currently occupied with finding a way to keep Dash from unleashing Rowen’s full power. I can’t just sit back and pretend it’s not going to happen.” I tried to counter his block by whipping my blade down toward his legs before going for a head shot.
Cinder blocked every move. He used our joined blades to force me back, shoving me hard against one of the mat-covered walls. The rental space we’d been using for training was equipped for such sessions. However, it still didn’t keep me from leaving with bruises every time. 
“You love him.” Cinder stated the obvious, never breaking a sweat or breathing hard as he gave me another shove for good measure. “I understand your desire to protect him, but risky behavior is not the way to do that. I fear your need for vengeance is clouding your judgment.”
Backed against the wall, unable to use my sword, I let out a frustrated snarl and flung a fireball in his face. “What would you have me do, Cinder? Nothing? That’s not an option.”
My fireball rolled over him and dissipated, leaving him untouched. He backed away, giving me a chance to gather myself. “I would have you spend some time in thought. Meditate on the situation. You’re blinded by emotion. That is no way to win a battle, much less a war.”
I swiped a hand over my sweaty forehead. We’d been at this for an hour, and I was exhausted. Late nights and little sleep never made for good training sessions. “Dash tried to kill me. He sabotaged my relationship. And now he’s going to do something awful to Rowen. You’re damn right I’m blinded by emotion.” Tossing the Midnight Star down on the mat, I sat heavily beside it. My chest heaved and my lungs burned. At least I’d managed to give up smoking. 
Cinder’s violet gaze rested heavily upon me. A moment later he sat down next to me. His scruff of dark-blond hair had barely been disheveled. “There are many things at work during this time. For one, you must trust Rowen to make the right choices when the time comes. Dash can only force so much. Rowen will always have free will.” Gently he tugged my ponytail and smiled. “You will have your role to play as well. As we all do in such times. However, reckless decisions will have consequences, and I don’t wish to see you suffer them.”
Friend. Fashion victim. Angel. Cinder was all this and more. It was impossible to stay annoyed with him. He spoke truths I often didn’t want to hear though I knew I needed to. So many times he’d overlooked my bad behaviors and poor choices, choosing to love instead of judge and guide rather than abandon. I didn’t want to let him down. And yet, I felt this insistence inside me, this urgent call to do something. I wished I knew what.
“Thank you.” I patted his arm, wishing I could assure him as much as he did me. “I know you only want the best for me. But I can’t shake this feeling that there’s something I have to do.”
“Most certainly there is,” he agreed. “I only ask that you think it through before taking any action. Because there will always be a reaction. I do trust your judgment, Ember. I just want you to be careful.”
“Noted.” I flopped back on the mat, groaning as sore muscles from last night and today tortured me. 
Cinder chuckled, enjoying my pain. “Now, shall we discuss your next recovery assignment? It seems to be beneficial to have you take on these tasks.”
I agreed; they did help to hone my skills and keep me focused. Something I could use right about now. “As long as it has nothing to do with Nova, I’m game.” 
Cinder’s chuckle turned to a frown. “I won’t be sending you to him again. I hadn’t expected him to become so fascinated with you. His tastes tend to run more toward the succubi. He enjoys his own kind. I don’t want to give him any more reason to believe he might enjoy you.”
I made a noise of disgust at the memory of the demon’s creepy but arousing touch. “Ick. Me neither. So what’s the assignment?”
Recovery jobs had the potential to be dangerous and scary. Yet when I was in the moment, tracking whatever item Cinder needed to have back in the hands of the angels, I felt like I was doing something important. 
Dash had been the first to reveal to me that I was the flame bearer, the one to bear the Midnight Star and lead the nephilim from darkness. I’d come to learn it was a generational gift. No one flame bearer could liberate them all. Not all of them would even want it. Yet some of them would be mine to lead. Rowen and Arrow had been thrust into my life, and the weight of what that meant weighed heavily upon me. But recovery jobs allowed me to break free of my role, to go after something and take it back from the darkness. It gave me the sense of accomplishment I needed right now.
“A statue in the possession of a fortune teller,” Cinder said, all business. “It’s made of black onyx carved into a fox. It belongs to a trickster demon known for mischief and deception. The possessor of the statue can tap into his abilities. Naturally, we don’t want it in the hands of just anyone.” 
I stretched on the mat, wincing when my shoulder cracked. “Naturally. So what’s the plan? Where do I find this fortune teller?”
“She operates out of her house, near downtown. I’ll give you the address.” Cinder paused, tilting his head to one side as he regarded me thoughtfully. “It’s best if you don’t go alone. Can Jett join you?”
Biting back a few choice curse words that would earn me a scolding frown, I sat up, shaking the kinks out of my upper body. “Not likely. Koda broke her wrist.”
“That despicable creature. I look forward to the day he’s made to regret his choice to latch onto you.” Thinly veiled anger passed over Cinder’s face, gone as fast as it had come. He wasn’t one to hold onto such emotions for long. “Arrow perhaps? I imagine he’ll be interested, seeing as he had no problem accompanying you to the Black Market.”
Another outing with Arrow? Just the two of us? He sure wasn’t the easiest person to be around, but he’d proven himself to be serious and somewhat reliable when it came to matters of the supernatural kind. 
“He did have a run-in with Saber, but I think he’d still be up for it as long as his injuries aren’t too serious. He might be in worse shape than Jett, but I can ask him.” I hesitated a second before adding, “Do you really think it’s a good idea to bring Arrow?”
Cinder turned a wry expression on me. There might have been a hint of an eye roll. “Arrow is learning the value of being a team player. Being thrust out of Dash’s coven has forced him to reevaluate where he stands in this war. I do believe it’s good to bring him. You certainly found him worthy of joining you at the Black Market.”
Touché. 
I nodded, unable to argue that. “Fair enough. I know you wanted him to be a team player. Too bad we’ve lost Rowen though.” 
Cinder wagged a finger in my face. “It’s not over until it’s over. You’ve all just begun this journey. Don’t be too quick to assume how it will end.”
“You’re right. Thanks for the reminder.” I forced a smile. I knew he was right. Still, with the unleashing of Rowen’s full power so close, I couldn’t shake the unease. 
Because I couldn’t hide such things from Cinder, he slung an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a comforting hug. “Everything is as it should be. Trust that. Now, pick up that sword and prepare for another round. Unless you’d like to try some bareknuckle boxing?” 
 



CHAPTER SIX

 
 
The ear-splitting squeal of feedback reverberated through The Spirit Room. The crowd of partiers booed. Paul, the lead singer of Sacred Stone, shot a middle finger up in the air before turning on his guitarist with a scowl. 
“Technical difficulties.” Jett watched the guys on stage argue amongst themselves. “Those hacks. They’ll never get out of this city.”
Sipping a whiskey on the rocks, she managed to look comfortable on the cheap bar chair. She wore a black leather jacket to hide the bandage on her wrist. In a few days it would be healed in full, a handy werewolf trait, which meant hiding the injury until then. Unfortunately, even a short-lived injury kept her from coming along on any adventures of the angel and demon kind. So I really did have to ask Arrow. I wasn’t looking forward to that.
Speaking of which, the dark nephilim in question made his way toward our table, a drink in each hand. Sam tagged along carrying a pitcher of beer. I assumed Rowen and Greyson to be backstage getting ready to go on next.
Sam claimed the seat on Jett’s other side. Being her current boy toy, he plopped down and turned a playful grin on her. “Hey, baby. How’s it going?”
She cast a glance at him that was part receptive, part judgmental. I could almost see her two sides at war with one another over this human plaything. “It’s always going.” When he leaned to kiss her, she pulled away. “And don’t call me baby. You know the rules.”
Though she tried to come off tough, she couldn’t quite hide that she enjoyed his attention. Despite her insistence that Sam was just for fun, I suspected she genuinely liked him, though I knew better than to call her on it.
Arrow glanced between the chair next to me and the one next to Sam, opposite me. He took the one across from me.
That forced me to shout over the music of Sacred Stone, “I see the hospital let you go.” The stitched wound in his eyebrow and a dozen bruises marred his face. “No internal damage then?”
“Nope. A few bruised ribs but it’s nothing I haven’t had before.” He slumped in his chair, as much as one could in these horrible things. Arrow’s eyes were heavily lined with black. One side was smeared slightly across the side of his face, as if he’d carelessly dragged a hand over it. Somehow it enhanced the sexy rocker look he wore so well. The swelling had receded considerably though he sported an obvious shiner.
Beside us Sam and Jett laughed and flirted, caught up in their own world. They’d been this way for a while now. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous. The music covered my sigh as I casually looked around for Rowen. I knew he was around. Possibly avoiding me for a variety of reasons. 
Feeling eyes upon me, I half turned in my chair to find Koda’s red gaze locked on our table. Of course it was. Arms crossed, leaning against the wall near the door where he could watch the entire building, his scowl screamed how much he hated being here right now. Whether he was here to watch me or Rowen, I didn’t know. It didn’t really matter.
I thought about Rowen’s request. Talking to Koda was one of the last things I wanted to do. But I’d do just about anything for Rowen. Ignoring the demon for now, I turned back to the table.
Jett leaned in close to Sam, her burgundy lips against his ear. Under the table her hand gripped his thigh. 
“Gross,” Arrow remarked, grinning when he received the dirty look he’d sought from Jett. “This is a public place, you know. Have you no shame?”
“None at all.” Sam barely acknowledged Arrow’s jibe. He stared at Jett like she was all his fantasies come true. She most likely was. 
“You’re one to talk, Arrow,” I quipped, “after everything you’ve done here.” 
Arrow shrugged and sipped from his drink. “Business is business. A guy’s gotta get paid.”
So easily Arrow could go from seemingly not so bad to downright classless prick. Me and him alone on a recovery run? I was starting to doubt our ability to work together. Half the time I could barely refrain from smacking his smarmy face. The one time I’d punched him had been as satisfying as I’d anticipated.
Maybe I’d just go alone and let Cinder think I planned to bring Arrow. Although that would make me a liar, and lying was one thing I just didn’t do. Not with Cinder. I respected him too much.
Despite having my chance to ask Arrow to come along, I said nothing. Ignoring the make out session going on beside me, I played on my phone and cast occasional glances at the stage. I was eager for Molly’s Chamber to play. Nothing made me swoon like watching Rowen play. I resisted the urge to ask about him. Seeing him last night had reignited the flame I was constantly dousing with the waters of reality. It sucked.
After watching Paul peacock around the stage for ten minutes, I turned back to Arrow, ready to ask him about the recovery job.
He squinted at me expectantly. 
No point dressing it up in small talk. “Cinder has a job for me. Care to come with?”
“Hell yeah.” Arrow chugged from one of his two drinks. “Just say when.” 
“Are you sure you’re up to it?” I gestured to his bruised face. 
He scoffed. “This? This is nothing. Besides, I’ve got enough painkillers in me to stock a pharmacy.”
So that was that. Simple enough. So why did I feel so awkward about it?
Sacred Stone ended their set, forcing Sam and Arrow backstage. Watching Sam disentangle himself from Jett was both laughable and cute. She didn’t go in for cute though, so already I felt bad for Sam. I doubted he knew everything he was in for.
“I’m going out to smoke a J before the guys play.” Jett shoved her chair back and fished a joint out of her bra. It had been crushed by her tightly bound and pushed-up breasts. She tried to squish it into any shape other than flat. “Eh, good enough. Coming?”
“No, I’ll stay here and save the table.” What I didn’t say, because demonic ears might be listening, was that I hoped Koda would see me sitting alone and come hassle me. It would be far easier to get him to talk if he approached me.
Several minutes passed as Sacred Stone cleared their gear off stage and Molly’s Chamber hauled theirs on. Although I attempted to distract myself with my phone and the mind-numbing drivel of social media, I couldn’t help but sneak repeated glances at Rowen. Black jeans and a Misfits t-shirt were paired with a spiked bracelet. A bass clef tattoo on his inner forearm stood out against his fair skin. His blue hawk fanned out perfectly, slicked up with hair product. He moved about the stage, plugging in his bass and running through the motions of a sound check while I gawked. And sighed. So. Lame. 
“Get a good look at him while you can. It’s just a matter of time until he’s nothing more than a memory.” Koda’s sly tone came as a much too close murmur in my ear.
I spun around to find him sitting in Jett’s vacated chair. My cheeks warmed with rapidly growing anger. “And why’s that? What are you going to do to him, Koda?”
The demon sat back, going for casual and careless. He regarded me with a knowing expression that grated on my every nerve. “That is what you want to know, isn’t it? Rhine’s rare, second-born child, the one sought after by both sides. You’d think I’d be as pleased as Dash to have him join us, but I’m not, and you’re driving yourself crazy wondering why.”
He’d had plenty of time to watch me over the years, to get to know me. And know me he did. More than I’d ever be ok with. There was no fooling a demon who always stayed a step ahead.
“Yeah, so?” I shrugged, pretending unsuccessfully to be unmoved by his too careful observation. “So why not tell me? It seems like you want to. Why don’t you want Rowen to join your triad? You can’t tell me you don’t want the power. I’d never believe that.”
Koda studied me. His red gaze traveled over me. From my tousled black waves to the tips of my steel-toed boots. I refused to so much as squirm beneath his serpentine stare. 
“I’ll level with you, Spike.” A pause. Koda glanced about before leaning in conspiratorially. “I’ll gladly see Rowen dead before I’ll allow him to be initiated into the triad. The triad is over. And it needs to stay that way.”
Like a cold glass of water in the face, panic washed over me. I sat perfectly still, trying to calm my racing heart. I’d known. All along I’d known. “It was you,” I accused. “You were the one who manipulated Arrow into trying to kill Rowen.”
I didn’t need to see Koda’s slow grin to know I was right. I’d suspected it since the night Arrow had lost his mind and tried to kill Rowen, as well as Jett and me, due to the ridiculous belief that it was the only way to save his brother from Dash. A belief Koda had brainwashed into him.
Koda nodded. “You don’t look surprised. Pity.”    
“I guess you’re not as clever as you think you are.” I shrugged, finding some satisfaction in his disappointment. “So why are you so against resurrecting the triad? Clearly you want to tell me since you’re sitting here talking so much shit.”
The demon’s gaze strayed to the stage. He watched with a predatory intrigue as Rowen laughed with his drummer, Greyson.
Perhaps I should’ve felt better having Koda finally admit the truth I’d already known. Instead a sick feeling blossomed in my gut. He had his own reason for telling me. That couldn’t be good.
Emotionless, he said, “You should want to keep Dash from resurrecting it as well.”
His dramatic pause, meant to unnerve me, succeeded. I held my breath and met his evil gaze, waiting for Koda to say something I didn’t want to hear. A waitress walked by with a tray laden with drinks. Koda plucked one from the bunch without her noticing. He pondered the contents of the glass, expertly dragging out my moment of pending horror.
When I was about to give in to the growing urge to scream at him, he took a sip of what appeared to be bourbon and began to speak. “Dash isn’t content with being the monster beneath somebody’s bed or the ill-conceived voice in their ear. He has bigger aspirations. The upcoming planetary alignment gives him opportunity to dream big. So to speak.” Koda’s blood red stare found Rowen again. “Dash wants to use the triad to pursue one of his most bizarre goals. The eternal night.”
“Eternal night?” I repeated. “What does that mean?”
“Exactly what it sounds like, princess. A night that never ends. I’m certain I don’t have to tell you what that would bring about.” Swirling the liquor in his glass, Koda watched for my reaction with a curious tilt of his head. 
It made sense that a demon might long for such a thing. Running the idea through my mind painted an ugly picture of evil and mayhem. “Demons on the physical plane, in physical bodies. All the time.” There was no hiding the shudder that racked me. Dash wanted to break the rules. Big time. 
Demons were forced off the physical plane during daylight. It didn’t mean they couldn’t still lurk and cause all kinds of shit in an incorporeal form, but it did reduce their power greatly. One might assume a demon could merely hop time zones to avoid the power of the sunrise. However, most demons were assigned to specific people and places, which affected that capability. And though they were immortals, they were not infallible or without weakness. Eventually a trip back to the other side was necessary for them to regain strength. 
Dash wanted to change that. He wanted to dwell in the night. Always.
I could only begin to imagine the repercussions of such a thing if he were to pull it off. 
“Exactly,” Koda said, his deceptively handsome face void of any joy. “You think it’s hard now to become a leader among nephilim, imagine how difficult it would be then.” From the tautness of his shoulders to the tense lines around his mouth, Koda seemed as uneasy with Dash’s vision as I was. Since when did a demon not revel in the promise of such chaos?
“And why would an eternal night be such a bummer for you?” I asked, treading lightly. Koda was giving me a lot here, and I hadn’t done shit to get it out of him. That worried me. “You don’t seem too keen on it.”
He scanned the room once, then a second time before fixing me with a raised brow. “Would you be keen on a war with the angels if you were me? Dash is inviting exactly that. The back and forth skirmishes we currently engage in is nothing compared to what will happen if Dash succeeds in his ego-driven madness.”
All-out war. On the physical plane. My lungs froze, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe.
Koda continued. “Long ago I accepted my place in the struggle between light and dark. There will always be battles, but the war that Dash will incite I want no part of. And neither should you.”
Of course I didn’t. What he’d said alarmed me. I needed to discuss this with Cinder. 
“I’m going to find a way to stop him,” I declared. “There has to be something he wants more than he wants Rowen. Whatever that is, I’m going to find it.”
Koda shook his head and pondered his drink. “There is nothing Dash wants more than he wants his triad back together. You’ll never be able to offer him enough. There is only one way to stop this from happening.”
“No.” Clenching my fists, I sat up straighter. “Do not say it.”
Koda too sat straighter. An ugly expression crossed his face, making him appear more demon than man. “Rowen has to die, Spike. For the greater good. For all of us. For mankind. Think about it. Sacrifice one to save many. Isn’t that kind of the foundation of the light?”
“Shut up,” I hissed, gripped by sudden fury. “You don’t give a shit about mankind or anyone but yourself. You’re a coward.”
Taking a slow, contemplative drink, Koda eyed me with grim satisfaction. “Say what you will, but you’re being driven by selfish desires. So much so that you’re willing to bargain with a demon if it suits your purpose. Hasn’t Cinder explained to you that there are no shades of grey?”
Was he right? Was I just as self-centered as Koda? Shame scorched me. Regardless of whether or not Koda spoke the truth, I couldn’t allow a demon to get in my head. “I have a duty to look out for my fellow nephilim. Abandoning Rowen would be forsaking that. I won’t do it.” There. That sounded like I meant it, but doubt plagued me.
Koda finished his drink and shoved the glass aside before rising. “You know I have a soft spot for you, Spike. So I’ll give you a chance. But if you don’t find a way to save your precious Rowen from Dash before he can be initiated into the triad, I will kill him. You have eleven days.”
I didn’t watch him walk away. Instead my gaze locked on the stage where Molly’s Chamber launched into their first song. Despite the heat inside the packed bar, a chill racked me. My mouth ran dry.
Eleven days.



CHAPTER SEVEN

 
 
A flashing neon sign blinked in the window of the rundown little bungalow. One of the letters was out so it beckoned us with Fortune Te ler. The house sat on the corner where a busy street met a residential area void of life. The whole situation had a horror movie vibe to it.
“Ready to hear your future?” Arrow snickered, fearless in the face of certain gloom.
“Shit no, I don’t buy into that kind of carnival act.” Not only did I find it all to pretty much be hokum, but if a so-called psychic did know my future, I sure didn’t want them to tell me.
Since Arrow refused to ride in my old, beat-up Chevy Nova, his BMW sat in the parking lot of a 7/11 across the street. I glanced longingly toward it, wishing I’d passed on this particular assignment. Something about it just didn’t feel right now that I was here, standing outside the decrepit house. 
Arrow started up the front walk without me. “Let’s get this over with. I have to meet a guy about a thing later. Chop chop.” Damn drug dealer.
I reached over my shoulder to touch the handle of the Midnight Star, finding comfort in its presence. Not that it would be much help. It’d have to be a battle to the death for me to use it on a human. 
My tread felt heavy. As I dragged myself after him, I studied the house. The windows were covered in thick drapes, but a dim light shone from inside. The biting winter night felt especially chilly in the onslaught of apprehension. 
Arrow hit the doorbell and I tensed. My mind conjured up images of witches from children’s stories: long scraggly hair and sharp hawk-like noses, beady eyes that penetrated the soul. So I was mildly surprised when a thirty-something blonde with a cute bob and trendy attire opened the door.
She beamed a brilliant smile at us and opened the door wide. She didn’t even falter upon taking in the sight of Arrow’s battered face. “I was just about to turn out the light for the night. You made it just in time. My name is Fiona. It’s lovely to meet you.”
She offered a hand to each of us as we entered. Briefly her gaze seemed to flicker over the sword on my back. A sword that should have been invisible to the human eye.
“Arrow,” he said, taking the lead, which was fine with me since I’d been momentarily struck speechless. “This is Spike.”
The interior of the house didn’t match the exterior. Hardwood floors greeted us. For some reason I’d expected shag carpet. To the left lay a small kitchen, the counter cluttered with bakeware. Fiona ushered us into a sitting room to the right. It was tiny. Cozy really.
A mirror framed in gold reflected Arrow and me back at myself. Shadows cloaked his reflection like mist. The faint outline of wings rimmed in fire floated behind mine. I almost stumbled over a cat as I stared in shock. The black feline gave me the stink eye as I plopped down in a fluffy purple chair next to Arrow.
Fiona sat across from us and lightly ran her finger over the back of a deck of tarot cards. “What brings you here?” she asked, her gaze darting between the two of us. “I offer palm readings, tarot readings, and I even read tea leaves.” She waited for our response with a pleasant yet plastic smile. It seemed plastered in place, like she’d played this role all her life.
Letting Arrow field the question, my gaze slowly traveled around the room. We sat at a table laden with stones, skulls, and the classic crystal ball. Various masks, carvings, and paintings adorned the walls.
“A tarot reading, I guess,” he volunteered. “Tell me all about my future. I’m expecting fame and fortune.”
“You and the rest of the world.” Fiona laughed, picking up the tarot deck. “I can’t make any promises. There’s no money-back guarantees. How about we do a basic three-card spread? Past, present, and future.”
Arrow shrugged. “Sure. That works for me.”
I nudged him with an elbow. He wasn’t giving enough fucks to come across as a legit customer. Though I didn’t buy into this tarot stuff, I couldn’t help but be curious as to what the cards would supposedly say about Arrow.
Fiona shuffled the cards. She took her sweet time doing it, allowing me to continue perusing the room. A bookshelf behind her laden with trinkets drew my attention. I scanned it for a black fox statue, finding it right in the middle of the top shelf. Ok, so I’d found it. Simple enough. Now I just had to get it out of here.
After the shuffling had gone on a good while, Fiona offered the deck to Arrow. “Choose three cards. But choose carefully. Go with your gut.”
With a roll of his eyes that I hoped Fiona didn’t catch, Arrow drew his cards. The first two he grabbed quickly, but he hesitated on the third as if unsure. His hand hovered over one, then moved to another. Finally he selected a different card entirely.
“Let’s see what we have here.” Fiona turned over the first card. “The Moon. It’s reversed. Often this means that there is deception here somewhere. You’ve deceived yourself in the past, fallen victim to your own illusions. It’s likely you’ve struggled to keep fantasy and reality separated. That can be dangerous to your mental health.”
Arrow’s expression had softened into nothing. Was this his poker face? Had Fiona said something he didn’t want to hear? I leaned closer to the table to study the card. A moon with a face inside it stared back at me. 
“Mental health is overrated.” Arrow waved a hand over the second card. “Next.”
“The Lovers,” Fiona announced, turning the next card. “This card is easily misinterpreted. At first glance it appears to be about love and union when in fact it can symbolize tough choices regarding various paths you may take. Since it’s in the present position though, I’m inclined to believe it represents a newfound love that you yourself may not even be aware of. A temptation of the heart, if you will. It may be a good thing or it may be the opposite. Only time will tell. Trust your instincts.”
Fiona paused, awaiting a reaction from Arrow. When she didn’t get one, she turned to me. I met her gaze and shrugged. In the back of my mind, all I could think about was how we’d get that fox out of here without conflict. I didn’t see it happening. A distract and steal approach might work. It also might backfire.
“Future.” Arrow pointed at the remaining card, having little else to say on what he’d heard so far.
Fiona paused, as if she wanted to say something. After a moment she flipped the card. “The Tower. That’s… potentially bad. Not always though. It can mean some form of upheaval is coming. Something may be taken from you. A loss. But also an enlightening. You will learn from this loss. It will shape you. Change you into who you’re meant to be. The pain of the destruction that awaits you will be worth it.”
Arrow nodded. “Alright then. Not very specific but I’ll take it.”
“We can do another reading if you’d like,” Fiona offered. “More cards. Something more in-depth.” Again her gaze strayed behind me, to where the handle of the Midnight Star rested just above my right shoulder.
Could she see it? I tensed. 
“How about tea leaves?” Arrow reached out a hand toward the cat who eyed him with disdain. “Can we try that?”
“Of course.” Fiona rose and headed for the kitchen. “What kind would you like? I have oolong, green, black, white.”
“Um, green I guess.” 
After she left the room I poked Arrow and pointed to the fox. He motioned for me to grab it. Nerves gripped me. Sweat broke out on my brow. Ignoring the suspicious stare of the cat who sat in the middle of the room watching us, I stood up. Taking careful, quiet steps, I moved with as much stealth as I could manage wearing heavy boots on a wood floor. Shag carpeting sure would’ve come in handy. 
I reached the shelf and had to stand on my toes to reach the fox.
Being taller than me, Arrow should’ve been the one attempting to quietly swipe the statue. Instead of helping he kept trying to entice the cat over.
My fingertips had just brushed the cool, smooth onyx when Fiona appeared. Shit. 
“I’m out of green tea. Is white—What are you doing?” 
I froze. Turning toward her, I cursed inwardly. “It’s just so beautiful. I wanted to touch it. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
Fiona stood there blinking fast. She took a step back and pinned me with a wary once over. “What are you really doing here? You didn’t come for a reading, did you?”
“Screw it, Spike,” Arrow broke in. “Grab the fox.”
Because I didn’t know what else to do, I did what he said. Snatching the fox from the shelf, I clutched it tight. Fiona appeared both afraid and angry. Her eyes widened and she tensed. “You can’t just walk in here and help yourself. That’s mine.” She attempted to grab the fox from me.
I shoved her with my free hand. “No, it’s not.” I held my arm out to ward her off. “I’m sorry but I need this. We’ll pay for the tarot reading and go.”
Arrow fished his wallet out of his tight pants and tossed a hundred on the table. “Thanks for telling me nothing but horrible shit. I hope this covers it.”
Fiona’s cat darted from the room as she lunged toward me again. Hands outstretched, she uttered Latin. With the heel of my palm, I struck her in the jaw, cutting off her spell casting. A physical altercation hadn’t been on the agenda. Kicking her ass didn’t feel right.
“I know who you are,” she barked, surprising me. Holding her jaw, she pointed a finger at me. No not me. At the Midnight Star. “Flame bearer. You possess the Midnight Star, but do you know what else you have there?”
Baffled, I gaped at her. “What are you talking about?”
“The stone in the sword. Do you have any idea what it is?” She kept her distance but blocked our exit. 
“An amethyst?” My ignorance sounded profound and I cringed. Cinder had said nothing about the stone itself. 
Fiona laughed, a derogatory sound reserved for mocking the stupid. “It’s more than your typical gift-shop amethyst. Give me back the fox and I’ll tell you.”
“You’re lying.” Still confused as to how she could see the sword at all, I refused to play along. “The fox isn’t yours to keep. We were sent to retrieve it. We’re leaving. You need to back off. Nobody needs to get hurt.”
She glanced about the room as if searching for something to use as a weapon. I noticed the heavy ceramic sugar skull on a side table near the doorway right as she went for it. Before she could smash me in the head with the skull, Arrow flung out a hand, effectively paralyzing her in place. Shoving her aside, we rushed toward the door. 
Struggling to move, Fiona ground out between clenched teeth, “It’s an angel stone. It will get you killed.”
Curiosity got the better of me, and I skidded to a stop. It could’ve been a lie, a ploy. My gut told me otherwise.
“Keep talking.” I pulled away when Arrow grabbed my arm and jerked me toward the door. 
“Don’t listen to this shit, Spike,” he admonished. “It’s a fucking lie.”
“No, it’s not,” Fiona replied with a huff. “I’ve dedicated my life to studying these artifacts. You think I don’t know the history of that fox? Damn right I do. That and a whole lot more.” The freeze wore off, and she shook out her limbs but made no move to come after us. With a pleading hand, she begged me to listen.
“Then you know we have to take the damn thing,” Arrow retorted, having no patience for further discussion. 
Ignoring him, Fiona focused on me. “I’ll tell you about the stone in your sword if you promise to leave the fox. It holds sentimental value.”
Unable and unwilling to make any such promise, I gripped the fox a little tighter. “I’ll consider it, depending on what you tell me about the stone.” Extending my free hand, I let a flame flutter to life in my palm. “Try another spell and I’ll throw this in your face.” It wasn’t in my nature to be so nasty without cause, but she didn’t give me much choice. I needed to get out of here without a violent showdown. 
“The twelve stones of the breastplate of Aaron.” Fiona rushed on, talking fast, trying to keep me planted. “They were spread out among twelve angels for protection before being given to the chosen, those with the power to banish the demons. The demons have sought the stones ever since. They’ve managed to get their hands on three so far. Each stone is different. Special. And you’ve got one of them.”
I didn’t believe her. How could I? Cinder would have told me such a thing before letting me run around in front of demons with it. Right?
Speechless, I looked to Arrow who wore an expression as skeptical as I felt. 
“Bullshit,” he retorted. “Why would you expect us to believe this crap? And how would you even recognize one of these stones just by looking at it?”
“Because I’ve seen one other. When I was a child. I never forgot the way it shimmered. Like nothing else I’d ever seen. The same way your amethyst does. Can you not see it?” As if confused Fiona took a tentative step forward. She jerked to a stop when Arrow raised a hand filled with shadows. 
I was torn. She had to be full of shit. Yet some little niggling part of me suspected truth in her words. 
“The amethyst is a special stone.” Taking my silence as opportunity, Fiona went on. “It’s a symbol of royalty, believed by many to provide spiritual protection and the stillness of one’s thoughts when they go astray. Among other things. Whomever entrusted it to you must care a great deal for you, and clearly they know you’re chosen.”
“Lies.” Arrow sounded bored, like none of this meant a damn thing to him. “If you’re not up to giving us anymore trouble, we’ll just be going.”
This time I didn’t stop him when he grabbed me. His hand caught mine, and he pulled me gently but firmly to the front door. 
“Wait,” Fiona cried. “The fox. Please don’t take it.”
Overwhelmed but sympathetic to her pleas, I shrugged and gave a sad shake of my head. “I’m sorry.”
Outside the cold stole my breath. I let Arrow lead me back to the car, oblivious to his hand gripping mine ever tighter until we reached the BMW. 
I rubbed my hands together, feeling the sudden absence of his warmth. My mind raced as the engine roared to life. I slipped the Midnight Star off my back and tucked it in beside me as I dropped into the passenger seat. With a hesitant finger, I probed the amethyst nestled between the wings adorning either side of the handle. It was a square-cut stone turned sideways to make a diamond shape. Over and over I traced it, oblivious to anything but staring into the center of it. 
“Are you ok, Spike?” Arrow asked after several minutes of driving in silence. “You don’t believe that shit, do you?”
Did I?
“I need to talk to Cinder.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

 
 
Cinder was waiting at my apartment when we arrived. The delectable aroma of freshly baked cookies only mildly enticed. Too preoccupied to have an appetite, I sniffed toward the cookie tray cooling on the stove top and sighed. 
“You needed to see me?” Cinder inquired with a raise of his scarred eyebrow. “I felt your urgency. Did everything not go as planned?”
I produced the onyx fox from my bag and held it out to him. No sooner had he touched it than it disappeared. “Well, I got the fox. And a little more than I bargained for in the information department.”
Arrow pushed by me and helped himself to my fridge, rummaging around for the beer shoved in the back. Staying quiet, he popped off the cap and leaned against the counter, watching our exchange.
“The woman you sent us to, the fortune teller, she recognized the Midnight Star. More to the point, she recognized the stone in the handle. At least, she said she did.” I watched for his reaction.
The angel had the best damn poker face I’d ever seen. He finished giving the counter a wipe down and tossed the cloth beside the sink. Holding a hand out toward the kitchen table he said, “We should sit down.”
My heart sank. That statement was as good as an admittance that Fiona hadn’t been bullshitting me after all.
Propping the sword in the corner beside the table, I plunked heavily into a chair. Cinder, moving silently, sat across from me. Arrow remained in the kitchen drinking beer.
“Now,” Cinder began after it became clear Arrow had no interest in joining us. “Tell me what she said.”
I repeated the encounter we had with Fiona, including the tarot reading. It didn’t seem like something worth hiding. Cinder slid a frowny-faced glance at Arrow who shrugged, unmoved. When he didn’t stop me to question the reading further, I continued. 
“The freaking breastplate of the high priest.” My voice took on a shrill note. “Tell me that’s not true, Cinder.”
He clasped his hands, lacing his fingers together. In a pondering pose, he regarded me thoughtfully with those enchanting violet eyes. Now came the part where he told me the opposite of what I wanted to hear. I braced for it.
“It is true.” Boom. There it was. Cinder gave a slight shake of his head, perplexed. “I can’t imagine how she’d know such a thing, although I don’t know the keepers of every stone. They were handed out in secret. It was safer that way.”
Arrow’s harsh bark of laughter drew our attention. “For fucking real? This shit is real, and you’re letting Spike walk around with that thing? You’re going to get her killed.”
“Quite the contrary.” Cinder didn’t rise to Arrow’s blatant assholery. “The stone protects its keeper. It can’t be taken from Spike. She must surrender it. That’s the only way a demon, or anyone else for that matter, can obtain it.”
That didn’t sound quite so bad then. I began to relax. “So why me? Why do I have it? She said the stones go to the chosen. I’m assuming you are its angelic keeper.”
A faint smile played about Cinder’s lips. “In earlier ages the amethyst was known as the Gem of Fire. It only made sense that this particular stone would belong to the flame bearer of each generation. You, currently. Yes, I was the angelic keeper. And you, Ember, are one of the chosen.”
“But what does that mean?” My question breathy, I could barely get the words out.
“It means that a time will come when your power will flourish. Then you will be called to your position as an enforcer, one able to banish demons with relative ease.” Quirking his scarred brow at me, Cinder smiled. “What did you think I’ve been training you for all these years?” 
I hadn’t considered it beyond skill training for self-defense. “Because I’m the flame bearer? The one who will lead nephilim out of the darkness?”
Cinder’s smile slowly faded. He studied me with something like a mix of pride and disquiet. “Among other things. There is so much more to you than you yet realize, Ember.”
“Rock guitarist. Web designer. Recovering demon artifacts. Leading this craphead out of the darkness.” I gestured to Arrow with an eye roll. “Sure, why not add on one more thing?”
Cinder remained unfazed. “In this battle there are many roles we all must play when serving the light. You’ll never be asked to do anything you’re not already equipped for.”
Arrow broke in with an unwelcome belch. “So does the stone actually do anything? Or does it just sit there looking pretty?”
“It does a great many things, when its required. It provides its keeper with a connection to the strongest parts of the light. It’s divine. It expands the mind, protects and nurtures. Don’t be too quick to dismiss it as a mere trinket. There is power in that stone.”
Ambling through the living room, beer in hand, Arrow headed for the terrarium where my tortoise Seth sat on a rock staring at us. “But the demons want these stones, right? So if they realize Spike’s carrying one around, won’t they just work even harder to convince her to hand it over? Seems pretty risky.”
Immediately I thought of Nova, a trader of wares, a possessor of many magical and rare items. With thoughts of the demon came the memory of a conversation we’d had not so long ago. He’d asked me to work for him. To help him find a highly sought-after gem.
Alarm bells rang. I slapped a hand on the table, my tongue tying in my haste to get the words out. “Nova,” I all but shouted. “He wanted my help finding a gem that only you knew the location of, Cinder. I told him to shove it, but now I’m thinking the amethyst is exactly what he was talking about. What if he finds out I have it? He’s no lightweight. He could make me want to hand it over, even if I don’t want to.”
Panic sent a shot of ice down my spine. I shivered despite the warmth of the apartment. Though I had limited experience with Nova, I didn’t doubt for a moment that he’d hit me harder than he ever had if he discovered I had something he wanted.
“And he’s just one of many,” Arrow added, reaching in to touch Seth’s shell. “That’s all Spike needs is another target on her back.”
That caused me to spin in my seat to face him. “What does that mean? Just how many targets do I currently have on my back?”
Ever the calm, even-tempered soul, Cinder never wavered. “Nova may suspect I possess one of the stones. I doubt he’d know which one, although it likely wouldn’t matter as they’re all highly sought. Those that remain anyway. He can only speculate. Let’s try to keep it that way.”
Both Cinder and I eyed Arrow.
He managed to look offended. “What?”
“Can we trust you to keep this secret?” Cinder asked, fixing Arrow with a scrutinizing stare that made him shift from foot to foot. “Not just from Nova but from anyone. Even Rowen. There isn’t a demon in existence that wouldn’t make a play for this stone given the opportunity.”
Arrow’s chin jutted in arrogance. He scoffed, evidently insulted. “Why give it to her then? Hide the damn thing away somewhere and be rid of the problem.”
Silence. Tension filled the apartment. I’d never trusted Arrow. He’d never given me reason to. Sure he’d helped out a few times for the sake of his brother, but he was dark. All dark. And that made him unreliable.
“The best way to hide something is in plain sight. Three of the stones have been stolen by the dark.” Cinder spoke, his tone sharper now. “Nobody is infallible, not even angels, but it belongs in Ember’s care. It will serve her when she needs it most. When she’s ready. Now answer the question. Can we trust you to keep this secret?”
Arrow met my gaze. A storm of indecision brewed in his hazel eyes. I waited, breath held, hoping this would not be one of those times when he acted like a dickhead. He let out a heavy breath, as if he too had been holding a lungful. “Yeah, of course. I won’t say a word to anyone. But what about Fiona? She knows.”
“Fiona won’t remember seeing the stone long enough to tell anyone.” Shoving out of his chair, Cinder returned to the kitchen and fetched several cookies on a plate. 
I exchanged a look with Arrow who seemed to share my unasked question. Perhaps we were better off not knowing the details of that statement. 
Cinder shoved the cookie plate at me. “Here. Try one. They’re macadamia nut.”
Although I had zero appetite for cookies right then, the hopeful glint in his eyes made me take one. If eating a damn cookie was all it took to make Cinder happy, then I’d stuff it in my face whether I wanted it or not. 
Overwhelmed by the events of the evening, I craved nothing more than to be alone with my thoughts. Possibly in a hot bath with a good book on my Kindle. Leave it to Jett to ruin that plan by texting with a demand that I meet her at the jam space to hear a new song she had nearly finished.
I considered declining, then thought better of it. If anyone could talk me through the sudden doubt and second thoughts that plagued me, it was Jett. 
As Cinder pushed a cookie on Arrow, I slipped deeper into doubt. Taking on this role had been my choice. Nobody had forced me to join the light or to do anything Cinder had asked. In fact, I enjoyed the feeling of doing something of worth, knowing that somehow I made a difference in the grand scheme of things. Even if that difference was miniscule. 
Since leaving Fiona’s, self-doubt and fear had nagged me. I’d hoped Cinder would set my mind at ease. He hadn’t. If anything, now I felt even more unsure. Not only did I have to find a way to stop Dash from initiating Rowen before Koda killed him, now I had to walk around with this constant awareness that I carried something demons wanted. All while trying to live a human life and chase a human dream. 
Yep. I needed some girl time. 
 
* * * *
 
“I’d really like to have this song ready for the tour. It should be on the set list, if you’re cool with that.” With a spliff between her lips, Jett puffed away and waited for my reaction.
The song she’d been so psyched to show me was good. No, it was great. I genuinely loved it. The problem was getting my face on board. In the back of my mind, I continued to fuss and fret. “Yeah, for sure. It’s a kick ass song. We should definitely play it on the tour.” I sat stiff on the couch in our jam space, unable to relax. It sucked. This was our dream. Music was our passion. But I couldn’t get my head in the game. Not tonight.
“Ok, what’s going on? It’s like you’re barely even here. Spit it out.” She shoved the joint into my grasp and flapped her hands for me to speak.
“I’m sorry, Jett. I really do love your song. It’s just been a strange night.” In careful detail I recounted my night to her, leaving nothing out. I didn’t question for a second that I could trust her with the details of the amethyst stone.
She plopped down on the couch beside me and listened attentively as I whined and worried. When I’d finished she pursed her lips in thought and cocked her head to the side.
“You know Arrow’s totally into you, right?” She gave no warning before flinging that unwelcome theory my way. “His tarot reading, the Lovers, that’s totally about you. Temptation of the heart. I saw that one coming a mile away.”
I gaped at her. “That’s the first thing you have to say about any of what I just told you? I hardly think Arrow’s tarot reading is the most important aspect here.”
Jett snickered and slapped my arm. “I didn’t hear a denial.”
“Arrow is not into me,” I declared with more force than necessary. “He’s into cocaine, rock n’ roll, and as much random pussy as he can get his hands on.”
“Yeah.” Jett nodded and blew a purple lock out of her eyes. “He is. But he’s also into you. I’ve suspected it for a while now. More than once I’ve caught him staring at you, and last week his heart rate went up when you walked into The Spirit Room. I thought it might have been the coke, but nope, it was you.”
This was not a path I wanted to go down. My mind refused to fully compute what she was saying. “No. No way. I don’t believe it. Arrow and me, we barely get along. I mean, yeah, he’s made a few filthy remarks about doing a nephilim, but that was when we first met.”
Jett raised both brows and smiled with a knowing look that made me want to slap her. Leaning back against the arm of the couch, she cackled, enjoying this far too much. “You like it. Part of you deep inside knows I’m right, and you fucking like it.”
I couldn’t possibly frown hard enough, which only made her laugh harder. “Arrow and me, we share a common goal, to protect Rowen. That’s it.” That was my opinion, and I planned to damn well stick to it.
Pulling a cigarette out of the crushed pack in her back pocket, Jett stuck it between her lips and gave me a teasing wink. “Brothers. Now that could be interesting.”
“Shut up, dude.”
“Remember that night Alexa came into Spirit and pinned Arrow against the wall like she was going to eat him right there?” Jett waited for my nod. “As they were talking, he kept looking at you. All concerned like. I wonder what they were talking about.”
I did recall that night. We’d been on stage, but there’d been no missing the blonde vampire queen as she prowled through the bar. Usually when she came in to talk to Arrow, it had something to do with a mutual friend they shared. But that night Alexa had turned her succubus gaze on Arrow. It meant nothing to me then and still meant nothing to me now.
“I doubt it matters. Can we get back to the point? I’m starting to feel like I can’t do this anymore. Like maybe I’m not going to save Rowen after all. Or any nephilim for that matter. I don’t think I’m the right person for the job, the right… flame bearer. And now I’m supposed to banish demons? If only that were as easy as it sounds.”
“Why so negative? Because Cinder trusts you with an ancient power stone?” Serious now, Jett sat up straighter. “Spike, if anything, that goes to show that you can do this. You’re more than a one trick pony. He believes in you. You just have to believe in yourself.”
Commitment had never been my strong suit. Life had taught me that it was easier to be fickle, to ride the fence. If I didn’t commit to anyone or anything, it couldn’t come back to hurt me. “You sound like a self-help book.” The laugh I tried to muster died on arrival. “Feels like it would be so much simpler to play human.”
Puffing away on her cigarette, Jett made a sound of derision. “Uh, yeah. Tell me about it. My pack just got its ass kicked by the fucking government. The only reason I’m still here is because of the music. It keeps me busy. I don’t spend as much time with the pack anymore. Only on moon nights. And trust me, I feel guilty as fuck for surviving. If I’d just been there…” The pain she so rarely showed flashed through her dark eyes. Jett’s loud mouth and sarcastic attitude went a long way in covering up the sensitive softy beneath. 
I didn’t quite know what to say. There was no way I could relate to what she’d lost. Her pack still existed, though the numbers were much smaller. A powerful force in the city had been reduced to a smattering of wolves. 
It was the brutal reminder I needed that this wasn’t all about me. 
We all played a role in this cesspool of a city. If none of it meant anything, then our entire existence here was a waste. Forfeit. That meant Rowen’s sacrifice for Arrow and me, joining the dark to save us, it would be for nothing.
I couldn’t let that be true. The pain in my best friend’s eyes shook me, dragging me out of my pity party and slapping my face with the harsh sting of reality. “If you’d been there, you’d probably be dead too,” I reminded her gently. “You’re here now, and there’s got to be a reason for that. Don’t hate yourself for what you can’t change.” I shuffled closer to her on the couch and pulled her in for a cuddle. I hoped this part of our friendship never changed. When we were old and decrepit, I wanted to still be able to have a comforting snuggle on the couch with my best friend.
Jett leaned in close, the side of her head resting against mine. “I know. I’m trying. And that’s why you have to keep trying too. We’re playing the biggest New Year’s Eve show in the city in a few days. We’re going on tour this summer. Living our dream. A human dream, and we’re going to kick its ass. But we’re not human, Spike. There’s no sense pretending.”
“Think we can balance both worlds?” The thought of giving up the music to fight demons and chase down artifacts full time gave me a heavy sensation in my chest. I loved working for Cinder, and nothing matched the exhilaration of running the Midnight Star through a demon. Maybe I could never go back to a human life, but did that mean giving up everything I’d ever wanted?
Jett gave a lazy half shrug and sighed. “We already are.”
 



CHAPTER NINE

 
 
Three days of graphic design work and practicing for the New Year’s party kept me busy. So busy that I didn’t obsess or worry. I simply didn’t have the time. The full moon kept Jett occupied, giving me no outside distraction. 
She had been right. Somehow we were balancing the various facets of life as something more than human. It sure didn’t come easy, but the thrill of excitement that filled me on the day of the party was so worth it. It was the next big step in our music career. Sure we were just an opening act in our own city, but tonight was the biggest party of the year and great preparation for the upcoming tour.
The local rock radio station had been good to the local rock scene. Over the years they had helped launch the careers of several bands. They’d included us in the New Year’s show they were sponsoring, and they’d started spinning a few of our tracks regularly. We couldn’t have asked for a more supportive station. 
Online downloads were up, and our social media presence grew daily. It wasn’t quite overnight success, but I didn’t expect any such thing. This was what we wanted, and I remained grateful for every opportunity.
A few days of distraction had allowed me to refocus my intent. Not only did that mean a renewed commitment to my band but to my calling. To Cinder and to Rowen. Tonight I would make it clear to anyone watching that I would not back down.
The anxiety still lurked in the back of my mind, but as we prepared for our gig, it wore a muzzle.
Jett asked, “Tash, do you still have that Kat Von D foundation? Mine’s almost out. Your shade should be a close enough match.” Without waiting for a response, Jett dug around in Tash’s makeup bag.
The four of us filled the jam space with a flurry of activity. Talking excitedly while the rock radio station blasted from Jett’s phone, we littered the place with hair irons, accessories, and beer cans.
I peered into the makeup mirror propped on top of my amp. Thick, winged black eyeliner and bright red lips adorned my reflection. My hair left down and poker straight, I’d opted for what I considered casual wear, going for comfort on what I presumed would be a tipsy night. It was New Year’s Eve after all. A chain hung from the studded belt slung low around the hips of my tight black pants. A tank top with a sheer back revealed my bra and the tattooed wings that draped me from shoulder to hip. An impulsive tattoo choice for sure that I’d spent hours in the chair second guessing. Three years later and I still loved them. They’d probably be the only wings I’d ever have.
“Is Mr. Country going to stop by?” Jett teased Tash without glancing up from the small mirror she held as she expertly blended foundation. “I know it’s not quite his scene, but it is New Year’s Eve.”
Tash pulled her red hair back into a sleek ponytail and laughed. “Expose him to you crazy bitches on a night like this? No way. I’m going to take off early and meet him before midnight at Cowboys.”
“The country bar?” With a shake of her head and a cluck of her tongue, Jett wagged a finger. “For fucking shame, Tash. You keep this country bumpkin shit up, and you’ll have to hand in your rock card.”
I half listened to them go back and forth at each other. In the pit of my stomach, a flutter began. Nervous but excited, I looked forward to both playing the show and seeing Rowen. We hadn’t spoken since that night in my kitchen. 
“Spike?”
I spun around at the sound of my name. The expectant expression Jett wore suggested I’d missed a question. “What?”
She waved a hand over the long Iron Maiden t-shirt dress with cut off sleeves that draped her curvy frame. With a toss of her hair she arranged her purple curls in a tousled, come hither fashion. “Is this too short? Does it show my ass?”
My gaze traveled over the thigh-high boots that laced up her legs. I spun a finger, and she turned to show me her covered behind. “No, definitely does not show enough ass.”
Jett smirked and tipped a beer to her burgundy lips. “Sam has no idea what’s about to hit him.”
“You seem to really like him,” Rubi observed. “He must be something special to have lasted longer than a week.”
Jett pondered this with a contemplative head tilt. “Yeah, he’s alright. Eager to please. Knows how to take orders. Accepts me as the dominant. Pretty much all I want or need in a guy.”
The girl talk went on, delving into jokes revolving around Sam’s sexual prowess. Did they talk about us like this? I didn’t want to know. 
After loading our gear into Tash’s borrowed van, we piled in and headed for the venue. The large conference center downtown hosted many such parties. Holding about five thousand it certainly wasn’t stadium size, but it did make for a pretty wild party location.
My anticipation grew in leaps and bounds. I couldn’t wait to lay eyes on Rowen. Once we’d lugged our gear inside, I scoured the place, seeking out his blue mohawk. 
Molly’s Chamber would be playing first. We’d be next, followed by the headlining band’s opening act. The headliner would take the stage just after the midnight countdown. It was going to be a good night.
People trickled into the place in a steady stream. The doors had been opened, and those looking to get their good time started had arrived early. It was also the only way to ensure one obtained a table. A bar had been set up at one end of the concert hall, the stage at the other. Molly’s Chamber had already set up their gear.
As expected, Koda lingered near the bar, a drink in hand. We couldn’t make a move without him watching us, no matter where we went. Just as well. I wanted him to see what I was about to do.
At Jett’s insistence that we had to kick off the night with drinks, I ambled along to the bar, soaking in the environment. So many times I’d attended shows here. Never had I been invited to play one.
With a vodka in hand, I met Koda’s watchful gaze and winked. His frown filled me with satisfaction. Suspicion furrowed his brow further. Good. I’d grown tired of his taunts and torment. Tonight I’d come to play the game.
“Don’t let me get too drunk before we go on stage.” Jett’s request drew my attention from Koda. “I don’t want to do something stupid.”
I rolled my eyes at her sudden, uncharacteristic concern. “You have a crazy high tolerance for alcohol. I doubt that will be a problem. You’re far more likely to beat the shit out of someone than fall down drunk.” 
Her dark eyes widened and she grabbed my arm. “Don’t let me do that either. This show is a big deal for us. I can’t fuck it up.”
“Personally, I enjoy it when you throw a few punches at loud mouth idiots.” I smiled at her before sipping my drink. 
The boys of Molly’s Chamber appeared in the backstage doorway. Dressed in ass-hugging jeans, his black feather tattoo creeping up the side of his neck from beneath his t-shirt, Rowen made my breath catch and my heart pound. I nudged Jett who all but purred like a happy kitten as she waited for Sam to notice her. 
I didn’t wait. Feeling bold and ready to make a declaration to Rowen, Koda, and the world at large, I strode up to Rowen and without so much as a moment’s hesitation, laid a hell of a kiss on him.
For just a second he froze in surprise. Then his arms went around me, and his lips moved on mine with great enthusiasm. With a hand on his face, I commanded the kiss, sensual and demanding but tender as well. 
This was about more than a kiss. It was my way of announcing to the dark that I would not back down.
“You know you’re playing with fire, right?” Rowen asked with a grin. 
A low, flirtatious laugh escaped me. “I am the fire, Rowen.”
His hand slid down my back to play with the chain that hung from my hips. “My God, you’re a fucking goddess. I know you can take care of yourself, but watch your back. Ok?”
“I will,” I assured him. “Of course. But I’m sick of playing the game by their rules. Something has to change. And it can start with Koda seeing me make a clear and bold statement that I will not be controlled.”
Rowen’s faintly black-rimmed amber gaze strayed past me to where Koda regarded us with open hostility. “I’d say you’ve made your point. Seriously though, Spike, Dash won’t hesitate to kill you if he thinks you’re a threat. Be. Careful.”
I followed his gaze to Koda, making eye contact with the demon. I smiled. “Let me worry about Dash. He barely even leaves that house he’s always holed up in. Sending Koda to babysit us isn’t doing him any favors.”
“Did you talk to him?” Rowen ignored Arrow who bitched at him to hurry up before stalking away with a scowl.
Pushing my hair back from my face, I stared at the floor, hating that I couldn’t tell him what Koda had said. It would only put him in more danger than he was already in. “I did. It didn’t go well. Not that I expected it to.”
Rowen eyed me, the weight of his stare making me squirm. “Spike, what are you up to?”
I blinked up at him with my best innocent, doe-eyed expression. “What do you mean?”
“Why do I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me? What did Koda say?” Rowen stilled my hand when I attempted to take a drink to avoid answering. 
Lying wasn’t an option. So thankfully I didn’t have to. 
A radio station DJ approached us and clapped Rowen on the back. “Time to move, Cruz. Get your ass on stage.”
Rowen reluctantly released me with a brief kiss. “This conversation isn’t over.”
I raised my glass to him, swallowing my sigh of relief. “Kick some ass, baby.”
Sam managed to break away from Jett’s greedy paws and jogged after Rowen. Eager partygoers filed in faster now. The radio DJ waited near the stage stairs to announce the band and kick off the night.
“We better grab a good table before we get screwed out of one.” Jett sashayed away, her hips swaying seductively with every step. 
Molly’s Chamber took the stage with a thunder of drums and Arrow’s boisterous shouts at the growing crowd. A cry went up from a group of women who shoved close to the stage. I could practically see Arrow’s ego inflate. Like a kid in a candy store, he looked them over. Decisions, decisions.
Warmth filled me. I wasn’t sure if it was from the vodka or the sheer hotness of Rowen. Watching his hands move over the bass, his head bobbing to the beat, it was about the sexiest thing ever. 
It had been some time since both our bands played the same venue on the same night. I was eager to get up there. Usually we rotated throughout the various rock bars in the city, as well as the vampire bar downtown. Intimidating as hell but it paid well.
We settled in to enjoy the show with a few drinks and more than the occasional inappropriate remark.
When the guys launched into a song I hadn’t yet heard, Jett leaned in close to be heard over the music. “Are you hearing these lyrics?” She tapped the back of my hand and gestured to the stage. “This song is totally about you, and I’m pretty sure Rowen didn’t write it.”
 
I have never wanted to be on fire so bad
In you I see everything I’ll never have
And it’s ok
Cuz I know
I don’t deserve you
 
The song went on in a declaration of forbidden love, a love that was wrong in every way. I took an extra-large gulp of my vodka, feeling uneasy. “Shut up, dude.” I forced a grin and an eye roll. “You’re reading way too deep into Arrow. I think now you’re just looking for trouble. Cut it out.”
She studied me, the wolf lurking behind that dark, knowing stare. “Am I? Or is it just that obvious to everyone but you? And Rowen too, apparently. Either he’s in complete denial about Arrow’s feelings, or he’s a lot prettier than he is intelligent.”
 “Jett.” My warning tone did nothing to deter her. 
“Maybe it started as an attraction to the rare, highly sought-after female nephilim, but it’s evolved into genuine feelings. Which comes as a bit of a surprise. I didn’t think Arrow capable of such a thing.” She settled back into her chair and watched Sam bust out a pretty badass guitar solo. 
I tried for annoyed but it didn’t stick. My mind strayed back to Fiona’s tarot reading and The Lovers. Temptation of the heart. No friggin’ way. It couldn’t be me. It just couldn’t be.
My pulse pounded a little harder when I forced my gaze back to the stage. I found it hard to look. Instead of watching Rowen in all his rock n’ roll glory, my focus kept sliding over to Arrow. Dammit.
Thick, smudged black liner gave him a mysterious yet sensual appearance. His dyed ebony hair was slightly messy from being flung around. Tight leather pants, a studded belt, and a Pantera t-shirt completed his look. A spiked bracelet adorned one wrist, a plain leather cuff the other. 
Against my will I scrutinized him, asking myself if I felt anything more than utter revulsion. I mean, this was the same guy who’d drugged me and taken photos of me almost naked in his bed. 
And used that same photo to save my ass later, putting his on the line to do so.
What in the fuck?
Feeling my heavy stare, Arrow glanced my way. Our eyes met. Rocks plummeted from the cliff of ridiculousness to land hard in my stomach. Why couldn’t I look away?
He broke eye contact first. I slammed the rest of my drink back and stood up. Jett raised a brow.
“Refill,” I said, holding up my empty glass. 
“Get me one too.”
I nodded and hurried away, needing to get the hell away from the stage. Away from the weirdness that I didn’t want to feel. 
Why the hell would Arrow have feelings for me? We weren’t friends. We could barely stand each other. Sure we’d spent more time together recently, but it was because Rowen and I had to keep our distance. And Arrow and me, we shared a common bond in Rowen. We both cared about him and wanted to protect him. 
That was all we shared. That was all we’d ever share. 
I sucked in deep breaths, trying to calm my pounding heart. A group of people stopped me as I passed their table to chit chat about Crimson Sin and tell me how much they loved us. It shouldn’t have been so hard to carry on conversation with them. All I could think in the back of my mind was: Wrong. Jett has to be wrong.
After profusely thanking them for their support and accolades, I continued toward the bar. Too bad we played next. Otherwise I would’ve gladly soaked my concerns in booze. 
Midnight was coming. Still plenty of time for that. 
I walked past the restrooms, nearing the insanely long bar lines. When hands grabbed me from behind, I let out a little shriek which was swallowed up by the music. 
Koda dragged me into the dark corner beside the ladies’ room. The plastic cup in my hand hit the floor, and he kicked it aside. “Must be nice to be such a rarity, having all the dark men fall at your feet. Me included.” Close enough for me to hear him over the noise, Koda bared teeth as he spoke. “Don’t you ever wonder what it would feel like to be bad? I mean really bad. To play in the darkness?”
 My palms tingled with the threat of fire that I had to restrain. “Let go of me, Koda. I have nothing to say to you.”
“I’ve been thinking about our last conversation,” he continued, holding tight when I tried to fight him off. “I have an offer to make you.”
Nothing about that reassured me. I stopped struggling to avoid drawing attention. Nobody could help me. Because I remained desperate to find a way to keep Dash’s triad from forming, I gave in. “And what might that be?”
“There is one way you can keep me from killing Rowen before the alignment.” Koda appeared far too pleased with himself. He seemed to anticipate my reaction to what he said next. “Become my bride.” 



CHAPTER TEN

 
 
A laugh of disbelief burst out. Right in his face. He was unfazed. I was unnerved.
“You’re insane,” I accused. “You’d have to be to make an offer like that.”
“And you’d have to be insane not to even consider it,” he countered. “I can offer you anything you’d ever want. Fame. Fortune. Power. And Rowen gets to live.” Venom dripped from his words. Like the snake he was, Koda watched me closely, waiting for me to make the move that would set him off.
I’d known for some time that he’d been slipping into a weird place as far as the two of us were concerned, but I didn’t realize how bad it had gotten. The demon was batshit crazy. His obsession with me had been annoying. A nuisance. It had now crossed over into terrifying.
“This isn’t the time or place for a discussion like this. I have a show to play, and I don’t need you fucking it up for me.” When he wouldn’t let me push by, I added, “Koda, you know you’ll never get what you want from me. Is this really how you want to force my hand? It’s kind of pathetic.” Inside I was quaking, but on the surface I projected a calm, cool exterior. I wasn’t sure he’d buy it.
“Save your judgment for someone who gives a shit.” Koda sneered and squeezed my arm. Ice cold fingers bit into my flesh. “Refuse me and not only does Rowen die, I’ll kill Arrow too. Just for kicks. The brothers you’re supposed to save will both be lost. You’ll be a failure.”
I did my best to keep from reacting, but he peered into my eyes and smiled. Surely he saw my inner panic. I said nothing. Speaking only encouraged him.
“Of course, with the way things are going, they might just kill each other. Brothers divided over the same woman. Should be interesting to see how Rowen reacts when he finds out Arrow is lusting over you.” Jerking my arm, Koda swung me around to face the stage. 
There was no doubt I felt an obligation to both Rowen and Arrow. They’d been dropped into my life right as I’d reached a point of maturity in my abilities. I didn’t believe in coincidences. But I also didn’t believe becoming a demon bride was the best option.
“You know I’ll never agree to something so screwed up.” My gaze slid across the stage where Arrow shouted at the crowd to get on their feet and Rowen played his heart out. “So you must want something else from me. What is it, Koda?”
The touch of his ice-cold hands vanished. Crossing his arms over his broad chest, Koda stared at me with displeasure. Yeah, I knew him well and he hated that. But what did he expect when he wouldn’t leave me the hell alone?
In quiet contemplation he redirected his focus to the stage as well. For two entire songs he remained silent. Despite the loud music my heartbeat reverberated louder in my ears. Like Koda wanted, the anticipation killed me.
“They’re actually not bad.” His eyes never strayed from the brothers. “I want you to go to the Black Market for me. Someone there has something I need. Someone who refuses to bargain with me due to some… bad blood. You get it, give it to me, and I’ll back off the brothers. For a few days anyway. Time is ticking.”
My fearful anticipation gave way to rage. “You conniving piece of shit. That’s what you wanted all along, isn’t it? You had to get me all worked up for that? I don’t think I could despise you more.”
“Well, I’ve come to expect that. So I assume you’ll do it. I mean, I’m not giving you any other options. Although the bride option still stands.” The lecherous grin he turned on me made me shiver all the way into my boots.
My choices were less than ideal. Depending on what it was he wanted, maybe I could find a way to use it against him. Doing a task for a demon was not in my job description, although neither was becoming his bride. Lesser of two evils? “What’s at the Black Market that you can’t get yourself?” I injected as much derision into my tone as possible.
Not a scrap of emotion escaped him. “It’s called the Scorpio Key. It’s a scorpion encased in glass. If Nova asks, tell him Cinder sent you for it.”
I groaned. Of course it had to be in Nova’s possession. “You really do hate me, don’t you?” I asked, the question completely rhetorical. 
He answered it anyway. “Far from it. You’d never believe it, but I’ve grown quite fond of you. However, we all have a job to do. Anything I may feel for you doesn’t change that.”
“I’ll never understand how something as vile as you could have once belonged to the light.” I walked away from him, and this time he let me go. 
When I returned to Jett with fresh drinks, I avoided talking about Koda’s ultimatum. I needed time to mull it over. Between both Jett and Koda thinking Arrow had developed feelings for me and another visit to Nova on the horizon, it was tough to enjoy the night.
I watched those who congregated in front of the stage, arms in the air, glasses in hand. Not a care in the world right then. It was the dawn of a new year and anything was possible. 
How I envied them. 
In the rush to get one band off stage and the next on, there was no time to talk to Rowen between sets. The venue’s tight schedule left no room for broken-hearted lovers. By the time we took the stage, I was more than ready to beat the hell out of my guitar in an effort to purge my angst. 
The DJ announced us, and the growing crowd welcomed us with devil horns and half-drunk cheers. The surge of adrenaline reminded me why I loved this so damn much. My own personal therapist, the stage allowed me to release the tension that plagued my soul. Jett knew how to gain and keep the crowd’s attention. Their enthusiasm poured fuel on our fire. For a few minutes I was able to forget everything. Everyone. There was only me and the music.
Until I caught sight of Koda lurking in my peripheral view. My own personal demon sent to make every moment as uncomfortable as he possibly could. Sure I’d get his Scorpio Key, and then I’d find a way to use it against him. Koda was overdue for some reaping of all that he’d sown.
When our set ended and we left the stage, I felt like I walked on air. Cleansed and refreshed, even Koda couldn’t bring me down. I didn’t think anything could, not with the festive mood permeating the atmosphere and the release I’d just had.
Until my gaze landed on Rowen and the blonde hanging off him. My gut tightened and I froze. 
To be fair, he kept his hands to himself while she hung on, arms around his neck. But he was engaged in animated conversation, laughing and clearly enjoying himself. 
“Groupie, I bet,” Jett said, following my gaze. “He’s just being nice.”
“Right.” I helped Tash carry a heavy amp out the back door to her van. 
It didn’t matter what Rowen did or who he did it with. Technically, we weren’t together. But damn if that visual didn’t sting.
Once we got our gear loaded, Tash took off to meet her boyfriend. Jett promptly bounded over to Sam and sucker punched him in the stomach before planting a kiss on him. Strange relationship.
I hung back, not wanting to approach Rowen while he had a girl hanging from him. So instead I mingled, greeting acquaintances and accepting compliments on our performance. It took all my strength not to stare at him. I wanted to punch myself in the face. 
“She’s nobody.” Arrow’s voice in my ear had me spinning to find him behind me, drink in hand. 
I moved a few feet from the small group I’d been chatting with so as not to be overheard. “What are you saying?”
Arrow tipped his head in Rowen’s direction. “Her. She’s just an acquaintance who used to let us crash on her couch when we played in Calgary. She drove up here for the show. But she’s nobody to Rowen.”
“Oh, well, that’s nice.” I hoped like hell that I didn’t look as dumb as I felt. Was I so transparent to everyone? Or just to Arrow?
He pointed at my near empty cup. “Can I get you another?”
“Um.” How awkward. “Sure.”
With drinks in hand we leaned against the wall at the back of the massive room, watching the next band play. They’d be ending shortly before midnight to allow time for the big, group countdown. 
“I’m sure, if you head over there, she’ll stop clinging to your man and find some other guy,” Arrow said. “I know he wants to talk to you.”
Making such a territorial move was more in Jett’s nature than mine. I shouldn’t have to fight for Rowen’s attention nor did I want to be the type to chase another woman away from him. Either we were a thing or we weren’t. And recently, we weren’t.
“He’s not my man. Not anymore. And he knows where to find me.” The numbing effects of alcohol made it come out harsher than intended. I had to hide the hurt.
“Ouch, that’s cold.” Arrow chuckled. “But I get it.”
We stood there watching the band, raising our voices to make the occasional observation or remark. Otherwise we stood in strained but somehow tolerable quiet.
As midnight drew closer, I grew antsy. Everyone would seek out a partner for the big midnight kiss. Seeing as Rowen’s blonde friend had no intention of vacating, it was pretty obvious she’d make a play for him then.
Oh, jealousy, you wretched thing, you.
 “I think I’m gonna bail,” I decided at about ten minutes to midnight. “Thanks for the drink. Tell Rowen I said to have a good night.”
It sucked to be in a place that had always been my element and to feel like I didn’t belong. A rock show was home. Or it had been before demons and destiny shit all over it. Jett insisted we could balance these worlds, but the more they bled into one another, the less sure I was about that.
“So early?” Arrow asked with mild judgment. “I’ve seen you party so much harder. Don’t go now. You’ll miss out on a midnight kiss.”
Because alcohol caused loose lips and stupidity, I smirked. “Are you offering?”
Arrow did a double take. A grin broke over his face. “You wish. You couldn’t handle it, Spike. It’d leave you on the floor.”
Strange as it was, we’d kissed before, though it had never been real. Merely a ploy to keep Dash and Koda from catching us in a lie.
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.” Despite how hard I tried to squash it down, the song Jett was so sure he’d written about me surfaced in my thoughts. “Hey, Arrow, who did you write that song about? The one about—”
“You don’t know her.” His smile faltered and he glanced away. 
Message received. Loud and clear. Definitely not going to push the subject. 
“Doesn’t matter anyway,” he added, swigging from a beer bottle. “She never looked twice at me.”
Because I didn’t know how to respond, I mumbled, “Shit happens.”
In my mind two voices battled to be heard loudest. One agreed with Jett, more convinced than ever the song had been about me, and the other. That one refused to entertain such a concept. 
Shit happens? Why did I say that? So crass and unfeeling. Yep, time for me to get the hell out of there. The party had ended for me the moment Koda pulled me aside.
Arrow nodded and scrubbed a hand through his mess of hair. “That it does.”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
 
“I’m sorry, Arrow. That was cold of me.” Offering an apology seemed the only way to bridge the gap I’d just created between us. I was still figuring out how to talk to him. 
He graced me with a half smile and a dismissive head shake. “It’s all good. No big deal. Really. These guys are better live than I expected.” He motioned to the stage.
I took the hint. Discussing the band was much safer than where we had strayed. I jumped in with more observations and opinions regarding the stage performance and technical skills. Safe topics.
A raucous and drunken shout preceded the guys of Sacred Stone. They ambled toward us, pausing at tables to have their egos stroked and shoot the shit. 
“Oh great,” I muttered. “Here comes the asshole brigade.”
The guys of Sacred Stone had been quite vocal about their dislike of me and Crimson Sin, especially the lead singer, Paul. It had been difficult for him to lose the big band battle we’d all played in. To be fair, he hated Molly’s Chamber too. Sore loser, I guess.
Twice now Paul and Arrow had antagonized each other into throwing fists. Paul tended to do most of the antagonizing. We all expected it now. 
“Ah, fuck ’em.” Arrow regarded their approach much the way one might watch a diseased rodent skittering closer: wary, ready to react if necessary. 
As they drew near I averted my gaze. Staring at the stage, I waited for them to pass by, careful not to make eye contact. That was the plan anyway.
Because Paul’s inflated ego controlled his mouth, he couldn’t pass by without taunting Arrow. Being surrounded by his friends only encouraged him. “You know, for two people who claim they’re not fucking, you spend an awful lot of time together.” Paul paused in front of us, raising a brow as if he knew our secret. “Better be careful, Spike. Banging Arrow might turn you into a missing person’s case.”
It wasn’t that Paul used me to take aim at Arrow. It wasn’t even that his choice of insult material was a reference to Vicky, the woman Arrow killed under demonic influence. Although nobody knew about that outside those of us with angel and demon blood. And Jett. 
No, it was the way Arrow’s expression never changed. He didn’t get mad or open his mouth to snark back. His fists didn’t clench. He just stared at Paul, kind of… vacant.
That was what set me off. That was what had me stepping forward to throw my fist in Paul’s face. And despite the pain that exploded through my hand, that was what made me throw three more punches.
It all happened so fast. I smashed him in his stupid face. He stumbled back into his friends who shoved between us, shouting at me to back off, that I was fucking crazy. 
Arrow grabbed my arm and pulled me away. “What the hell was that?” He didn’t seem upset. If anything the incredulous expression he now wore conveyed the opposite. 
Cradling my hand, I snarled, “Like you said, they don’t get to talk to us like that.” Arrow had told me that right after punching Paul for being a misogynistic dick to me. They don’t get to talk to us like that. Not to us. Nephilim. 
It wasn’t that I thought that made me better than Paul. What made me better than Paul seemed pretty obvious. He was a douchebag always looking to start trouble. I probably should’ve turned the other cheek. I knew that. But my throbbing hand was worth it.
Because a party this size was loaded with security, a few of them were already on their way. Ah well, I’d been ready to head home anyway.
“What the hell is your problem, Spike?” Paul spat blood. “Can’t your boyfriend fight his own fucking battles?”
Eyeing the approaching security guys, I shrugged. “Vicky’s disappearance wasn’t Arrow’s fault and screw you for suggesting otherwise. That’s fucking low, Paul. Even for a piece of crap like you.”
“Ok, you two are out of here.” A beefy security guy in a t-shirt too small for his straining frame pointed at Arrow and me. “No reentry.”
Holding his face, Paul let his friends usher him away. He kept glancing back, ensuring we were really getting kicked out. I flipped him a middle finger. 
“No problem.” Arrow guided me toward the door. “We were just leaving.”
I pulled away before the security guy could grab me. He followed us out of the building and told the guy at the door we weren’t to be allowed back in. Because I was all fired up and in a mood already, I flipped him a middle finger as well. 
Arrow laughed. “A little alcohol and another woman hanging off Rowen and you’re just ready to throw down. So feisty. I like it.”
Glancing up and down the street for signs of a cab, I frowned. “This has nothing to do with either of them. I’m sick of Paul’s shit. And no matter how much of a jerk you can be, you don’t deserve that. Vicky wasn’t your fault.”
“Um, thank you? I think.” With the flick of a lighter, Arrow sparked up a cigarette and a joint. He took a drag off each before handing me the joint. “Let’s grab a cab back to my place. I’m having an after party. Won’t be long until people start heading over.”
Party all night with a bunch of rowdy rockers? Tempting. “I should head home. I think I’ve gotten about all I can out of this night.”
Arrow checked his phone. “Almost midnight. Just let me text Rowen, and we can all cab it together.”
“No, Arrow, it’s cool. Let Rowen do his thing.” In the distance I saw headlights. Taxi? Not close enough to make out the car. 
He texted Rowen anyway despite my insistence that I was going home. “Two minutes to midnight,” Arrow announced. “We’re going to miss the big countdown.”
“Ah, screw it. It’s overrated anyway.” A cab came around the bend, and I waved both arms to flag it down.
“You’re in a real mood, huh?” Accepting the joint I shoved into his hand, Arrow held it in one hand, cigarette in the other. 
“Just frustrated. Demons and jerk faces from hack job rock bands.”  I tried for a smile he’d buy. “The usual.”
The cab pulled up to the curb, and I held up a finger to tell the driver I’d just be a minute.
I turned to tell Arrow to have a good night when Rowen burst from the building. “Spike, hang on.” He jogged over and swept me into his arms. “It’s almost midnight.”
He stopped my reply by kissing me. There was such depth, such passion, in that kiss. It rocked my world and left my head spinning. 
I’d be lying if I said it didn’t thrill me that he’d come to chase me down for a midnight kiss. I’d also be lying to myself if I allowed myself to believe it meant anything more than what it was. Just a kiss. 
The kiss I’d laid on him earlier had been a declaration of intent. Of war. This kiss, it was a promise. And I knew better than to believe in promises. 
When at last we broke apart, Arrow was gone, and the cab driver was getting impatient. I’d have to give him a good tip. 
“Come to Arrow’s for the after party.” Rowen clutched my hands tight in his. 
“I can’t. I’m just… I’m tired and I have work to do.” So obvious were my excuses. I mustered a sheepish grin. “Honestly, I’m just not up for it. And I doubt that would go over well with our demon stalkers.” I nodded to where Koda stood across the street, watching us. 
I wasn’t sure when he’d appeared. It didn’t surprise me though. 
Rowen followed my gaze to Koda. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 
He pulled me in for a lingering hug. I tried not to cling to him too hard. Knowing demon eyes were on us ruined what could have been a nice moment. I headed for the cab, refusing to meet Koda’s watchful stare.
Rowen turned back to the building, hesitating. “Happy New Year, Spike,” he called with a wave. 
I blew him a kiss and dropped into the backseat of the taxi. After giving the driver my address, I settled back in the seat. Seeing as I hadn’t handed out enough middle fingers yet tonight, I pressed one against the window for Koda.
“Happy fucking new year,” I muttered beneath my breath. 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 
 
Leaving the party early meant having no hangover when getting ready to go out the following night. After many hours pacing the floor of my apartment, I’d decided to go to the Black Market. 
Jett had blown up my phone with text messages until four in the morning, chastising me for leaving early. After several failed attempts to get me to come to the after party at Arrow’s, she gave up. 
There was nothing I’d have liked more than partying with my friends. But the days were passing too quickly. Partying while Rowen’s life hung in the balance would be wrong. Although it certainly hadn’t stopped either him or Arrow from drinking the night away. 
Those idiots. They really did need me. 
As I threw my bag together, I reached for the Midnight Star already in its handy little back holster. Running a finger over the amethyst, I contemplated leaving it at home where it would be safe. 
However, it wasn’t my job to protect the sword. It was my job to use it and let it protect me. Tough pill to swallow. I slid the magnificent blade into the holster and slung it over my body at a slight angle so the sword lay against my back, the handle within easy reach. I hoped not to need it.
My angry old Chevy protested loudly against starting on a frigid winter night. Driving it in such weather could be risky, going out of town with it potentially stupid. I had little choice. Once the heater began to blow meager amounts of warm air, I put the car in gear, ignored its protests, and made my way to the Black Market. 
I didn’t linger in the doorway or allow hesitation to stop me. Determined and desperate, I strode inside the old decrepit church on a mission. 
At his table near the door, Mallie glanced up at my arrival. Like it always did, his gaze strayed to the Midnight Star. A cold hand of panic gripped my middle. Did he know? Did he see the stone for what it truly was?
Careful to avoid eye contact, I sped past his table. Years of winding my way through crowds at rock concerts had taught me how to duck, dodge, and weave through busy places. That skill helped me now as I bypassed tables of eager demons all seeking to pitch me their wares.
Nova didn’t look up as I approached. Head down, he tinkered with something on his table. With each step that brought me closer, I grew increasingly annoyed that he had yet to acknowledge me. He was putting a dent in my assertive attitude. 
Only when I came to a complete stop in front of his table did he slowly drag his gaze to mine. Arching a brow, he said, “I knew you’d be back.”
“Enjoy it while you can. I’m not here to make small talk. You have something. I need it.” There. Straight to the point. 
Paranoia whispered evil things. Knowing Nova wanted the amethyst and knowing that he wasn’t aware that was what he wanted, I feared the truth would be written all over my face. 
I worked hard to keep from looking him over. I hadn’t realized how hard it was not to drink in the sight of him. Knowing it had to be his incubus charm didn’t make it any easier to keep from ogling his dark wonder.
“And what might have you walking in here all high and mighty?” Flashing fangs, he grinned wickedly. “Could it be…” He danced his hand in the air above the many items on his table, finally settling over a small glass case with a scorpion inside. “This little beauty?”
I swallowed hard. How did he know? “Perhaps. There’s no need to make a game of this, Nova. This is business.” 
“What fun is business if one can’t make things interesting?” An amused chuckle followed his devilish grin. “Koda sent you for it, I know. Can’t help but wonder why you’d agree to fetch it. You despise him, no?”
Goddamn demons. Always two steps ahead. “Which is why I don’t plan to actually give it to him,” I said. “Be reasonable. What do you want for it?”
Long black hair draped over his shoulders, eyes glittering with malicious delight, Nova dropped his gaze to my jean clad behind. Slowly he worked his way up until he lingered on my lips. “Do you really need to ask?” His question was more of a murmur, drawing me closer. 
I leaned in as if to hear him better over the din of demon bargaining that surrounded us. A warm ball filled my stomach, growing to encompass me limb by limb. Nova’s thrall was subtle yet effective. “It’s not a genuine business deal if you sway the buyer against their will,” I managed to say. The relaxed calm that overcame me felt like sinking into a hot bath after a tough day. So welcoming.
“I suppose that’s true.” Abruptly the warm touch fell away. Nova picked up the glass-encased scorpion. Tapping the glass caused the scorpion to move, its tail slashing to one side. “Such a unique little creature. I shall miss her.”
I gaped at the beast. How on earth was that thing alive? Never mind. I didn’t want to know. “So you’re willing to bargain then?” I jumped on his remark, hoping to secure a deal. Surely it couldn’t be so easy. His price would be high.
“Of course. I’m always willing to bargain. With you.” Nova gestured for me to make him an offer.
I stood there dumbfounded, knowing I had only one thing he would want. I was taking a risk here, one that might leave me with lasting repercussions. “Be reasonable. There’s no reason we can’t both leave this exchange satisfied.” Wrong choice of words? Perhaps. I tried again. “I mean, negotiating involves compromise, right?”
Not any better.
“That it does, my sweet little thief. So tell me, what are you willing to give in order to get?” No smile now. Just serious, straight up, calculating demon.
What Nova wanted didn’t have to be spelled out. For a second I considered telling him to go fuck himself and hightailing it out of there. But the image of Koda’s gloating face kept me planted. 
“I’m not going to sleep with you, Nova.” Ground rules. There had to be some ground rules in place. 
“Contrary to what the old stories would have you believe, succubi and incubi generally don’t feed on those who are asleep. We prefer a victim, our partner rather, very much awake.” The heat in his gaze penetrated me. 
I squirmed beneath his stare. Heat crawled up my neck to fill my cheeks. “You know what I mean.”
My palms tingled. A fire burned in my core. We stared at one another in a face off so filled with sexual tension I thought I might spontaneously combust. At least if I burst into a million pieces, I wouldn’t be faced with such an unholy decision.
“Fine,” he said at last, allowing the heat to die away so I could breathe again. “A taste. That’s what I want. Give me a taste of you, and the Scorpio Key is yours.”
A frown furrowed my brow. I knew enough to question anything a demon said. “What constitutes a taste?”
“It’s exactly as it sounds, my sweet. I stir up that passion I can sense within you, and you allow me a taste of it.” Nova made it sound so simple. Just a taste of my inner passion. No big deal.
“No sex,” I said, waving a hand toward my waist. “No touching below the waist. Or below the neck for that matter.”
Nova’s lips twisted in consideration. He seemed to be deciding how hard to push me. With a nod, he relented. “Done.”
Maybe I’d just made a mistake. The kiss of an incubus was known for being deadly all on its own. Could I do this and walk away unchanged?
The demon stuck his hand out, awaiting my acceptance. Torn between two evils, I had to make a split-second decision. How bad did I want to stop Koda? All that mattered to me was doing right by Rowen. And Arrow for that matter. Someone had to step up for them. That someone was me.
I slid my hand into Nova’s, hearing a voice somewhere inside me scream in protest. “Let’s get this over with.”
“Shall we?” he asked, low and seductive. 
“Right this minute?” Well, what had I expected? “Better to just get it over with then.”
He turned to lead me out the back door to the churchyard beyond. A shudder racked me. Why did I come here alone?
We descended the steps to the demon party below. It wasn’t as busy as I’d seen it, though it was by no means void of activity. I rubbed my hands together, using a burst of flame to warm them. In no time the adrenaline itself would have me sweating.
“Would you like to go by the fire?” Nova glanced back to ensure I followed. “You’re shivering.”
The fire hosted a party all its own. Demons gathered around it, singing, chanting, and dancing in ways that made their bodies contort in grotesque positions. 
“Uh, no thanks. I’m good.”
He stopped near a tall headstone with a battered angel atop it. The stone bore cracks and crevices marking it as incredibly old. Whoever had been laid to rest beneath, they surely hadn’t had a visitor in some time. I doubted anyone human had stepped foot in this graveyard in decades.
Nova turned to me, head cocked to one side. “I’m afraid we might draw some attention. If you’d prefer to be alone, in a more private setting, that can be arranged.”
Alone? With an incubus demon? Fuck no. “Again, I’m good. Let’s just get this over with.”
A warning glimmered in his red eyes. “You won’t be feeling that way for long.”
A lump formed in my throat. Was it too late to back out? No, I couldn’t. Rowen’s entanglement with the dark would never end if I, the flame bearer, didn’t do something about it.
I motioned for Nova to get started doing whatever he was about to do. He stared at me until I grew itchy in my own skin.
Nova stood facing me, making eye contact but keeping distance between us. A coil of desire-drenched power wrapped around me. Like a drug it saturated my brain, pulling me into a warm, cloudy sense of wonder.
I tried to fight it merely to see if I could. It was useless.
The feeling grew in intensity until my chest heaved and my cheeks burned. I caught myself about to reach for him, realized what I was doing and crossed my arms tight instead. 
With one hand Nova reached to brush a random lock of hair back from my face. He barely touched me, a light grazing of his thumb against my temple.
My entire body shook. Desire cascaded over me, causing my pulse to race. My heart pounded in my ears. I drew in a shuddery, raspy breath. My gaze raked over him. From Nova’s sculpted face to his perfect physique and even the snake-like tail that whipped about behind him. I took it all in and I craved him. No craving I’d ever known had been as demanding. It was a need, vital and desperate. Only he could sate that hunger because it burned only for him. I licked my lips and took a step back, stopped by the tall headstone behind me. The stone was cold against me, but it did nothing to cool the fire he’d ignited.
“Oh my, but you are innocent, aren’t you?” Nova purred, his excitement palpable. 
It felt like being split into two. The sober-minded, aware version of me still occupied my thoughts. That part of me wanted to slap the anticipation off Nova’s face. But that side of me had no control here. It was forced to watch as this new, drunk-on-lust side of me took over.
Like a fool I giggled when he ran a hand through my hair. Leaning into his touch, I gasped when his thumb slid over my bottom lip. 
Nova took a step closer, pressing his body against mine. No longer did I shiver. The hard planes of him invited me to touch. Unable to stop myself I ran a hand over his chest. Through the black warrior robe he wore, I felt how hard he was, how perfectly formed. 
“Holy shit,” I breathed, because every second felt like paradise and try as I might, I couldn’t get my body to obey my inner voice.
“Indeed.” Capturing my hand, Nova brushed his lips over my fingertips. 
The more he touched me, even in the smallest of ways, the quieter that sober me became. The sensation of falling gripped me. Like tumbling head over heels, I sank into him, into those deep eyes. 
Though aware of the demon activity so close, I no longer cared about it. All I cared about was satisfying the lustful urges eating me up. Like a virgin on her wedding night, I batted my lashes at him and giggled. 
When Nova sucked my pinky finger into his mouth, I almost passed out. Blood rushed from my head to my nether regions. Maybe nobody would notice if I climbed Nova. I just wanted to rub myself all over him.
So like a total idiot, I began to do just that. Throwing my arms around him, I breathed him in. He smelled like cinnamon and something else. Something spicy. 
“Just let me touch you. Just for a minute.” I ran my hands over him, across his shoulders and down his torso. 
“By all means. Do as you like.” Taking full advantage of my foolish school-girl mentality, Nova brushed my hair aside and kissed my neck. 
A shot of unbridled joy struck my groin so hard it was a wonder I didn’t explode. Breathless and weak with desire, I sagged against him. 
He caught me before I could drop into a pile of lust at his feet. I mumbled something nonsensical to which Nova merely chuckled. 
A tugging sensation in my sternum caused me to gasp. Every breath was a struggle. Nova drew on my energy, pulling it into him. Wide eyed and speechless, I trembled in his arms. 
That inner voice struggled to cry out when his mouth moved up my neck on a path to my lips. His powerful kiss was dangerous. Unfortunately right then I couldn’t quite recall why. Because I wanted it so damn bad.
It was happening. I wanted it to. Nova kissed the edge of my mouth, and I braced for the moment when his lips would find mine.
An icy female voice stopped the kiss before it could start. A sexy, velvet-like tone that caused Nova to freeze.
Alexa, the vampire queen, stood there with arms crossed shaking her head. “Nova, you vile piece of crap. Have you no shame?”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
 
I came back to myself fast. It was but a blink, and I was fully in control again. My hand went to my throat as I sucked in deep breaths, trying to calm down. 
I’d made a mistake bargaining with Nova. His incubus touch proved far deadlier than I’d anticipated. What a fool thing to do. 
“Well no, I’m a demon. Pretty much as shameless as they come.” Nova’s lip curled in a sneer. He looked the blonde hybrid over like a hungry man who’d just had an appetizer and was now sizing up his main course. “I don’t suppose you’re here to join us.”
Alexa scoffed. “Not in your wildest dreams. Just need to talk. So whatever you’re doing to my favorite guitarist, you’re finished doing it.”
Nova stiffened. I shoved away from him, needing to be free of him in all ways. Giving my head a shake did nothing to clear the fog from my brain. Though I was no longer under his thrall, my mind felt cloudy. Floaty. Like I was high. 
“While I do love your candor and that enticing vibe you have, Alexa, you cross many lines by coming here and interrupting an exchange that is clearly none of your business.” Irritation colored his tone. He fixed Alexa with a withering glare.
She shrugged, unfazed by the demon’s glower. Turning to me, she asked, “How far were you willing to go with him?”
Embarrassed and pissed off at myself, I tried to burrow deeper into my hoodie. “As far as it got when you showed up. So thanks for that.”
Boy, did I feel stupid. 
“There ya go,” she said to Nova. “You’re done here.” To me she added, “Is it safe to assume you’re here for the same reason I am? I can’t imagine anyone coming here unless they need something from one of these dirtbags.”
I knew as much about Alexa as anyone else outside her inner circle did. She was both werewolf and vampire, a hybrid usually unheard of in the supernatural world. She also had more power than any vampire in the city.
Our relationship had been only business and small talk. Outside the times Crimson Sin played her nightclub, I had no interaction with her. Could she be trusted? Or should I hightail it out of there before I gave another night creature reason to use and abuse me?
“Yeah, unfortunately that’s why I’m here,” I said, believing my instinct when it told me I could trust her. 
She nodded knowingly. “Demon trouble?”
“Yeah,” I sighed, avoiding Nova’s watchful gaze. “Demon trouble.”
“Yep, me too. Countdown to extinction. Or something like that.” Bitterness invaded her sensual voice. 
She had to be alluding to the planetary alignment that approached with the promise of dire consequences. Just how many demons had plans for that night?
“Is that why you’re here?” Nova interjected. “Because of Willow? Oh, please. If you want help with Willow, your price will be a lot higher than what I charged the nephilim here.” The leer he gave her conveyed louder than words the price he expected her to pay.
With her long blonde hair cascading down her back, butt-hugging black leggings and leather jacket, Alexa was a stunner. The badass dagger sheathed on her hip added to the effect. 
She had this static-like friction to her that indicated power. A power I couldn’t feel the way Nova could. Whatever he sensed, he liked it. It came as a relief that his attention was no longer focused on me.
“Never gonna happen.” Alexa didn’t hide the disgust she felt at the thought of an encounter with Nova. “Can we talk? Or would it be as fruitful as pounding my head on a brick wall?”
Nova rubbed his fingernails on his robe before examining them with disinterest. “Yeah, fine, whatever. Start talking.”
I held up a hand, feeling shamed and embarrassed. “I’ll just be leaving then. Nova? The key?”
“Right, just grab it off my table.” He waved a hand without glancing in my direction. So he was one of those guys: take what’s offered and then it’s stone-cold attitude. “Don’t touch anything else. I’ll know if you do.”
I had half a mind to run him through with the Midnight Star while his attention was elsewhere. Instead I shot a scathing glare at the back of his head and headed for the church. 
“Hey, Spike,” Alexa called after me. “It’s Spike, right? Although I kind of doubt we can help each other, if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to come by The Wicked Kiss. Any time.” Her deep blue gaze traveled over me in a studious manner. Like she sensed something confusing or off putting. Then she met my eyes and smiled, making me wonder if I’d imagined it.
“I will. Thank you.” Awkwardly, I hesitated, not knowing how to end the exchange. “If the city doesn’t somehow spontaneously combust, that is.”
Her laughter followed me as I walked away. I only wished I’d been joking. The closer the alignment drew, the sicker I felt about the whole thing. Shit was going to go down. 
Retrieving the Scorpio Key, I stuck it in my bag and hoped like hell the damn thing wouldn’t sting me in the end. Literally. Mallie tried to wave me over on my way out, but I ignored him and increased my pace. 
On the first crank my old beater car wouldn’t start. Forcing down the panic that threatened to rise, I tried again. Nothing. Third time’s the charm. Hoping I didn’t flood the engine, I cranked it one more time, and protesting loudly, she roared to life. 
Phew. Time to get the hell out of Dodge. 
Having the scorpion in my bag made me nervous. The last time I’d left Nova with an item in hand, Koda had tried to swipe it from me. He hadn’t been nice about it either. Since I had no intent to actually give it to him, I hoped he wasn’t tailing me. 
The nervous sensation grew when I parked outside my building. It reached an uncomfortable level when I hurried inside. Trying not to glance over my shoulder, I stuck my key in the lock and darted inside the apartment. Once the door slammed behind me, I could breathe again.
Safe. Thanks to the wards Cinder had put on my place to keep demonkind out.
I reached to flick on the light. A hand closed on my wrist. A startled cry burst out as I was spun around and shoved against the wall, face first. 
The familiar scent of a cologne I knew well made me sag in relief. Cinder.
He released me with a stern, “How many times do I have to tell you to always be ready? Dropping your defenses at the wrong time will get you killed. Or worse.”
“Ok, I know. I got it.” No, I didn’t. He’d caught me unprepared and had that been someone else, I’d have been sorry. 
Cinder backed off, allowing me to flick on the lights. Leaning against the kitchen counter, he silently watched me brew a chamomile tea. Something was up. Whether it was the hard set to his shoulders or the neutral expression he forced, I wasn’t sure, but I knew Cinder. I could tell.
“Would you like a tea or something?” I asked, starting to get nervous. 
“Or something.” He stuck his hand out. “I’d like the Scorpio Key that Nova gave you.”
Shit.
My gaze darted to the bag I’d tossed on the counter. “I wasn’t going to give it to Koda. Cinder, I swear. I just wanted him to think I would.”
“Ember, I don’t think you understand what that key is for. I won’t take it from you, but I am asking you to give it to me.” Worry and disappointment battled for dominance on his face. 
Guilt crept over me. The last thing I wanted was to let Cinder down, but I had to make my own choices. Maybe they wouldn’t always be the right ones, however, as I was still learning how to make my way in this world of angels and demons. I still had to do that my way.
“What is the key for?” I warmed my hands on the hot mug, shrugging off the chill from outside. 
He seemed to contemplate how to best answer. For a moment I suspected he asked himself how much he trusted me. “In the book of Revelation there is a key. It’s given to an angel who then uses it to open the Abyss, freeing creatures with scorpion-like tails who torment those who do not have the seal of God.” He paused, considering the kettle. “Maybe I will have a tea.” Cinder got busy fetching a mug and perusing the herbal tea selection in the cupboard above the stove.
I gaped at his back. “Don’t tell me the key I have is that key.” I stared at him in disbelief, waiting for him to turn back around. “There’s no way something like that can just be floating around out there for any demon to get their mitts on.”
Selecting a jasmine tea, Cinder dropped the bag in his cup and reached for the kettle. “No, of course not. The original Scorpio Key is in divine possession. The one you have is a copy. There are several. It doesn’t open the Abyss itself, but it does open Tartarus, the prison realm. Where your father is prisoner, awaiting judgment.”
How the hell did I answer that? “Um, is that different?”
“Tartarus is a prison world on the other side, in the spirit realm. Angels and demons guilty of especially heinous crimes are sent there. The Scorpio Keys let you in. They don’t let you out. Or anyone else for that matter.”
“Yikes.” I burnt my tongue taking a sip before my tea had cooled to a safe point. “Ok, so it’s a duplicate. Kind of. A scary duplicate. So if Koda tries to use it and gets trapped in there, I’ll be rid of him. So why shouldn’t I give it to him?”
Cinder eyed me curiously. Sipping from his tea, he gave no indication whether it burnt his mouth. “I didn’t say you shouldn’t ever give it to him. But now is not the right time. The key should be used strategically. Koda may not even prove to be the best recipient.”
With a nod I pondered this. “Ok, but surely the demons must know about these copies. Nova had it, just sitting there, and he was quick to part with it.”
  “I imagine he may have had his own reasons for that,” Cinder agreed. “A free angel, demon, or nephilim can use it to enter the prison realm. Kind of like a visitor’s pass, but they must pay a price to get out. Nova knew what he was doing by giving it to you.”
I did a double take, almost spilling my tea. “Wait, what? Does Nova think I’ll use it myself? Why the hell would I do that?”
Cinder eyed me for what felt like forever before saying in a soft voice, “Curiosity perhaps.”
“But you just said I’d have to pay a price to get out. I can’t think of anything I have to say to my… father that would be worth taking a risk like that.” Disgust left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
Cinder swirled his tea so that bag spun around in a small tornado inside the cup. “Consider that maybe it’s not what you have to say to him but what he has to say to you.”
I gaped at him, jaw on the floor. Was I hearing things? “Come again?” Surely I’d somehow misheard. “You just said anyone who goes in has to pay their way out. You don’t think I should go see him. Do you? Because that sounds fucking crazy. Sorry. Friggin’ crazy.” No, I meant fucking, but I managed to rephrase for Cinder’s benefit. He hated my potty mouth.
“I wonder if maybe Koda requested this key for the very same reason Nova gave it up so easily.” Cinder’s scar wrinkled as he pondered this. “I can see how he might gain from it. Seems apparent he’s relying on you to stop Dash so he doesn’t have to upset the precarious peace between them.”
“Yeah, Koda’s a real douchebag that way.” I ignored the frown Cinder slid my way. This was all too startling to moderate my mouth at the moment. “What does Nova have to gain from it though? Actually how do I even gain from it? My father is a prisoner. Is he supposed to have some great wisdom to share? Because I can’t see how he can help me. And if seeing him comes at a price, then I don’t think it’s worth it.”
I couldn’t believe Cinder would suggest something so wildly unrealistic. There was no way I would just walk into Tartarus for a visit with a father who’d taken what he could from my mother and left the two of us alone. Right?
Cinder fell quiet. For too long he stared into his tea, sipping slowly. Deep in thought. 
My tea had lost its appeal. I set it on the counter and took the Scorpio Key from my bag. Holding it in my palm, I stared down at the now immobile scorpion. 
“Cinder?”
“Maybe it’s time,” he said, shocking me. “With so much on your plate, it might do you good to see him. I know you’ve been overwhelmed, wrestling with decisions that test your moral beliefs. A visit to the prison might be beneficial.”
I shoved the scorpion into Cinder’s hand, forcing him to take it. Shaking my head so my hair slapped me in the face, I protested. “This is too crazy. I can’t. I just can’t.”
He set the glass encased scorpion on the counter and reached to take my hand. “You don’t have to. You just might want to. Think about it.”
Thinking about it scared the shit out of me. “It sounds risky. Too risky. And what could I possibly learn from a demon who left a woman and child to fend for themselves?”
Revulsion filled me. Why would I want to risk myself for a being who did fuck all for me? Looking him in the eye might be worth it if only to spit in his face. He deserved nothing more.
Over the years I’d done my best not to think about him. My mom did a fabulous job of raising me alone. Our relationship had suffered strain due to my blossoming abilities during my teen years. However, she didn’t love me any less. Even thinking about going to see him felt like a betrayal to her.
Cinder patted my hand. His touch was warm and comforting. “You might be surprised.”
“What I’m surprised by is you planting this seed in my head. Even if I went, what kind of price does one have to pay to leave?” The alignment was just days away. And I still didn’t know what to do. Koda had put me in a tough position.
 “The price is always changing, but it often means giving something up. Something that means a great deal to you. It’s certainly not an easy decision.” Not the most powerful of pep talks but Cinder always parceled out his best encouragement in small bursts. “I believe in you.”
“Glad somebody does,” I scoffed, unable to share his certainty. “I can’t risk not being here for Rowen when everything goes down.” That was all there was to it. He needed me. I might be the only one able to keep Koda from killing him. 
Cinder pulled me into a hug. I could practically feel him smiling. “Ah, my dear flame bearer, you will do well. For now I will leave the Scorpio Key in your care. Do with it as you will. I trust you.”
Maybe disappointment wasn’t the right response. It would have been easier had he taken it. No decision to make was preferable to the wrong one.
“Are you sure?” I asked, giving the glass case a nudge. The scorpion flicked its tail once and grew still again. “It will be safer with you.”
He kissed my forehead, and I knew there would be no getting rid of the key. “Get some rest, Ember. You look tired. Thank you for the tea.”
A sudden sense of urgency gripped me. He was going to leave, and I still had questions. Against my better judgment, I dared to ask. “Wait a sec. Let’s just say, if—I mean a big if—I wanted to do this, how might one use the key?” 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 
 
“It takes blood to open a doorway between the two worlds. A few drops on the key for each person entering. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you to only do this when there’s no chance of being seen by anyone.”
That was all Cinder had said when I inquired about using the key. I’d spent the rest of the night tossing and turning, tormented by ‘what ifs.’
What I’d learned in my twenty-four years on Earth was that when things seemed random and coincidental, they usually weren’t. This opportunity to see my imprisoned father felt random. It couldn’t be. 
With the alignment just days away, my stress level rose on a steady incline. Rowen’s life was at stake. Dash had become a secondary problem to Koda’s willingness to destroy the love of my life. 
Choices lay before me. Be Koda’s bride. Ha. Not fucking likely. I could give him the Scorpio Key. It would buy me a little more time before Koda made a move against Rowen. Or so he said. 
I could also bypass Koda completely and offer Dash the amethyst. But would that be enough to keep him from unleashing Rowen’s full power? And if he rejected the stone as an offering, he would still know I had it. And I’d be no closer to saving Rowen.
A conversation I’d overheard between Cinder and an unknown visitor came to mind. His visitor had claimed the fate of Rhine’s sons was in my hands while Cinder argued that I was to lead the nephilim, not save them. There was only so much I could do.
Those words haunted me now. 
As I got ready to go meet Jett at The Spirit Room, I wrestled with my options. They all sucked. 
I needed to keep Koda from killing both brothers. Yet I also needed to keep Dash from turning Rowen into the third member of their triad. Offer the stone and hope for the best? Or try to find another way? But how? Being Koda’s bride was out of the question. 
The Scorpio Key.
I didn’t see how a visit to the prison realm would help me. On the other hand, I had to consider that there had to be a reason for this opportunity to come up now.
Jett waved me over to the table she’d secured near the bar when I entered the busy building. “You look like shit.” She greeted me with a scrutinizing once over. “Didn’t sleep well, huh?”
“Not really. And thanks. That’s helpful.” I plopped down in the chair beside her, waving a hand in refusal when she offered me one of the two drinks in front of her. “Where’s Sam? I’m surprised he’s not hanging off your face.”
Jett frowned and shook her head. “Don’t bust my ass because your man is MIA these days. I’m a high-strung creature. I need an outlet. Sam provides that.” She pointed toward the bar where Sam stood in the drink line with Arrow.
“I’m sure he does.” I snickered.
No Rowen in sight. That was probably for the best. I wasn’t sure I could meet those amber eyes right now.
“What?” She elbowed me. “What are you not saying?”
I glanced around for Koda, knowing he had to be lurking. “Nothing at all. Help me decide what to do.” During an earlier phone conversation, I’d told her about the key because I couldn’t make this decision alone. “I’m running out of time, and every option is starting to feel like a screw job.” 
“Every option is definitely a screw job,” she confirmed, doing nothing to make me feel any better. “Process of elimination I guess. Until you determine which is most likely to be effective with the least repercussions.”
“That’s the problem,” I groaned, shoving my hair back from my face with both hands. “I’m not sure that’s possible. Every option blows.”
Her dark eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Don’t you wonder what he’s like? Your father.”
I had to think about it, even though all I’d been doing since my talk with Cinder was thinking about it. “Yes and no. He’s gotta be a piece of shit. But Cinder seems to think he could help. Somehow. I don’t know. I’m just so conflicted.”
“Flip a coin.” Jett rummaged in her purse. “No thought. Just chance.”
“What? That’s a horrible way to make a decision this big.” I refused to accept the quarter she shoved at me. Letting a coin decide which path I’d take felt reckless and impulsive. I’d made my share of reckless, impulsive choices, but this couldn’t be one of them. 
With a shrug Jett dropped the coin back into her purse. “Suit yourself. It’s not like you have much time though.”
“Don’t remind me. It’s all I can think about.”
“You shouldn’t have run out the other night. Rowen was looking for you before the countdown.” Her sudden change of subject didn’t make me feel any better. “I told you he wasn’t interested in that chick.”
I studied a purple stain on the table’s surface. A night of tossing and turning had left me with many questions come morning. Maybe even a few answers I’d rather not have. 
“He found me. You know, Jett, I’m starting to think being with Rowen is a conflict of interest anyway. I mean, I love him like crazy. But if I’m supposed to be some leader among the nephilim, won’t that just complicate things even further?” Again I scanned the vicinity. Koda had to be around. I didn’t want him to catch me off guard.
An annoying slurp made me wince. Jett slammed her now empty glass down and shoved it aside. “Makes perfect sense. I see your point. But I know you, Spike. You tend to jump the gun with matters of the heart. Be careful. I don’t want to have to pick up the pieces if you fuck everything up.”
That coaxed a small smile out of me. “But you will anyway.”
“Yeah.” She reached for the remaining drink and stirred the ice with the straw. “I will anyway. “
Hearing myself say it gave me a sense of panic. Since our breakup I’d held onto the hope that we’d find our way back to each other. Now I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t love him any less. If anything, I might have loved him more. Which was why I had to do right by him. Not to mention myself. If being together threatened my ability to do what I needed to do, then I had to reconsider.
Ugh, but I so didn’t want to. I wanted Rowen. And yet, I also wanted to do my absolute best in this ongoing battle against the dark. 
Too many decisions were making me crazy.
Arrow stopped me from further thinking when he sidled up to the table. He plunked his beer down and produced a spliff from a pocket. “Anyone care to join me outside?”
“Yes.” I shoved my chair back. “I could use something to take the edge off.”
Jett opted to stay at the table with Sam. As Arrow and I made our way outside, I considered telling him about the Scorpio Key. His father was in the prison realm too. His opinion might be worth hearing.
We headed for the parking lot which was thankfully void of people. Hopefully no Koda either. I wanted this chance to talk to Arrow. “No Rowen tonight?” I asked, trying to sound casual.
“Nope. He’s with Dash. And boy did we argue about that one.” Arrow tucked the joint between his lips and sparked it up. Taking a deep toke, he laughed bitterly. “Needless to say, I lost.”
Rowen had taken Arrow’s place in Dash’s dark coven. Which meant doing the dirty work Arrow used to do. I tried not to think about what that entailed. As much as it hurt me to think about, it had to hurt Rowen more. Innately good, surrendering himself to keep Arrow and me alive had come at a high price.
“Can I get your opinion on something?” Accepting the joint when he passed it, I paused to wait for his response while sucking in a deep lungful. 
“Yeah, of course. Shoot.” Arrow sauntered over to his BMW and leaned on the hood. He adjusted the beanie hat hanging from the back of his head. It was a wonder it always stayed just so.
I followed, deciding where to begin and how much to share. I handed the spliff back and leaned awkwardly on the car, felt weird about it, and then stood up straight. Pacing a few feet away, I walked a line back and forth in the snow. 
“I have a decision to make,” I began. “And I don’t know what to do.”
Starting with Koda’s New Year’s Eve ultimatum, I laid out the predicament I faced. Because I couldn’t find a reason not to tell, I included the Scorpio Key. Throughout my rambles we passed the joint back and forth until it was gone. Despite feeling a little more mellow, it hadn’t done much to ease my mind.
“Wow.” A reaction came slow to Arrow. “I can’t believe there’s a key. It’s just so unexpected. I mean… Wow.”
“I know. I’m right there with you.” Finished with my lengthy outpouring of problems and potential solutions, I perched beside him against the BMW. “At this point I’m tempted to offer up the amethyst. Cinder will be upset, but if it works, it might be worth it.”
Arrow cracked his knuckles. Staring off across the parking lot toward the street where people gathered to smoke and chat outside, he said, “Don’t do that, Spike. You don’t want to, and that’s because you know deep down it’s a bad move.”
“I don’t have a lot of options. They all come with repercussions. I’m scared.” Did I just say that? To Arrow Freaking Lynch? 
He eased my frantic inner dialogue by daring to show me I wasn’t the only one who felt vulnerable right now. “I’m scared too. My brother’s life is on the line. I don’t know what Dash wants to do with his triad, but it ain’t gonna be good. I feel helpless. Like I’m just some dipshit with nothing to offer while you’re making yourself crazy trying to figure it out.” 
Couldn’t really argue that. Arrow had tried to lure Rowen into the dark. He’d gone over and above to keep me out of the picture so Dash could sink his claws into Rowen. His regrets had come too late. 
“You still have time to do the right thing,” I said. Offering a guy like Arrow positive encouragement wasn’t my strong suit. He hadn’t made it easy to get to this point.
He waved a hand dismissively. “Forget about me. I’m a lost cause. You’re the special one. You’re the one who needs to do the right thing.”
Holding out my hand, I created a small flame to chase the chill away. It didn’t work. That chill dwelled within me.
“I don’t know what that is.” My voice came out small and weak.
Arrow sat stiff beside me. Tension built in him despite the space between us. “I know we’re not the best of friends, but I’ve never known you to be someone who compromises their morals. Don’t start now. Trust me, you’ll regret it.” It seemed that circumstances might have shown Arrow the error of his ways. Perhaps there was hope for him after all. 
“You’re right, I know.” I slid a glance his way to find him still fixated on the small crowd outside The Spirit Room. “I just wish the right choice was obvious. So there’s no way I could get it wrong.”
Feeling my gaze upon him, Arrow looked at me. An uncharacteristic friendliness shone in his black-rimmed hazel eyes. “Just be you. Not the flame bearer or some chosen demon ass-kicker. Or even a nephilim. Just you. Spike. Can’t go wrong with that.”
My cheeks grew warm. A weird sensation crept over me. It had to be the first time I felt anything akin to warmth or friendship toward him. I wasn’t sure how to react. 
Arrow held my gaze, and I knew seconds before it happened that he was going to kiss me. 
He didn’t drag it out or do the uber-slow lean, as seen on TV. He just went for it. For a brief, precious few seconds, I had the choice to pull away and slap him or to ride it out. Maybe it was his vulnerability or the fact that he’d been an ally lately when I needed one most. Not that any of that canceled out the many times he’d been my own personal pain in the ass, a nemesis of sorts.
Yet I didn’t pull away.
Tender and soft, Arrow’s kiss had a pleasantness to it I hadn’t anticipated. Assertive but not aggressive, he took command of my lips in a manner that stole my breath and kickstarted my pulse. The touch of his pierced tongue on my bottom lip was exploratory. Timid almost. The steel barbell was smooth and a little kinky. I accepted his unspoken request, parting my lips. He tasted of mint and marijuana. 
The scent of his cologne clouded around me so that my senses overloaded with the suddenness of Arrow. I reached to touch his face, caught up in the unexpected power of the moment.
He seemed startled by my response. The fact that I kissed him back somehow deterred him. He pulled away. “I’m sorry. Holy shit, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.” Ducking his head, Arrow avoided my gaze. He fidgeted with his hat. Anything to keep from looking at me.
My breath came in a slight shudder. My heart raced. Cheeks flushed despite the cold, I had to take a moment to gather myself. “It’s cool.” My breathiness was apparent and not at all as casual as I’d tried for. “You don’t have to apologize.”
“Yeah, I do. You’re my brother’s girl. Like I haven’t fucked him over enough already.” Pulling a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket, Arrow busied himself with lighting one up. He watched the plume of smoke float up into the evening sky above our heads. 
Jett was right. Jett was right. My mind repeated that because it was so damn hard to think of anything coherent and sensical. 
Of course Arrow having an attraction to me didn’t mean anything. He’d been open about that right from the start. Physical attraction didn’t immediately translate into anything more than that. 
“I’m not though,” I heard myself say, voice stronger now. “His girl, I mean. I haven’t been for some time now. I love him, of course, but I don’t belong to him, and we are not together.”
Now he looked at me. Guilt lurked in his gaze.
It filled me too, even though what I’d just said was true. 
“I know. I didn’t mean for it to sound like that. You’re not an object. I just meant… You know what I meant.” Flustered, Arrow stuck the smoke in his mouth and gave a lazy half shrug. 
Because I couldn’t leave well enough alone and the opportunity had been presented, I took it. “Arrow, that song you guys played at the party, was that about me?”
Silence. He held my expectant stare before slowly letting his gaze drift over me. To my lips. My neck. Down to the small flame that still burned in my palm, dancing and flickering in the chilly air. 
“So,” he finally said. “When are we going to see our shithead fathers?”
And that was all the answer I would get. It was answer enough.
“You want to come?” He’d surprised me with that one. “Are you sure? It might be dangerous, and you know, shithead father. Are you ready for that?” 
His bitter laugh was as cold as the winter night. “Meet the asshole who Dash is so desperately trying to replace with Rowen? Fuck yeah, I’m ready for that.”
I hadn’t realized yet if I would use the Scorpio Key, but hearing Arrow talk, I guess I’d always known I would go. How could I not?
“We don’t have much time,” I said, glad the subject change let us move on to something less awkward. “I guess we go tomorrow night.”
The second I walked back into The Spirit Room, Koda cornered me. Getting up in my face, he backed me into a literal corner behind the bar. “Where’s the Scorpio Key, Spike? I know you have it. I checked the Black Market.”
“Back off, asshole. Spike doesn’t owe you shit.” Arrow hovered close, making every effort to shove between Koda and me. 
Koda’s sinister chuckle preceded the shove he gave Arrow. “Do not fuck with me today, you little shit. I have no qualms with killing you, and your brother will be next.”
I shot Arrow a warning look, willing him to back off. Koda was my problem. For now. No need to piss him off and have him take it out on Rowen. “I gave it to Cinder.” The lie rolled easily off my lips. “He asked for it. I’m sorry. I had to.”
“Oh yeah? Why don’t I believe you?” Koda blocked my escape with a hand on either side of my head, pinning me to the wall. 
Gritting my teeth, I tried to keep a level head. We were in public. Koda could only do so much here. “I don’t give a shit what you believe, Koda. I’m sorry, but Cinder has the key. What do you want it for anyway? You don’t seem like the type to visit prisoners.”
Koda stroked a hand over the side of my face. Ignoring my shudder, he slid his hand down to my throat. Slowly the pressure increased until stars danced in my vision. “I have a few things to say to Rhine myself before I kill his sons,” he snarled. “So get me that fucking key.” He released me with a shove that bounced my head off the wall.
My hand went to my throat, and I sucked in a deep breath. Arrow pushed in front of me with shadows seeping from his hands. I grabbed his arm to keep him from making a bad move in public. It wouldn’t be the first time.
Koda backed off, having gotten his message across. “I’m out of patience with you, white lighter. Twenty-four hours. Get. Me. That. Key.” We watched him disappear into the crowd.
Arrow turned to me, confused. “What does that mean?”
I rubbed the bruise I could feel forming on my neck. Fucking demon. “It means we have to go tonight so I can give Koda the key. Or else Rowen dies tomorrow night.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 
 
“You’re not going without me. Someone has to have your back.” There was no arguing with Jett and winning. The woman could argue circles around me.
Arrow scoffed. “I’ll have her back.”
Jett gave him a skeptical once over. “Sure you will. What else would you like to have, Arrow?”
“Guys, chill out,” I broke in. “We’re supposed to be a team. Remember?”
Grudgingly they both shut up, but that didn’t stop them from slinging venomous glares across my kitchen table. 
“We’re missing one,” Jett said. “I guess it’s just the three of us then.”
I nodded. “It’s better if Rowen doesn’t know what we’re doing. He’s too close to Dash and Koda right now.”
“Agreed.” Arrow leaned back in his chair, doing his best not to make eye contact with me. “I don’t want him meeting Rhine anyway. Nothing good can come of that.” 
Since the kiss, he’d done all he could to avoid the subject. Jett’s wolfish observance made me nervous. She eyed us each in turn, trying to put together the pieces of the tension she no doubt easily sensed. 
Needless to say, I was confused as all get out. Much as I’d like to have some alone time to ponder the kiss and how I felt about it, that wasn’t an option. Arrow and I had formed a fragile acquaintanceship, though I’d hardly consider it more than that. I wondered at what point it had become more to him. 
Shoving that line of thought aside, I poked the Scorpio Key. It sat in the center of the table, awaiting further instruction. “So, are we all ready? Anyone need a bathroom break or a shot of vodka first?” I wasn’t kidding about the vodka. I’d taken a shot myself a few minutes prior. It had done nothing to make this any easier. 
“Can anyone possibly be ready for what we’re about to do? It doesn’t feel real.” Grabbing the vodka bottle next to the scorpion, Jett bypassed the glass and took a swig from the bottle. “Ready.”
Arrow stood up with a jingle of the chain that attached his wallet to his jeans. “Well, I sure hope we don’t die. Let’s get this over with.”
I grabbed a hair tie from the bathroom and pulled my hair into a ponytail. After securing the Midnight Star on my back, I was as ready as I could get. Jett was right. This didn’t feel real. 
I held out the small silver dagger I carried in my boot. My hand trembled. “Cinder said it takes a few drops of blood from each person passing through.” Without giving myself a chance to chicken out, I slid the blade across my palm. Holding the Scorpio Key in my unblemished hand, I let three perfect drops hit the surface of the glass case. 
Immediately the atmosphere shifted. It seemed to tighten, sucking the air from the room. A black doorway appeared right where the door to my bedroom should be. Like a rift in the fabric of reality, the portal swirled with darkness. Whatever lay on the other side could not yet be seen.
“Holy fuck me,” Jett gasped.
I handed the dagger to Arrow who quickly slid it across his hand. His blood fell to mix with mine on the scorpion. Jett didn’t wait for the dagger. She used a claw to slice a perfect little gash in her thumb. 
When the scorpion was effectively soaked in our blood, I held it tight and approached the doorway. My inner survival instinct shouted at me to forget this whole insane idea. For just a second I hesitated.
Arrow strode by me and disappeared into the black swirling mass.
I gaped after him. 
“What a badass,” Jett sneered sarcastically. 
We looked at one another and nodded. Holding hands, we followed Arrow through. 
Right away the muggy heat struck me. The air felt damp, sticky almost. The blackness cleared to reveal that we stood in a forest. Or a twisted mockery of a forest anyway. Blackened trees lined a narrow path. Barren and void of any leaves or other sign of life, the trees stood there like gnarled props in a horror movie. They stank of sulfur and rot. 
A pale blue moon served as the only source of light. Or was it a sun? In the colorless forest under an overcast sky, it was hard to tell. 
“Fuck, it stinks.” Jett’s voice echoed, bouncing back to us. “I expected more of an actual prison.”
A glance behind us revealed nothing at all. Just black. No choice but to follow the path as far as I could tell. 
“I don’t think we can expect anything. This isn’t our world.” Arrow boldly stepped forward, veering away from the path to investigate the trees up close.
His foot hit the edge of the path, and a crack like thunder broke the quiet. Arrow was flung back like he’d been struck by lightning. He hit the ground and rolled before pushing to his feet. Grimacing, he wiped his hands on his pants.
“Ok,” he said, “I guess we don’t get to leave the path.”
I tucked the Scorpio Key into my pocket. Not knowing what to anticipate, I wanted to keep my hands free. 
“Shall we?” Extending a hand, Jett gestured for Arrow to go ahead.
“Ladies first,” he countered.
“Bite me, jackass.” 
I pushed in front of them to lead the way. Starting this little journey off bickering didn’t strike me as helpful. I hoped ignoring them would be more effective than joining in with a scolding.
Jett had never cared much for Arrow. When he put up a fight for the song Rowen and I had written, her general dislike had turned into full-blown resentment. Working as a team might be a challenge. I hoped they could set aside petty differences when it mattered most. Like right now.
They fell into step behind me. Jett stuck close, literally having my back, while Arrow hung back to bring up the rear without crowding us. The narrow path didn’t allow for side-by-side travel.
A loud screech overhead grabbed my attention. A pair of large, bald vultures sat in one of the trees, scowling down at us. They were hideous. From where we stood I could see the bloodstains smeared around their beaks and running across their heads. 
“Dear God,” I muttered, suppressing a shudder. 
Like a reflex Jett extended claws. “Think those things can die?”
I swiped a hand over my forehead. The heat seemed to gradually increase. “I don’t want to have to find out.”
We could only see so far ahead. The shred of blue light gave us just enough of a glow to keep moving. Despite our inability to stray off the path, something lurked in the trees. Every so often a rustling in the bush made my skin crawl. It grew ever closer and louder.
“Ok, that is starting to get fucking creepy,” Arrow muttered. Shadows ebbed and flowed around him. He too kept a defense stance, ready for anything. 
Except what we saw when we rounded a bend in the path.
A demon stood on the side of the road. Not a demon with a humanoid appearance like most in the human realm, this was a grotesque creature. Its vulture head sat atop a brawny, squat body. From beneath dark robes protruded a snake-like tail complete with rattle. The robe’s hood had been pulled, revealing only its sharp beak and beady eyes. 
My hands itched, and both palms burst into flame. I couldn’t shake out the fire or will it away. An inner need to protect myself overruled my attempts. 
Jett sucked in a breath, and I could almost hear the obscenity-laden tirade that had to be going on inside her head. My gait slowed, and Arrow slipped between Jett and me to take the lead. 
“My hero,” she muttered at his back. 
If he heard he gave no indication. His wary gaze was locked on the demon. 
It watched us approach with a detached curiosity. I wondered how often visitors wandered through here. Its eerie stare passed over Arrow and me before settling on Jett. The way it watched her gave me the creeps right to the tips of my toes. 
We had no choice but to pass the thing and hope it didn’t try anything. I wasn’t holding my breath on that. 
The sound of my own heart pounding reverberated in my ears. I strained to hear beyond it. Behind us I could hear scratching from whatever had been following us in the trees. Overhead the vultures squawked. They too shadowed us. But the demon that shared their countenance dominated my attention.
“Just keep moving.” Voice low, Arrow trailed serpentine tendrils of shadow. 
As we passed the demon my lungs seized. I couldn’t breathe. Slowly it extended a bony hand with claws long enough to rival Jett’s. Clutched in its grasp was a metal cup, held out like a beggar.
“The fuck?” Jett asked what we were all thinking.
Arrow glanced back at me, a brow raised in question. I shook my head, unable to offer any guidance. Clearly feeling bolder than I, Arrow leaned toward the demon, just close enough to peer into the cup. I didn’t want to know what the cup held, and yet, I did.
He held up a hand and stepped back. “Oh, no man. Sorry. We can’t help you.” 
The demon thrust the cup toward Arrow, a demand in the motion. When nobody contributed to the cup, the demon thrust it again. This time he flung it too hard, and something small and white fell out. With a plop it hit the dusty ground. 
An eyeball. It was a fucking eyeball.
Quickly the demon scooped the eyeball back into the cup before shoving it at us again. Did it really think we’d pluck out one of our own and hand it over? Like a bizarre bodily donation?
“Let’s get the fuck out of here. Screw this guy.” Eyes solid wolf brown, Jett spoke through bared fangs. 
The thing stared straight at her as it continued to hold the cup out. Though I didn’t know whose eyeballs were in there, the demon wanted to add Jett’s to the bunch. I couldn’t imagine why. Didn’t want to know.
We hurried past, refusing to interact further. The thing gave an irate screech but never moved from its spot. The vultures overhead however were happy to rush us on its behalf. 
Having no idea where we were going or what lay ahead, we broke into a run.
The vultures caught up. They circled above us, dropping down closer with each rotation. Descending talons first, I figured out how the eyeballs might have been obtained from those unlucky enough to come this way.
A fireball erupted from my hand. It lit up the bleak sky and drove the birds back long enough for me to pull the Midnight Star from its sheath.
They circled before diving in for another attack. 
Jett speared one with a clawed hand and flung it to the ground. It hopped up and lunged at her. I intercepted with the sword, but the damn thing was ready and avoided the blow with a sudden flap of wings that took it just out of reach.
The second bird ended up twisted in a rope of shadow. Arrow dragged the vulture to the ground and held it pinned while I lopped off its head.
Jett snarled as she fended off an attack that was all talons and screeching. Throwing her arms up to protect her face, the vulture’s talons sank into her flesh. A shadow wrapped around the creature’s throat. The bird flailed about as it choked. With an angry shout Jett slashed at it. A second vulture head slapped the ground. 
“Are you ok?” Carefully I examined Jett’s arm, wary of her fangs and claws. Though she’d never given me a reason to fear her, one shouldn’t let their guard down around a predator in attack mode.
“Yeah, it’s fine. Let’s keep going.” She tried to pull away, playing off the deep gouges. 
Blood dripped from the wounds. She’d heal relatively fast, but that didn’t negate the exposure of muscle that flexed as she pulled away. Arrow untied the red bandana hanging from a belt loop on his jeans and, without asking, stepped close to wrap it around her bleeding arm. 
“Don’t tell me to fuck off,” he grumbled. “Just accept it so we can keep moving without you bleeding a trail for that thing in the trees to follow. Whatever it is.”
The glower she shot him made me flinch. Grudgingly she allowed him to wrap her wounds. Without a word she turned on a heel and pressed forward, taking the lead.
A screech behind us from the now healed and whole vultures increased my pace. They took to the air and circled but didn’t follow or attack again. Fucking demon birds.
The dirt path soon began to widen. Several twists and curves led us out of the blackened forest without further incident. We never did see what had been stalking us in the trees, and I was cool with that.
As we reached the edge of the forest, ominous music began to play. Carnival music. It seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once. 
The three of us exchanged a look. Arrow’s hazel eyes widened. I recognized his expression as one of alarm, something I couldn’t recall seeing on Arrow. 
The forest gave way to a parched dirt field occupied by the creepiest friggin’ carnival I’d ever laid eyes on. The classic red-and-white striped tent sat in the middle. It was huge. To one side a large building bearing a worn Theatre sign glowered at us. A House of Mirrors sat on the other side. Behind these structures sprawled various rides and games, each in some state of ruinous disrepair. Though nobody rode any of the rides, they were all in motion. Unsettling, to say the least.
A skeletal figure in a black suit complete with a ringmaster’s top hat occupied a ticket booth at the front gate. Above the ticket booth hung a tattered banner. Carnival of Lost Souls.
“What in the ever-loving fuck?” Arrow muttered. 
“Right there with ya.” I studied the skeleton-man who now waved us over with a bony hand. His giant grin gave me a massive nope sensation.
Still fired up from the vultures, Jett didn’t slow or stop. She continued right on up to the ticket booth, purple waves bouncing along her shoulders.
I started to follow, until I noticed Arrow had stopped. “Arrow? You coming?”
He sucked in a deep breath of muggy air and pulled the hat off his head to run a hand through his hair. “I fucking hate carnivals.”
Was Arrow afraid? I’d never witnessed it before. It felt strange, like I shouldn’t be seeing it. 
“I’m not loving this either. Let’s just get it over with.” When he didn’t budge, I reached to grab his arm.
He jerked out of reach and sprang into motion. Shoving the hat into his back pocket, he rushed after Jett.
Alright then. 
Skeleton dude couldn’t contain his overjoyed laughter. Tipping his hat to us, he cackled, “Welcome to the Carnival of Lost Souls.” 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
 
“It’s lovely to have you. If you’ll kindly give me your names, I can jot you down in the registry and allow you inside.”
“Registry?” I repeated, unable to stop gawking at the twin hollows where his eyes should be. 
“Yes, of course. All visitors must register.” He held a quill poised over a large book.
Jett’s gaze slid over him, sizing him up. She waved a hand at the circus tent. “What’s this all about? I thought this was some kind of prison world.”
“Oh, yes, it is. One of you has dictated its form today. The prison takes on various forms driven by fear, usually that of the occupants but, in this case, the fear of a visitor. Can’t make it too easy on you, you know.” Another lipless cackle. “Our last visitor absolutely dreaded deserted islands after being banished to one for several centuries. That was an entertaining visit. He was a demon, of course. We don’t get many mortal types through here.”
For a guy with no actual voice box, he sure was chatty. And happy. Too happy for anyone in a demonic prison realm. He stared expectantly at us, pen held ready.
I offered up my name first. 
Without comment or question he jotted it down before turning to Arrow. He took each of our names in turn, all the while chatting and laughing. I didn’t know what to make of the guy.
Arrow seemed to be feeling the same way. Looking as suspicious as I felt, he blurted, “Why the hell are you so happy? I mean, this is supposed to be a place of torment, right?”
“That it is.” The skeleton nodded with such enthusiasm, I half expected his head to detach from his spine. “For the prisoners. And sometimes for the visitors. Neither of which I am. There are perks to being the gatekeeper.”
“Gatekeeper?” Jett repeated. “So you let us in and out?”
“Yes, of course. There are rules, you know. I can’t trap you here, but there will be a price to pay for a safe exit.” He turned back to the book before him, seeing something we could not. “Now I’m obligated to tell you that the prison will try to find ways to keep you. Many a visitor has entered, never to leave. Do be careful.”
With that he tipped his hat to us and disappeared. Right away thunder boomed, followed by a streak of dark-blue lightning. The sky darkened further. 
“Ominous,” Jett remarked. “Nice touch. So, which one of you is afraid of carnivals?”
I glanced at Arrow.
He mustered his best scowl. “One bad experience, I was a kid, ok?”
“Where do we start?” I jumped in before Jett could take Arrow’s confession and run with it. Now was not the time.
Choosing to take the high road, Jett let it go. “Might as well go for the big top. Is it weird that I’m kind of psyched to see what’s in there?” 
“Very,” Arrow mumbled, looking pained as we crossed the dusty field to the massive tent. 
My hands were now void of flames, but the itch in my palms did not abate. A sulfuric rain spattered us, growing to a steady drizzle. I was both afraid and ready to face whatever lay ahead. I’d come here for a reason. Cinder had encouraged me. Now I needed to see that through.
The tent grew ever taller. By the time we reached the door, it loomed over us. The creepy music had gotten louder, with the occasional scream mixed in.
A small opening in the fabric offered the only entry. From outside we could see nothing within. This time I took the lead. It was me, after all, who’d dragged the two of them here. 
All the self-prep in the world couldn’t have prepared me. I stopped just inside the entryway with Jett and Arrow on either side of me. Together we took it all in. 
Flaming torches propped in sconces lit the three rings that made up the interior of the tent. Torment took place in each of them.
One ring held a spinning wheel with a demon strapped to its surface. The demon had the form of a man with alien-like features, though they were hard to make out due to how fast the wheel spun. Another demon stood several feet in front of it, flinging knives. Knives that struck the bound demon’s spread limbs and torso. Judging by the smoke that rose from the wounds, the blades must have been silver. A line of demons waited off to the side for their turn on the wheel.
The far ring had a demon strapped to a table while a giant blade on a pendulum swung ever closer. I cringed. It would soon slice him in half. Knowing he was a demon, pure evil, didn’t make watching that any easier.
Arrow’s snicker took me by surprise. “Pretty sure I saw Criss Angel do a trick like that once. But I don’t think this guy is about to make a great escape.” 
“Dude.” I shook my head. “Not cool.”
“Have you forgotten they deserve this?” Despite his initial apprehension, he seemed to be enjoying the spectacle. 
I hated to sound like a white hat, but someone had to say it. “Are you forgetting that you’re dark, and this is what that means?”
Arrow stared straight ahead at the pendulum of doom. “Don’t worry about me, angel girl. Just make sure this never happens to Rowen.”
Because I didn’t know how to address that in its entirety, I said, “We are going to make sure this doesn’t happen to Rowen. That’s why we’re here.”
Nudging me with an elbow, Jett pointed to the center ring. “Am I the only one seeing the fucking shark tank?”
Definitely no missing that. A large tank housing a great white shark took up the center ring. A tight rope ran above it, a tight rope that randomly gave out, dropping its de-winged occupant into the water below. Another demon quickly took its place. This one too had had its wings torn off. Damn.
Death would not come for these demons. Forced to wear their physical forms, they’d be stabbed, slashed, and torn apart. But they would never die. 
Scanning the tent, Jett eyed up the many demons awaiting their turn for torture. “How do we find your parental units? I don’t suppose you guys know who you’re looking for here.”
“I know his name,” I said. “That’s all.” My mother had told me his name many moons ago, though I’d never let myself speak it aloud. Not once. 
“So we ask around.” Before I could respond Arrow set off across the tent. 
Afraid he’d get us into some new trouble, I hurried after him. He marched right up to the knife-throwing demon at the spinning wheel and tapped him on the shoulder. 
The demon whirled around with a scowl to see who dared to interrupt him. Unlike many of those here, he wore a human face, one of the most beautiful faces I’d ever seen on a demon.
The blood drained from my cheeks. I peered into red demon eyes set in a face so much like my own.
He gave us a brief once over before lingering on me. And then he threw a fireball in my face.
I threw my arms up to ward off the blow. The flames rolled over me and dissipated, leaving me unscathed. Shaken and a little pissed off, my temper flared. “What the fuck was that for?”
The demon shook his head a few times, eyes wide in disbelief. “It can’t be. Is this some new kind of torture? Ember?”
It was him. Well son of a bitch.
I gaped at him in matching wonder. Was this real or was it some kind of prison-world trick?
“Yeah, it’s me,” I squeaked out. “How do I know you’re really you?”
Trying to keep my wits about me proved difficult. Part of me had entertained childish fantasies of meeting him. That part of me had crumpled under the part of me that wanted nothing to do with him. 
Tall, ashy-brown hair, and eyes so much like mine despite the color difference, it was hard to swallow in that moment. My companions gaped along with me, Jett more so than Arrow who maintained an arrogant sneer. 
“I guess you don’t.” He looked me over again, the throwing knives he held forgotten in both hands. “You have your mother’s nose and high cheekbones. I knew you’d be beautiful. And you chose the light. I can feel it. I can’t tell you how hard I hoped that you would. Cinder must have made good on his promise; you have the Midnight Star.”
He blew my mind with those words. It was really him. It had to be. And I didn’t know how to feel about that.
I struggled to swallow. The heat seemed to have suddenly increased. “You know Cinder? He said you didn’t know one another personally.”
“We don’t. After I came here, he was assigned to you. He sent me a message, promising to do all he could to keep you from ending up here with me.” The demon who was my father kept blinking at me like I might be a dream he feared waking from. “You must believe the worst of me, and so you should, but don’t ever believe I never loved you.”
“Bullshit,” Arrow scoffed, arms crossed as he assessed the demon. “Why would any of you give a shit about us? You left us to make a choice we never should’ve had to make.”
Clearly Arrow had things to say to his own father. Still, I didn’t disagree with him. We had no reason to believe they gave a damn about us.
Prying his gaze from me, the demon studied Arrow before extending a hand. “Kai. And you are? Rhine’s son, I can see that. Which one?”
Arrow ignored Kai’s offered hand. He wasn’t quite able to wipe the shock off his face fast enough for us to miss it though. “The first one,” he said, his tone having lost some of its snark. 
“You’re dark.” It wasn’t a question. Kai nodded in understanding. “And your brother? You do know you have a brother, don’t you?”
“We’re not here to talk about me. Don’t let me interrupt the family reunion.” Uncomfortable with Kai’s attention, Arrow stepped away, needing to observe from a safe distance.
Kai glanced about furtively. “We don’t have much time. Visits are often cut short, especially when its family. They don’t want us interacting. Tell me, why did you come?”
Why did I come? Good question. 
I stood there staring at him like a moron. “Um, honestly, I don’t know. I got my hands on a Scorpio Key, and Cinder seemed to think a visit might be wise. Beyond that, I haven’t a friggin’ clue.” I must’ve looked like a deer in the headlights.
Jett attempted to come to my rescue. “This is the part where you give her some parental wisdom, I think.” She jerked a thumb at Arrow. “If it makes any difference, she’s here to find a way to save his brother from replacing Rhine in his triad. Do with that what you will.”
Kai spared a glance for the demon on the wheel who spun continuously. His gaze drifted to the ceiling, searching for something I couldn’t see. Were we being watched?
“I was an angel when I fell in love with your mother. She was my charge, and I broke the first rule of guardianship. No getting attached. No falling in love.” Kai spoke fast, like he feared an imminent disruption. “The angels offered me a choice: if I would hand you over to them upon your birth, they would allow me to go free.”
I took advantage of his pause. “The angels? But why?”
Pain creased Kai’s brow, pain and something more. Guilt. “Because you’re like me. A thief. Our kind is rare and often seen as a threat by both angels and demons, because we can wield all powers. The angels felt that kind of power was too dangerous in the hands of a mortal.”  
“Wait,” Jett interjected. “Are you saying the angels wanted to kill her? A helpless infant?”
“Some of them, yes. A select group. Many were against such a thing, which is why the others couldn’t just take her. Cinder was against it, as I learned after he became your guardian.” The throwing knives Kai held fell to the dirt floor. He grasped my hand and pleaded, “Be careful. You can’t always trust the light. The moment they find you to be a risk that they don’t deem to be worth taking, they’ll come for you.”
My head spun. Dizzy waves made me nauseous. “You gave yourself up so they wouldn’t take me?” I wanted to pull away yet also to hug him. But he was a demon now. This all could be a lie.
“Of course. I love your mother, Ember. And I love you. Neither of you deserve to suffer because of my actions.” 
His expression skeptical, Arrow couldn’t resist butting in. “So the moral of the story is that sacrifice is the way to save Rowen? Because that’s what I’m hearing. Oh, and that there are shitheads on both sides, light and dark.”
Kai touched my chin, ensuring our eyes locked when he said, “With love there is always sacrifice. And with sacrifice, there is always love. Trust Cinder and trust yourself.”
My eyes burned as tears filled them. I blinked fast, trying to keep them from falling. So much had been thrown at me in so short a time. I was afraid to believe any of it until I had Cinder’s confirmation. But so badly I wanted to.
Suddenly Kai became panicked. He yanked his hand away and retrieved the throwing knives. Without hesitation he whipped one at the spinning demon, nailing it right in the throat. 
“Go now. Hurry.” 
I followed his worried stare to a giant creature in black robes, not unlike the modern grim reaper. This sucker was huge, as tall as three men, and as wide as a Hummer. It lumbered toward us with a massive spiked club. 
“What about Rhine?” Arrow asked, ready to make a run for it. “Where can we find him?”
Kai flung knife after knife, going through the motions like torture and being tortured had become second nature. “You shouldn’t want to find him. But if you insist he’s in the Hall of Mirrors. Solitary. Where the worst of the worst are held.” He shouted at us once more to leave.
We didn’t have to be told again. The closer that reaper plodded, the faster we moved. 
With a glance back before we fled the tent, we witnessed the demon under the pendulum sliced from crotch to forehead. Blood and gore painted my mind, staining my memories with brutality that would never be wiped clean.
Outside Arrow froze.
“Come on, dude.” Jett prodded him, going so far as to bump her shoe against his. “Let’s see how your old man measures up against Spike’s.”
Face pale, Arrow gasped for breath. Sweat broke out on his brow. Pupils enormous, he scrubbed both hands over his face. “I’m not sure I can go in there.”
“Where? The House of Mirrors?” I pushed my wet hair out of my face. The sulfuric rain hadn’t let up. If anything it came down harder.
“Yeah. Of course that has to be where he is. Of fucking course.” Oblivious to the stinging rain pelting his face, Arrow stared up into the sky. Lightning burst above us. “God, I’m such a pussy.”
“No argument here,” Jett quipped.
Ignoring her, I got close enough to Arrow to lay a gentle hand on his arm. This time he let me. “Arrow, what happened?”
A guttural groan ripped from him. Whatever he wrestled with, it ran deep. “When I was a kid, about six I guess, some older kids lured me into the House of Mirrors and chased me around. Scared the hell out of me so bad, the shadows manifested. It was the first time.” Pausing, Arrow dropped his gaze to the ground. His black hair hung long and wet, hiding his face. “I kicked their asses, almost choked them to death. They told their parents I was a monster. Nobody believed their story of course. Except my mom. She insisted I never go to another carnival again.”
“That hardly seems fair. It wasn’t your fault.” A gentleness in her tone, Jett hugged herself against the bitter chill of the rain.
“Doesn’t matter. I’ve hated the damn things ever since anyway.” Arrow glanced at the building that hosted the large House of Mirrors sign. “It’s stupid. Let’s just go. You guys are getting soaked out here.”
As we started for the House of Mirrors, I tried to be helpful even though I felt like anything but. “You know, Arrow, you don’t have to go in there. You don’t have to see him.”
Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he shuffled along beside me. “Yeah. I do.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 
 
One step inside the House of Mirrors and I knew we were in for a challenge. To each side and straight ahead, mirrored pathways taunted us. It was impossible to tell which way we were supposed to go. Everything looked the same.
Elaborate archways and pillars decorated the place. Lights in jarring colors flashed, just enough light at random intervals to light the way. The mirrored surfaces gleamed with infinite reflections. Crystal clear panels interspersed among the mirrors left me struggling to identify which routes they blocked. We fumbled along the open pathway.
Right away the heavy sensation of dark power gripped me. Stifling. Each breath required effort. Moving slow with tentative steps, we left the comfort of the entryway. 
“We have to stick together,” I ordered. “Close enough to touch. One wrong step and we’ll be lost in here. We can’t let it separate us.” I could see how easy it would be to get confused and scattered.
Based on Arrow’s ghostly pallor, he saw that danger too. 
The first pathway seemed easy enough. A trick. It led us into a small enclosure. Surrounded on every side by the same image, there was no way to tell which was a reflection and which was a pathway.
“I don’t suppose we should touch anything,” Jett mused, leaning in to scrutinize what she thought to be a mirror. “Which is going to make it harder to find our way through.”
The face appeared so suddenly, Jett stumbled back. I grabbed hold of an elbow to steady her, unable to take my gaze off the deformity staring out at us. Its gray and craggy skin hung on a face shaped more like an angry old bear than anything resembling a human. The red eyes were pure demon though.
“Come closer,” the demon hissed. “I don’t bite. I will however peel that supple skin from your tender flesh, strip by strip.” A forked tongue lashed out to lick his thin lips.
I would’ve shuddered at the image he’d painted if I hadn’t been more concerned with Arrow who’d gone rigid beside me. 
I drew the Midnight Star and poked it toward the demon mirror. The tip of the sword tapped the surface, and with an angry yowl the demon withdrew. Or so I thought. Instead he lunged at the mirror’s surface in a bid to break free. His face grew huge, filling the entire thing. 
We all jumped.
In the cramped space Jett tripped over my foot and fell into the mirror directly behind her. Thick, veiny arms protruded forth to grab her around the middle. Without warning the demon within began to drag her kicking and screaming into the mirror.
I could see nothing of the creature but arms, so I began to hack them with the sword. Arrow grabbed Jett, fighting hard to keep it from pulling her in. He managed to give me just enough distance between Jett and the mirror to keep slamming my blade to gash the demon’s limbs. Deep red blood spattered with each blow. With a guttural cry of anger and fear, I let him have it one more time. Both arms fell to the floor, detached from their owner. 
Jett dropped into Arrow who almost stepped too close to another mirror in his efforts to catch her.
The arms on the floor flopped about like fish out of water. I eyed them in revulsion.
The first demon whose face still filled his mirror cackled at us. “Nephilim, you will join us.”
I’d had enough. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
Using the sword, I tapped the panels until I found one that had no surface at all, an open pathway. Holding the Midnight Star ahead of us, I prodded each open space to determine what was barred and what was not. Several more demons rose up to snarl and curse us as we passed. 
We made a few attempts to ask them about Rhine. Mockery and scorn met us at each turn. 
Once we were so deep in the belly of the mirror maze and had yet to find Rhine or an honest mention of him, I began to question our choice to seek him out. What could Arrow possibly gain by speaking to Rhine anyway? Knowing it wasn’t my question to ask or my place to choose, I continued to lead the way. 
“Arrow.” 
A low, sinister tone echoed around us. It seemed to come from every direction. 
“Do you know why I gave you that name?” Without waiting for a reply, the voice continued. “It’s a warrior’s name. A symbol of weaponry and warfare. I’d hoped you would do it justice.”
I’d assumed Arrow used a stage name or nickname, like me. Jett’s real name was Jennifer, and God help the person who dared to call her by it. Apparently I’d assumed wrong.
Arrow stiffened beside me. The slightest tremble of his hands gave away his nerves. But his voice came out steady and strong. “Sorry to disappoint you.”
A pause. And then a chuckle that made my skin crawl. “Now why might I be disappointed? Because my first-born son has made a mockery of my name in his recent failures?” The taunt dripped with scorn. 
“Fuck this guy,” Jett blurted, glancing at nearby mirrors.
Our own reflections stared back at us. 
Arrow’s brow grew pinched, and his lips pressed into a thin line. Slowly he turned to survey every mirror in the vicinity. “If you want to shit talk me, at least have the balls to say it to my face.”
We waited. The atmosphere pulsed with the heavy sense of dread. Arrow shouldn’t have to take this crap from a demon far eviler than Arrow himself could ever be. 
“Alright then.” The voice, closer now, pulled our focus to a mirror behind us. 
A face almost feline peered out at us with slit pupils set in crimson eyes. That angular face was more animal than human. Its fanged mouth grinned with malevolence. 
“Arrow, my son, cast out of your coven? Following the flame bearer around as if you think she’ll really save you?” Rhine’s sinister gaze slid over me before darting back to Arrow. “Such a bitter disappointment you’ve turned out to be. Perhaps your brother will fare better.”
“If you think Rowen went dark to follow in your footsteps, then you don’t know jack shit about him.” Hands clenched into fists, Arrow spoke through clenched teeth. “He’s nothing like you. I don’t have to know you to know that.”
“Oh, but you do know me, boy. I’m part of you, like it or not. That’s why you went dark. That’s why you make your living peddling narcotics to junkies while vying for the attention of a deluded audience. It’s why you lust for the same woman as your brother.” Hands appeared in the mirror as Rhine brought them up before him to steeple his fingers in evil contemplation. “I dwell in every part of you. Never make the mistake of believing you can escape yourself, your fate. My fate.”
“That’s bullshit,” I butt in, unable to keep my mouth shut despite the fear-driven perspiration on my forehead. “Arrow may be dark but he’s not evil. I’ll bring both brothers back to the light. Just fucking see if I don’t, you vile piece of—”
“Silence, thief.” Rhine’s shout reverberated all around us, bouncing off the mirrored walls until it echoed inside my head. “You won’t live long enough to do shit.”
My grip tightened on the hilt of the Midnight Star. I raised my arms to swing.
Arrow stopped me with a hand. “Not yet.” To Rhine, he said, “Why’d you do it? Why father us at all? It just landed you in here, and neither of us will be the heir you hoped we’d be.”
They stared at one another for a long, strained moment. Rhine regarded Arrow with disdain. However, I got the feeling we were missing something.
“What can I say, kid? Pussy has lured many a man to hell. And your mother was begging for it.” Rhine smirked, and it was so much like Arrow’s that I blinked a few times in disbelief. “Rowen’s mother though, she wasn’t quite so willing.”
Bile threatened to rise. What a sick fuck. Jett’s expression matched my own. She looked ready to hurl. It was no secret that demons were evil. We all knew what that meant. Watching them glory in it made the whole sordid thing hit home though. And it was friggin’ hard to process.
Rowen had been adopted, and I’d often wondered about his biological mother’s choice to give him up. Surely she’d known what he was. Now I knew.
Not content to relive his memories in only his mind, Rhine drew out his words, as if savoring our revulsion. “Oh, the delights I took from that woman—”
Arrow lost it. In a fit of sudden temper, he swung a clenched fist at Rhine’s smug face. Both Jett and I lunged for him with a shout. The Midnight Star clattered to the floor as I dropped it to grab hold of Arrow. But he’d already made contact with the face in the mirror.
Rhine seized his opportunity. He latched onto Arrow and jerked him deeper into the mirror.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I puzzled over how bizarre it was that the demons couldn’t escape their solitary holding cells, but they could yank another in there with them. I supposed it would get lonely over time. Misery does love company.
A growl sounded in my ear as Jett fought to keep her grip on Arrow’s arm. Rhine proved to be strong enough to give the three of us a challenge. Arrow struggled, but it was like trying to push out of quicksand. He only fell further into the mirror, the surface rippling like water.
Jett and I held tight. Leaving without him was not an option. 
“Spike, do something,” Jett grunted, exerting every bit of wolf strength she possessed. “Throw a fireball in this asshole’s face or something.”
I couldn’t do that. Not with Arrow in the way. I wasn’t entirely sure a fireball would penetrate the mirror’s surface. Risking a ricochet back into our faces seemed dangerous.
There was one thing I could do though. It had to be worth a try. 
Concentrating on Arrow, I swiped a little piece of him. It wasn’t the shadows I wanted but his handy ability to freeze things in place. 
“Arrow,” I shouted. “Paralyze him. Now.”
Daring to take a hand off Arrow, I thrust it toward Rhine and unleashed a matching force. Beneath the mirror’s rippling surface, I could see Rhine stiffen, momentarily paralyzed by the dual blast. His hold on Arrow slipped, and together Jett and I jerked him back. 
Jett let go once Arrow broke free of the mirror, allowing my momentum to pull him off balance. He and I tumbled to the floor in an awkward heap, me atop him. Despite the circumstances I became painfully aware of the heat of him. How soft and hard he felt in all the right places.
Much to my surprise Arrow chuckled. “I told you a kiss would leave you on the floor, angel girl, but this is a bit of a delayed reaction.”
“You two kissed?” Jett followed her shock with laughter. “I knew something was up with you guys. I could feel it.”
I scrambled to my feet, careful not to touch any mirrors. The sensation of Arrow beneath me burned itself into my memory. Crap.
Rhine threw himself against the mirror in a fit of rage. Fangs bared, he seethed. “It’s only a matter of time until you end up in here with me, Arrow. Go ahead and leave. You’ll be back. You belong here.”
I picked up my fallen sword and began tapping mirrors to find which archway was passable. “Arrow, come on. Don’t listen to him. We’re getting out of here.”
With Jett hot on my heels, she reached back to grab Arrow’s shirt, dragging him along.
He wouldn’t go without making Rhine a promise. “Yeah, I probably do. But Rowen doesn’t. Don’t expect to see him. I’ll never let it happen.”
Clinging to one another the three of us made our way through the House of Mirrors intent on the exit. My sense of time became skewed. I couldn’t tell how long we’d been in there or how long we’d been in the prison realm at all for that matter. What if we’d missed the alignment? Alarm sang through me. When at last we burst out the exit, I sucked in a deep breath of sulfuric air. And coughed my ass off. 
“I’m ready to go home,” I said between coughs. “How about you guys?”
“Definitely ready to leave.” To my surprise Arrow had stuck a cigarette between his lips. “Hey, guys, don’t tell Rowen what Rhine said about his mother, ok?”
Before he could light it, I snatched the smoke and tossed it. “Are you crazy? We can barely breathe here. And for all we know you could set the freakin’ air on fire.”
Jett remained focused on the exit. “So I’m guessing we go back the way we came then.” Pointing toward the ticket booth, a claw protruded from her fingertip. “Because it looks like they don’t want us to leave.”
I followed her horrified stare to find four hellhounds blocking the only way out. “Son of a bitch.”
Unmoved by the row of demon dogs, Arrow cracked his knuckles and grinned. “Good. I have a lot of rage to unleash.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 
 
Shadows swirled around Arrow as he advanced on the hellhounds. Like snakes each tendril twisted and writhed, creating various shapes before dissolving into another. For just a moment they hovered behind him like wings. Great shadow wings. 
“He’s lost his fucking mind.” Despite this opinion Jett peeled off her tank top. “Goodbye second favorite top. Nice knowing you.”
I caught the shirt as she tossed it and tucked it into the waistband of my pants. “You’re on your own with the rest.”
“That idiot is going to get himself killed. Watch our backs.” Naked as fast as one who stripped down often in emergencies can be, Jett shifted to wolf. 
The process happened smooth and fast. The wolf emerged in a strange undulation of her body. In seconds a shaggy brown wolf stood where Jett had just been. It always left me blinking in slight confusion as my brain tried to catch up with what I’d just seen.
She bounded off after Arrow, feet barely touching the ground in her haste. With the Midnight Star tight in my grasp, I made to go after her. A low growl behind me stopped me in my tracks. 
Slowly I turned to find half-a-dozen snarling hellhounds, ready to tear me to shreds. Mouths filled with deadly fangs, their eyes glowed a macabre red. Big, burly, and black as sin, they were more monster than animal. 
I didn’t give them a chance to act first. I couldn’t. With my free hand I launched a fireball that exploded in front of them. It gave me just enough time to turn and run, drawing them away from Arrow and Jett. Taking on so many at once didn’t seem like good odds. 
The hounds dodged the flames, splitting off into two small packs to come at me from each side. I slashed with the sword at those to my right and threw another fireball at those to the left. It kept them from getting too close but by no means weakened or deterred them.
Past the circus tent I ran, seeking a way to circle back toward Jett and Arrow in hopes they’d be ready for more by now. Instead the hounds pushed in close, keeping me headed straight. Toward the theatre. When the beasts snarled and snapped but kept their distance, I realized they were herding me. To the theatre? But why?
The skeletal gatekeeper had said the prison realm would try to find a way to make us stay. Was this such an effort? Shit.
I skidded to a halt and, with both hands, swung the sword in a wide arc. One hound got too close and tasted the tip of the blade. A gash opened on his side and smoke seeped from the wound. It didn’t stop him from lunging at me though.
Swinging the sword helped drive them back, but they just kept coming. Every time one would retreat, another would surge forward, inching me closer to the theatre. Another fireball gave me a chance to seek out Jett and Arrow.
A great distance away, they fought side by side. Two hounds lay unmoving. While Arrow distracted the remaining pair with shadows and paralyzed them in place for the few seconds needed, Jett rushed in and tore their throats out. 
While it was nice to see them working as a team, it sure didn’t help my current predicament. When one hound succeeded in grazing my thigh with those razor-like fangs, I had no choice but to run for the theatre door. 
Blood stained my pants, burning as I ran. Though the wound wasn’t serious, it hurt like a motherfucker. I wrenched open the big wooden theatre door, half expecting it to be locked. 
It swung open so I all but fell inside. I managed to slam it shut right in the face of a hellhound. Breathing hard, sword ready, I turned to take in the theatre. There was no lobby. I stood at the back of the auditorium. The audience was surprisingly full. I presumed the patrons to be demons, but they appeared to be humans in formal dress, like they were having a fancy night out. Several of them turned to shush me. 
What had them so captivated that my sudden appearance was an annoying interruption? The answer awaited on the stage.
I had to do a double take. Did my eyes deceive me? No, they did not. 
The stage was littered with demons in various states of torture, reenactments of death scenes with no end. The spotlight lit up an iron maiden. The audience watched with hushed wonder as the demon strapped inside was impaled by the spikes in the slowly closing door. Blood gushed from the device to stain the stage floor. 
A demon with a withered body like the Crypt Keeper opened the door with a cackle. The demon inside wailed and shouted. The audience applauded. When his wounds had healed, the door closed on him again.
Another spotlight illuminated a guillotine. Oh boy. Arms tied behind his back, the demon unfortunate enough for that punishment was subject to the repeated removal of his head. Every time it hit the floor with a sickening thud, his body would reknit itself, and the process would begin again. A decapitation for a demon in the physical realm weakened them enough to send them to the other side for a time. But this was the other side. Part of it anyway. 
A third light over a pool of water held a tightly chained demon beneath the surface. Holy water, I determined, judging by the smoke on the water’s churning surface and the burns covering the demon’s body. He writhed and screamed, mouth open as his lungs filled with the sacred water. Over and over he drowned as he burned. Never to die.
Yet the audience made the whole thing more sickening. Their delight in watching made me ill. Every time a head dropped or the iron maiden door closed, they burst into applause. Polite applause, like this was the fucking opera. 
The hellhounds would still be outside the front door. Hoping for another exit, I slid along behind the last row of seats, headed for the other side of the auditorium. 
When I was almost there, a man spun around in his seat and grabbed my arm. Red eyes revealed him as demon. He jerked me close, whispering furiously. “Do you know my daughter, Winter? Have you seen her?”
I shook my head no, afraid to speak. He reeked of desperation and fear. 
“Take this to her. Please. Tell her… Tell her I’m sorry. Tell her it’s the best I can do.” He shoved a black feather into my hand, its tip crusted with dried blood.
I’d never heard of anyone named Winter, but we female nephilim were a rarity. Perhaps she didn’t exist. Even if she did, she could easily be on the other side of the planet. 
Because his grip on my arm hurt and he was beginning to draw glances from those seated nearby, I took the feather and nodded. It seemed good enough for him because he promptly let go and turned back to the stage. 
I knew demon and angel feathers held potent energy, but I didn’t know much beyond that. Between my fingers it felt like any other feather other than the slight vibration that indicated power. Having a demon feather forced upon me felt like a bad omen.
As I drew closer to the other side of the auditorium, I made out a door. I prayed it led outside. A few minutes in this place and I was ready to face the hellhounds again. 
Before I could reach for the door handle, someone grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. Dressed like an usher, the demonic creature had sagging flesh that appeared to be melting from its face. It shoved me toward an empty seat.
“Sit down. You’re missing the show and distracting fellow guests.”
Is that why so many people sat here watching? Had they come in as visitors and ended up trapped in this theatre, unable to leave?
“Fuck no.” I slammed the Midnight Star into the demon’s middle.
Its mouth dropped open but no sound came out.
Pulling the blade free, I threw the door open.
And found myself staring into a dark corridor. I took a tentative step inside. The door slammed shut behind me. Trying the handle I found it locked. Of course. 
Well, this sucked. Should’ve stayed outside and faced the hounds. 
I couldn’t see in such absolute darkness. After tucking the demon feather into the hair tie of my ponytail and making sure it was in there good and tight, I created a flame in my palm and used it to light the way.
The corridor was long and narrow, but from ahead a pair voices called out to me in a language I didn’t recognize. Nerves had me tight with tension. Going back wasn’t an option, so I steeled myself and continued on, making an agonized effort to move quietly. 
I came to the end of the corridor and stepped into… a fortune teller’s tent? Wait, what? Doing a double take, I glanced back the way I’d come to find a tent wall. No corridor.
Disoriented I took in my new surroundings. The tent was small and dark, lit only by a few strategically placed candles, one of which hung in a candelabra over the table. Seated at the table an old woman regarded me with expectation, like she’d known I’d come. And she was alone. Which didn’t explain the two voices I’d heard. A stack of tarot cards sat before her. A crystal ball in the center of the table glowed an eerie green.
Though she appeared human I doubted the woman before me possessed a single human gene. Her solid black eyes betrayed her. I doubted this was even her natural form. Perhaps she wasn’t even female. Nothing presented here could be trusted. 
“Ember Evans,” she said, voice rough and raspy. “Daughter of Kai. I’ve been waiting for you.”
“I’m kind of in a hurry.” Gaze darting about, I almost sighed in relief upon spying a slit in the tent fabric. “My friends will be looking for me.”
Beaming a suspiciously friendly smile at me, she gestured to the chair across from her. “Please, just a moment of your time. You came all this way after all.” Her unblinking stare creeped me out in the worst way.
My palm grew slippery with perspiration on the hilt of the Midnight Star. No way was I sheathing it now. “No offense but I’m not really into the card reading and all that jazz. I’m not much of a believer.” I wondered if I could run for the exit without her stopping me. I had a feeling she’d try.
Like any kind grandma, she laughed softly. “You may not believe in the cards, but they certainly believe in you.”
Um, ok. “Sorry, but I really should go.” Inching toward the exit, I watched her closely, ready for her to make a move.
Her friendly demeanor vanished in a blink. Black eyes gleaming with malice, she shouted in a booming, inhuman voice. “Sit down!”
Thrust into the chair by an unseen force, I struggled against it. Panic swelled to choke off my breath.
The demon woman began to shuffle the cards, ignoring my efforts to escape. “The things I must show you cannot be missed. Be patient, and you’ll be on your way.” Holding the cards out before me, she smiled like that loving grandmother again. “Select one, please.”
I stared at the cards, concerned they might bite. “I don’t want to.”
“Well, dear, I didn’t ask if you want to.” She shoved them at me so they almost slapped me in the face. 
Scared but also angry, I snapped, “Fuck. Fine.” I snatched a card and tossed it down on the table. It flipped over as it landed. Tower. Damn. That card hadn’t turned out so well for Arrow. 
The old hag perused the card with wicked glee. “Destruction and chaos for you, flame bearer. You don’t stand a chance in what lies ahead. Like so many before you, you too will fail.”
I gaped at her, jaw dropped. Did this bitch think this was my first circus? “Fuck. You. I know your tricks. I know your games. Don’t think you’re my first demon.”
Tapping the card three times she cocked her head to the side and studied me. “Like the Tower you will fall. Your angel fills your head with false encouragement. He knows that, like those who preceded you, there is only failure in your future.”
No way in hell would I believe anything any demon had to say about Cinder. Like him, they had a job to do. That was all this was, a ploy to fill me with doubt and fear. “I see right through you, bitch,” I hissed, filled with revulsion for everything this creature stood for. “Don’t waste your efforts on me.”
She snatched my free hand and, with immense strength, slammed it down on the crystal ball. “See for yourself.”
An electrical jolt shot through me, causing my body to seize. Fast moving visuals filled my head. Gruesome images of blood and mayhem. Bodies fallen in battle, hands clutching the Midnight Star. The flame bearers that had come before me. Death had not been kind to them.
A blink and I was seeing the deaths of my friends. Rowen nailed to the cross we’d found him on back when Dash had first tried to unleash his full powers. Jett, the lapdog of demons, an amusement targeted for abuse. And Arrow, impaled on a sword. Not just any sword. The Midnight Star.
“Do you see, flame bearer? This is what awaits you. Pain and death. It’s what every flame bearer brings upon the nephilim by trying to bring them to the light. For you all are abominations, and you deserve no less than what you’ll get.” With each word the demon hag’s voice deepened, becoming a monstrous reverberation in my ears. 
I struggled to pull my hand free from the crystal ball. My fingertips burned but I couldn’t let go. “I think you’ve made your point.”
“If you try to save them, you will condemn them.” The voice seemed to fill the tent. It spoke a dark promise that would leave this place with me, should I manage to leave at all.
“Right,” I ground out through clenched teeth. “Got it.”
A snarling brown blur hit the demon in the chest, taking her down. Arrow appeared and with a swift kick, toppled the table and its contents. The crystal ball hit the ground and shattered, freeing me from its hold. 
“Spike? Are you ok?” Arrow looked me over before turning to help Jett by pinning the demon with shadows.
I all but flew out of my seat, sword held ready. “Yeah, I am now.”
When I got a clear shot, I plunged the blade into the demon’s middle. She gave a horrific cry and flailed about. We left her there clutching the wound, hurling curses after us.
Through the tent flap and into the sulfuric drizzle, we ran for the forest where we’d first emerged. Several hellhounds lay dead. The bodies seemed to melt away into the ground, still dusty even in the downfall. 
“Looks like you guys really cleaned up.” I slipped the sword into its sheath, making it easier to run with my hands free. 
For a smoker, drinker, and recreational drug user, Arrow was surprisingly spry. “There’s always more. We need to get out of here before they come back in stronger numbers.” 
Jett reached the forest first and without hesitation plunged down the dark path. Immediately the rain stopped. I had no idea how we’d get out, but there was nowhere to go but back the way we’d come. The carnival music receded as we hurled deeper into the dead, spindly forest. There had to be a way out. There just had to be.
The absence of vultures overhead seemed promising. We had to be getting close to where we’d come in. 
A rustle in the trees made me swallow hard. A sinking sensation filled me with dread. I suspected we were about to discover what had been stalking us through the trees on our way in.
A massive beast stepped into our path so abruptly that Jett skidded to a halt lest she run smack into it. The head of a lion on meth roared in her face. It had a burly cat-like body and a scorpion’s tail. And the damn thing was cloaked in flames.
“Fuck me sideways,” Arrow blurted.
Unblinking, I took in the sight of a creature I’d only seen in drawings: manticore. I wanted to scream but fear had me paralyzed. Somehow I managed to say, “The hellhounds aren’t looking so bad right now.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN

 
 
Prowling from one side of the path to the other, the manticore pressed in close. I expected it to attack, and when it didn’t I realized it was herding us back to the carnival. It hadn’t come at us before because we hadn’t been trying to leave. It was here to stop us from escaping.
Although the gatekeeper had warned us we would face such things, that warning had come after we’d already arrived at the carnival. Too little, too late. 
“Fuck this. I am not going back to that carnival,” Arrow growled. 
Shadows darted out from him to wrap around the creature’s legs, neck, and tail. Yet it still crept toward us, tail lashing about. The shadows gave way like they were made of ribbon. I knew Arrow’s shadows to be exceptionally strong. Even demons struggled to break free of them, but the manticore kept walking, unfazed.
Next he tried paralyzing it, flinging a hand toward it. Nothing. Not even a heartbeat of immobilization. 
“What in the ever-loving fuck?” I drew my sword, doubting it would have any effect. 
The three of us were moving backward, step by step, never taking our gaze from the beast. Jett bared fangs in a silent snarl the manticore completely ignored. 
Reluctant to try fire on a flaming creature, I considered the sword. I’d have to get close to use it, and from what I’d seen so far, it probably wasn’t worth the risk. We had to do something.
“Your turn, Spike,” Arrow said. “Slash that mother.”
“So it can walk right through me? Screw that.”
I didn’t want to do it, and Arrow’s encouragement did nothing to ease my fear. However, taking a deep breath, I stopped moving backward and stood my ground. The manticore stopped so close, the heat from its flaming body warmed me. Jett and Arrow kept moving to avoid the inferno.
Possessing the fire element gave me some advantage. I faced down the manticore, trying not to tremble in my boots. Perplexed by my refusal to move, the creature leaned in to sniff me, so close it almost touched my face with its nose. I held my breath, trying to keep from shrieking. Its mouth full of sharp teeth opened wide, and it roared right in my face. I did shriek then. A blast of fire shot from its gaping maw and rolled over me.
I took my chance and swung the sword. 
Big mistake.
It thudded like hitting concrete. Any regular sword would have splintered into several shards. The angelic blade held up, but the impact reverberated into my arm.
The manticore huffed as if offended I’d tried such a thing. Then it headbutted me, throwing me to the thirsty ground where I tumbled and rolled. I grunted as I had the breath knocked from me. Arrow scooped me under both arms and hauled me to my feet. I fell against him trying to get my balance after taking such a spill. His arms went around my waist.
Hazel eyes filled with concern, he steadied me. “You ok?”
A giant friggin’ manticore bore down on us, yet I couldn’t help but be keenly aware of his body pressed against mine. After falling on top of him in the House of Mirrors, this seemed especially awkward. 
I nodded and pulled away. “Yeah, thanks.” Again we were back-stepping as the manticore herded us like animals.
“So what now? This thing’s not going to let us leave.” Arrow reached to wipe a smear of dirt off my face. His gaze strayed to my hair. “What’s with the feather?”
The feather. I’d almost forgotten about it in the face of impending doom. The demon who’d given it to me had a daughter named Winter. A daughter hopefully named after her element, like I had been. Nephilim didn’t always inherit their father’s abilities. Rowen and Arrow had differing abilities. For now anyway. But it was common for the element to pass from father to child. 
“I hope this works.” I reached for the feather.
It held that spark of power, and I found what I sought. I pulled on that glimmer of frost, swiping what I could from the feather. A frigid sensation blasted through me. Just what I’d hoped for. Now if only it would work. 
Both hands extended before me, I released the stolen demon power. It burst forth in a blizzard of ice and snow. I directed it at the manticore, crying out under the sudden pressure of the force. Ice coated the manticore, freezing its gaping maw shut and spreading over its body. The flames cloaking it went out. The ice thickened, and the beast froze in place. 
Undiluted demon power did the trick. Thank you, Winter’s father, whomever you are.
“Holy shit,” Arrow shouted. “How did you do that?” 
“Later. Let’s move.”
Knowing we didn’t have much time before the beast broke free, I ducked under its big head and took off back down the path. Jett and Arrow sprinted right behind me. We ran like the devil himself were chasing us. Which wasn’t so far off the truth. 
When we rounded a bend and came upon the vulture-headed demon with his cup of eyeballs, I groaned inwardly. We didn’t have time for this. 
To my shock and horror, Arrow reached into his pocket and pulled out a bloody eyeball. He paused near the demon to toss it into the cup. 
“Arrow, what the fuck?” 
He shrugged. “It’s from a hellhound. I came prepared.”
The vulture-headed demon seemed pleased with the offering. He stood back and watched us run by. This place was fucked. 
After what seemed like ages but was probably only minutes, we reached a point where we could go no further. The forest ended, and all that remained was a wall of black. And standing in front of it, the skeletal gatekeeper waited.
He greeted us with his lipless grin. “You made it. Good for you. I’m sure you’re eager to get home. Time to pay up. One of your memories will buy safe passage for the three of you.”
“What kind of memory?” I asked. No answer would be a good answer. 
The gatekeeper held his bony hand up, fingers dancing in the air. He reached for me but didn’t touch. “May I? Just a little peek inside. I promise it won’t hurt.”
That sounded reassuring. “Do I have a choice?”
“Well of course. You can stay.” His joyous cackle didn’t inspire confidence. 
Jett growled, her stance braced and ready for a fight.
I waved a hand to keep her back. “Fine, do whatever.” I braced myself though I didn’t know for what. 
A bony finger snaked out toward me. It tapped against my temple a few times before resting there. For a moment nothing happened. Then like a highlight reel of a movie, the memories began to surface, projected against the blankness of the exit. Each one flashed in my mind long enough for me to remember it, to really feel it again. Then, before I could fall too far into it, another took its place. 
Christmas at my grandmother’s house when I was nine. That was the year I got the bike I’d been begging my mother for. It was years later I realized my single mom had saved all year to buy it and then given the credit to Santa Claus.
The first show I played with Crimson Sin. It had been in the seediest little pub filled with old guys trying to watch a hockey game. Maybe about ten people had paid us any attention. But we walked out of that place fifty bucks richer feeling like anything was possible.
The gatekeeper withdrew and somehow his constant skeletal grin appeared grim. “I want that one.”
The exact memory he referred to was immediately lost to me. He left me Christmas and my first show with the girls, but he took something else. It left a blank spot in the recesses of my mind. 
The doorway opened where we’d come in, and pleased with himself, the gatekeeper stepped aside to allow us through. We walked back into my apartment, and the portal disappeared. According to the clock on the stove, we’d been gone just a few hours. It felt like so much longer.
Jett padded into my bedroom to shift forms and dig through my clean laundry for something to wear. I tossed her top in after her before flopping heavily on the armchair in the living room.
Disoriented and confused, I glanced at Arrow who’d sprawled on the couch. “What just happened? I mean, what memory did he take from me? I can’t remember. Obviously.”
Arrow shifted away, staring at the terrarium housing my tortoise. “It was Rowen. A night you guys spent together. His birthday.”
Rowen’s birthday had been just a few weeks after our break up. Though we weren’t supposed to be alone together, he’d come here anyway. I remembered ordering pizza and drinking way too much vodka, knowing I should send him home but being unable to bring myself to do so.
And there the memory went dark. What had happened that night that made the gatekeeper find it worthy of taking?
“Did the gatekeeper say anything else? Anything that would explain why he chose that night to take?” Exhausted and sore, I tried to get comfortable in the arm chair but failed. 
“No, he didn’t. Sorry, Spike.” Arrow stretched and yawned. “I should get going. Are you all good?”
“Yeah, for sure. Of course.” I retained one memory that still burned bright: Arrow’s kiss. When I raised a hand to touch my lips, I realized what I was doing and dropped it back to my lap. 
He pushed off the couch and headed for the door. “I’ll touch base with you tomorrow. You can tell me where the hell you got that feather.”
“Will do. Good night, Arrow.” My gaze darted to the clock. “Or morning I guess.”
“Later, angel girl.” The click of the door followed his exit.
Jett emerged from my bedroom in her top and a pair of my PJ pants. “He left in a hurry. Must be too awkward for him since you two kissed and all.”
“Jett, no.” I shook my head and stifled a yawn that wouldn’t be refused. “I’m tired.”
She perched on the arm of my chair. “Then you better talk fast so you can hit the sack.”
I rubbed my gritty eyes. “Do you know anything about the memory the gatekeeper took? Rowen’s birthday. What happened that night? I must’ve told you.”
Jett’s expression changed as fast as Arrow’s had. She hopped up and went into the kitchen. “You know what? The girl talk can wait until we’ve had some sleep. I’m wicked tired. You don’t mind if I crash here, do you?”
Strange. Why did nobody want to remind me what the hell I was missing here? I frowned, watching as she busied herself getting a drink of water. Should I push the issue? My vision blurred from fatigue. Something told me if I nagged it out of her I might not sleep at all.
“No,” I said, biting back what I really wanted to say. “Course I don’t mind.”



CHAPTER TWENTY

 
 
Jett was gone when I woke up. The crafty werewolf had given me the slip. I’d catch up to her eventually. As much as I wanted to know what memory I’d lost, the alignment was due to take place soon. It had to be my priority.
Despite the stressful prison-realm visit, I’d slept hard and deep. I’d awoken ravenous and overjoyed to find Cinder bustling around the kitchen. 
After a much-needed shower I plopped into a chair at the table. “Man, am I glad to see you. For a while there I wasn’t sure we’d make it home.”
“I had complete faith you’d find your way back.” Cinder turned from the stove with a plate of food in each hand. “And here you are.” 
He set a plate before me loaded with scrambled eggs, sausage, toast, and some strawberries and melon off to the side. An absolutely necessary giant cup of coffee followed. He waited for me to stuff myself with food and guzzle a mug and a half of coffee before pressing me for details. I recounted the visit for him, leaving nothing out. It felt strange to talk about my father after so many years of doing my best to avoid thinking of him. 
“Do you view him differently now, after having met him?” Munching on a strawberry, Cinder seemed hopeful as he awaited my response.
“I don’t know. I guess so.” I dragged my fork through the remainder of my eggs. “He wasn’t what I expected, that’s for sure. Sure beat Rowen and Arrow’s piece of shit father though.”
Cinder frowned an unspoken scolding. “Rhine is certainly difficult. I feel for Arrow. I’m sure that wasn’t easy for him.”
“So who’s Winter?” Caffeine raced through my veins. Sweet bliss. “And why did her father think I’d be the best person to pass on his feather?”
“Desperation made that choice. He’s probably been giving them to every visitor he encounters. Most never make it out.” Cinder sipped his own coffee much slower than the way I devoured mine. Moderation was a real thing with him. “Winter was nephilim, a rare female like you. She died a long time ago. Her father must have never been told. Such a shame.”
I actually felt kind of bad for the guy. Sitting in that damn theatre against his will, waiting for someone to pass through to send a message to his daughter via a feather. “That’s kind of sad.” I found myself feeling empathetic toward the demon.
Better snap out of it. Winter’s father had chosen his fate. He’d turned his back on his calling to join the dark. He didn’t deserve my sympathy.
Cinder nodded. “It is. And there’s no shame in feeling for him. When you cease to feel for those in dark places you risk your humanity.”
I carried my plate to the dishwasher and considered more coffee. “So what do I do with the feather?”
“Keep it.” Cinder’s instruction surprised me. “It served you well when you needed it. Add it to your arsenal.”
One thing I didn’t discuss with Cinder was the memory I’d given in exchange for safe passage home. Until I knew exactly what that memory was, I preferred not to. First I needed to know what I’d given up, and then I needed time to mourn it.
Together we cleaned up the dishes and tidied the kitchen. Small talk filled the space. But we could exchange only so much small talk before we had to address the elephant in the room.
“Look, Ember, I don’t know what you’ve got planned for the alignment, but I know you do have something in mind.” Cinder tossed a soap tab into the dishwasher and pressed start. “I just need to know you won’t do anything rash. That you’ve thought this through.”
It had never been a question as to if I would try to help Rowen. Only how. And that I still didn’t know. “Keeping Koda from killing Rowen is my main concern. Which is why I’m giving him the Scorpio Key. As for Dash’s planned ritual, I just have to find a way to stop it. I don’t know how yet.” My short but poignant visit with Kai had left me feeling like Cinder had given me the guidance I needed to do what I had to. Somehow. 
Cinder busied himself wiping the already clean counter. Deep furrows marred his brow. Clearly this all bothered him more than he wanted to say.
“Careful there, Cinder. You’re going to wear a hole through my countertop.” I gave him a playful hip bump and swiped the cloth from his hand. “What are you so worried about?”
Caught fretting, he smiled sheepishly. “Worry is wasteful. I’m not worried, merely concerned. You’ve really come into your own, and I have complete confidence in your judgment and growing abilities.”
“But?” I prodded.
Cinder’s smile pulled a little too tight for my liking. “But nothing. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset you. I know you’ll do just fine. However, you must remember, all you can do is your best. Succeed or fail, I’m proud of you.”
Succeed or fail. No pressure there. 
The only pressure was what I put on myself. Cinder had done all he could to prepare me for such challenges. Now it was up to me to prove myself. To sink or swim. 
My breakfast sat heavy in my stomach. It might be the last full meal I managed to eat until this was all over. The clock ticked away the time until it all went down. 
“Thanks for encouraging me to use the Scorpio Key.” Shrugging off the nerves that threatened to cripple me, I threw my arms around Cinder in a tight hug that squeezed a squeak from him. “I never want to step foot back in that place, no matter how it looks. But it was good for me to go.”
I had yet to process my visit with Kai. Had Arrow spent much time thinking about his prickface of a father? I felt awful for him. We never should’ve gone near the House of Mirrors. As much of a dick as Arrow could be, he didn’t deserve that.
There was no room in my head for Arrow right now. Sure we’d managed to form some kind of acquaintanceship despite a rocky start. But the only thing between us was Rowen. And it had to stay that way.
 
* * * * 
 
“Here’s your damn key. Now stay away from Rowen.” Slapping the Scorpio Key into Koda’s hand came as a relief. It felt good to be rid of the thing. 
Koda’s gaze narrowed. “You used it, didn’t you? Now what would possess you to do that? Pretty fucking risky, Spike.”
A scan of The Spirit Room and I spotted Jett at her favorite table with Sam. No sign of Rowen or Arrow though the BMW had been outside. No matter, this night out had nothing to do with fun with my friends. Tonight was all business.
“Yet here I stand, alive and well.” A discussion with Koda about my visit to the prison realm would not be happening. “You have your key. Now give me your word you’ll stay away from Rowen.”
Koda studied the glass encased scorpion for a moment before tucking it into a pocket. “Sure. He’s safe. Until the night it all goes down. Unless you’ve found a way to change Dash’s mind about him.”
I thought of the amethyst in the Midnight Star. No longer did I consider using it as a bargaining chip. Arrow had convinced me not to do it. He said he’d never known me to compromise my morals, and for some screwed up reason, that meant something to me. I couldn’t start compromising now. The secret of the amethyst would remain just that, a secret.
Change Dash’s mind? Unlikely. Sabotage his ritual? I’d find a way.
“I’ll be there, Koda. To stop the ritual. But I want your word that nothing will happen to Rowen.” I pinned him with a scathing glare. “I’m not backing down on this.”
The arrogant demon laughed in my face. “You think you can stop Dash? Honey, he’s been planning this since Rowen was born. It’s going to take more than a short skirt and an angel sword to stop him.”
Wow. Koda sure wasn’t holding back. Knowing he wanted to piss me off didn’t make it any easier to contain my fiery temper. “Let me worry about the length of my skirt. No matter how short it gets, you’ll still never get a peek at what’s underneath.” Letting him goad me so easily made me feel weak. Emotions had no place in my dealings with Koda. 
Those red eyes glimmered with self-satisfaction. A broad grin crept across Koda’s face. “But Arrow just might. It is his turn now, isn’t it?” He took advantage of my stunned silence. “That’s right, Spike. I saw him kiss you, and I didn’t see you stop him.”
Face flaming, at a loss for words, I fumed. How much had Koda seen? What had he heard? “You were spying on me?” I sputtered. “Yeah, of course you were. Still hard up for what you can’t have.”
Engaging with him further would only take me down the low road, and that was not the road I preferred to travel. Demons lived for shady activity, no question. It was what they were.
“I saw the kiss, but that’s it. If you fucked him on the hood of his expensive car, I didn’t catch the show. Contrary to your ego, you’re not the only one I keep tabs on in this city.” Suspicion morphed his features in something ugly. “Did I miss something good? You seem worried.” He didn’t seem to have heard our conversation preceding the kiss. Good.
“Why would I be worried? Nothing I do is any business of yours. You’ve got the key, so I think we’re done here.” I turned to go before this turned into a schoolyard name-calling session.
Koda knew the right words to stop me. Raising his voice above the loud rock music the local radio DJ pumped through the building, he taunted, “I’m guessing Rowen doesn’t know his brother made a move on you. Can’t imagine that would be good for their relationship.”
The punch just happened. My fist was flying before I realized I’d made the decision to throw it. Damn it hurt but thankfully I didn’t break my hand on Koda’s stupid face. 
Shaking it out, I swore through the pain. “Take your Scorpio Key and shove it up your ass. I will not be threatened by you.”
I had to walk away before he goaded me into a total throw down. Each interaction with Koda pissed me off more than the last. He seemed to feed off my rage. 
He let me go this time. Rubbing his jaw, he chuckled and called after me, “You better find a way, Spike. Rowen’s life is in your hands.”
The loud music helped drown out the angry tirade of fucks that preceded me as I made my way to Jett. Motherfucking demon. How dare he? Not only did he threaten to tell Rowen about Arrow’s kiss, he still planned to kill him the night of the alignment.
He’d been right about one thing. Despite having the same goal of preventing Dash’s ritual, we’d never be allies. Not on this. Not on anything.
“What did that fucker do now?” Jett took one look at my face and knew. Turning to Sam she flashed him a bedazzling smile. “Babe, would you mind grabbing me another drink?”
Our friends knew a lot about what we were and the things that went bump in the night in this city. However, we kept them in the dark on a lot. Need to know, as it were.
When Sam had sauntered safely out of earshot, I scooted a chair close to Jett and sat down. “Nothing new. Koda still plans to kill Rowen if I can’t stop Dash. And before he does that, he’ll probably tell him that Arrow kissed me.” I twirled a black lock around a finger until it pinched so tight my skin turned purple.
“Right,” Jett said with a head bob. “You still have to tell me how that all went down.”
“What’s to tell?” Flippant and fired up, I glossed over the details. “We were talking. He kissed me. Nothing else happened. End of story.”
A take-no-shit wolf stare drilled into me. Jett wasn’t having it. “End of story my ass. What were you talking about? What kind of kiss? Did he slip you the tongue? Was it good?” She gestured with her cup to where Arrow now stood near the stage chatting with a few guys. “Should I just go ask him myself?”
Alarm sang through me. “Do not do that. We were talking about how I should handle this whole Rowen and Dash situation. It was a kiss—not the kind you give your friend that’s for sure. There may have been a little tongue.” Fuck me and my blushing face. It only ticked me off more than Koda already had.
Jett waved a hand for me to go on. “Uh huh and? You didn’t answer the most important question. Was it good?” When I hesitated she jumped all over me. “Damn, it was. You liked it. Your heart sped up just talking about it.”
“It did not,” I grumbled, though there was no arguing such details with a werewolf. 
She tapped her lip and affected an annoyingly perfect valley girl tone. “Dude, that’s so crazy. You like him.”
“No,” I snapped, shutting her down before she could get carried away. “I don’t. I’m in love with his brother.”
“Yeah, so?” With a shrug and a grin, Jett bumped me with a fist. “Doesn’t mean you can’t have a few warm and friendly between the legs feelings for Arrow. That shit happens.”
I glanced about for Sam, hoping he’d come back soon and shut her up. “I do not have between the legs feelings for him. What the fuck, Jett?”
“Brothers. I wonder what that would be like.” She gazed off as if imagining it. “You’ll have to let me know.”
She teased. I knew that. Still, it made me feel even worse about the whole thing. “I just don’t want to hurt anybody.” My soft tone disappeared beneath the music, but her keen wolf ears still heard.
“Aww, Spike, don’t worry about that. The three of you have far more important shit to handle right now than two brothers in love with the same woman.” She let out a low whistle. “But damn if that doesn’t have a nice ring to it.”
That made me do a double take. Had the girl lost her mind? “In love? Nobody said Arrow was in love with me. Slow down, Jett.”
“Pretty sure he is. Not sure he knows it yet though. Oh, speak of the devil. Incoming.” She gave a slight nod in the direction where Arrow approached.
My pulse raced and my skin felt tight. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my skirt. It wasn’t really that short. Fuck Koda. 
Arrow angled toward our table and dropped a folded piece of paper in front of me. Much to my relief he didn’t sit down. “From Rowen. Burn after reading.” Then he continued on to the bar.
Passing notes smacked of junior high school, but with the way we were monitored, it might be the safest method of communication for now. Trying not to seem too eager, I unfolded the paper. Jett leaned in for a peek.
Whatever happens my promise stands. 
I read and reread the note several times. It never became any clearer. Rowen’s birthday. This had something to do with it. It had to. Because every time I tried to figure out what the note meant, that black hole in my memory taunted me.
“Tell me, Jett,” I said, crumpling the note into my palm. “What happened on Rowen’s birthday? I need to know what the gatekeeper took from me.”
She scanned the growing crowd for Sam. He’d gotten caught up in conversation upon leaving the bar. 
“Rowen’s birthday was the night you both decided that no matter what happens during the alignment, you’ll face it together. If you go down, you’ll go down together. He promised that he would die for you. If it comes to it. And then you banged your brains out. Er… made love, as you put it.” Despite her hard edges, Jett visibly softened a little. “It all sounds a tad dramatic if you ask me, but I suppose it’s romantic.”
Rowen promised to die for me. Did that mean he had reason to believe it might come to that? I struggled to recall the late-night conversation we’d had, but it no longer existed. Not to me.
“I can’t remember any of it.” I rubbed my forehead as if that would help. It didn’t. 
Jett’s sympathetic shoulder pat was appreciated but ultimately unhelpful. “You spent the night together. Made some crazy good love. And declared your undying love and apparent willingness to die for one another. I guess I can see why the gatekeeper found it worth taking. I’m sorry, Spike.”
I knew Rowen and I had formed a bond worth protecting. But something must have taken place that night to make it particularly empowered. Stronger than I knew it to be. Because I couldn’t fucking remember. 
Frustrated with just about everything, I shoved my chair back. “I’m heading home. Take it easy.”
“Are you ok? Do you want me to come with?” She started to get up.
I stopped her with a hand. “No, it’s cool. I think I need to be alone. I have a lot to think about.”
My gaze strayed to Arrow despite my best efforts to resist. A charismatic smile lit up his face as he flirted with a cute redhead. This was his world, rock music and a steady stream of women. I was just one of many attractions for him. 
Feeling my stare he turned my way. Our eyes met for a split second before I diverted my gaze. Too late. Caught. 
Having witnessed the awkward exchange, Jett tugged on my purse to get my attention. “You’ve spent a lot of time with him, Spike. Things happen. It’s ok to feel something for him, you know.” 
“No.” I gave a vigorous shake of my head, but it did nothing to bring back the memory of a love-sworn night or to remove the memory of a confusing kiss. “It’s not.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 
 
Time went so much faster when I wanted it to crawl. Figured. 
Although I’d planned to spend the remaining days in solitude with some meditation, song writing, and self-cheerleading sessions, it didn’t quite happen that way. Instead I spent it watching the clock. 
Cinder dropped in to remind me that I was required only to do my best, that I had to trust everything to play out as it should. Again he apologized for the pressure on me. Though the flame bearer had a duty to lead fellow nephilim toward the light, I was in no way expected to save them from darkness. 
With a smile and nod, I promised him that I was fine.
I wasn’t fine. 
Many times I ran through various scenarios in my head. No matter how many different ways I played it, I just couldn’t figure out how to come out on top. As prepared as I’d ever be for the convergence, I’d have to let things happen and hope my meager skill and training proved adequate for the challenge.
When I tired of imagining how I might somehow save the day, my thoughts strayed to Arrow. What Jett had said lingered, forcing me to ask one question of myself that I didn’t want to answer. What, if anything, did I feel for Arrow? Easy enough. Many things came to mind. Revulsion. Annoyance. Sympathy. The precarious friendship that comes from a forced alliance. 
Still fresh in my mind, Arrow’s kiss defied that answer. In spite of myself I continued to replay it, to analyze it, seeking some answers. I could only surmise that, of all the things I felt regarding Arrow, confusion reigned strongest. 
Sitting in his BMW down the street from the house where the ritual would soon take place, the confusion remained, though overshadowed by apprehension.
Jett lounged in the backseat, a joint between her burgundy lips. How she managed to be so calm I’d never understand. Must be a wolf thing.
The three of us waited, watching the clock. We had to go in at the right time. Too soon and we could find our asses kicked and tossed out before the ritual even began. Too late and Rowen’s full power would be unleashed to serve the darkness… or he’d be dead. 
According to Cinder the planets would align at 2:11 am. Uranus, Jupiter, and Mercury would fall into line on one side of the sun; Venus, Mars, and Saturn on the other side. The moment they fell into place, the supernatural energies of the world would shift. Of the entire event the first few minutes would be the most powerful point.
The average mortal wouldn’t feel a thing.
That tiny window of time was the sweet spot. Of course missing the window wouldn’t mean Dash couldn’t perform the ritual. It just stole his best shot at success. 
Currently it was quarter to two. Rowen had been trapped in the house with Dash since sundown. Sitting tight and waiting for the right moment wasn’t easy. Every second sucked a little more than the last.
“Spike.” Jett’s husky voice broke me from my thoughts.
She handed me the joint, and though it was far from a performance enhancing drug, I took it. Nothing was going to calm my nerves. I sucked in a lungful and passed it to Arrow. Carefully he plucked it from my fingers, like he hoped to avoid having our fingertips touch. 
“Remember,” Arrow said, scanning the street around us, “all we have to do to save the day is create a distraction. Keep them too busy to conduct the ritual.”
With a joint popping stretch, Jett groaned in satisfaction. “Hanging out with you guys is way more entertaining than anything going on at the clubhouse. I could get used to this.”
“Don’t. I’d much rather be drinking with werewolves than parked outside a demon’s house watching the clock.” I turned in my seat to get a better view of her. “How the hell are you so chill?”
She shrugged. “I got laid a few hours ago. Really helps take the edge off. I’m relaxed and ready to kick some ass. I highly recommend it.”
I did my best not to look at Arrow. “Right. Noted.”
Reaching beneath his seat Arrow produced a small bag of white powder. “I don’t know how Sam keeps up with you.”
“Oh, no, you don’t.” I snatched it from him before he could even think to pull a credit card from his wallet. “A puff of the green is one thing. None of this shit. Not tonight.”
With an irritated sigh Arrow let his head drop back against the headrest. “Fuck, Spike, don’t give me this crap. I need a little pick me up so I can go in there and deal with what’s about to happen to my brother.”
“Um, no. Nothing is going to happen to him because we are going to stop it.” I crammed the little bag beneath my seat. “You can coke up on your own time. We have a job to do.”
He made a noise of frustration and slammed a fist against the steering wheel. Then he threw the car door open and got out.
“Yep,” Jett said from the back. “Should’ve got laid.”
“Not helping.”
“Let the guy have a hit, Spike. Do you really want him hurting for a fix while he has your back?” Serious now, Jett made a point I couldn’t argue.
I grabbed the bag I’d swiped from him, shoved open my door and followed Arrow, motioning for Jett to do the same. Without a word I tossed him the bag. The three of us walked down the street toward the house where so much had already gone down and more was about to happen.
Arrow kept his distance, walking in the empty street as he shook some coke from the bag and dabbed it under his tongue. Despite his mood I knew he wasn’t upset with me. He was angry with himself. I got it. I was kind of pissed with myself too. We didn’t have time for self-pitying bullshit. Rowen needed us.
As soon as we approached the house, the iron gate swung open. Ominous. 
“I don’t like that,” I muttered.
“They’ve been waiting for us.” Before stepping foot through the gate, Arrow surveyed the yard. “No hounds. That can’t be good.”
Jett strode ahead, fearless in her just-got-laid chill. “Of course they knew you’d come to stop them. What they don’t know is that you’re going to succeed. Because you have me.” With a snicker she winked and sashayed up the front step.
I rolled my eyes and followed, envious of her calm and cool approach. There was just so much on the line. Tension held me rigid. My lungs barely worked. 
Arrow hung back, hands stuffed in his pockets. Shoulders squared and stiff, he seemed about as relaxed as I was, which wasn’t very. 
Like the gate, the door also swung open in ominous silence. The dark foyer greeted us. Such an obvious scare tactic. And yet it worked. I wanted to hightail it out of there before things could get worse. Before I had a chance to fuck this up.
“Very horror movie lame of you,” Jett announced to the empty entryway as she crossed the threshold. With a glance back at us, she waved a hand. “Come on, you pussies. Don’t just stand there waiting for the boogeyman to get you.”
Arrow motioned for me to go next. Despite the heavy mood and foreboding atmosphere, he managed a smile. “After you.”
Encouraged by his effort to spread a little humor in a pretty bleak situation, I mustered a nervous laugh. “Who says chivalry is dead?”
The larger foyer was empty and dark. We passed by the grand spiral staircase without incident, following the sound of voices deeper in the house. 
“Ritual room.” Arrow pointed down the long hall past the immense library filled with demonic literature. 
He took the lead, and I was content to let him. Every step made the pounding of my heart in my ears louder. I could do this. No matter what happened, all that mattered was that we kept Dash from completing his ritual. Easy enough. Right?
As we reached the double doors, they too swung open. This was becoming a theme. An annoying one at that.
I’d been here before. Koda had dragged me in during a demon wedding, which had greatly pissed off the bride. The ritual room possessed high ceilings and shiny hardwood floors that seemed to go on for miles. A sunken circle in the center of the room decorated with an upside-down pentagram was lined in black and red candles. That was where the ritual would take place.
Three throne-like chairs were situated at the head of the room. Dash lounged in the center chair. His expression expectant but pleased, he greeted us with a grin. Rowen sat to Dash’s right. A hopeful spark lit up his face at the sight of us. It hurt to see that, knowing I might yet fail. 
Next to the sunken circle, Koda busied himself carefully arranging objects on a gold platter. My gaze was immediately drawn to the center of the platter where a human heart lay, still beating. Vicky’s heart, stolen during a new moon ritual just for this very occasion. 
Arrow saw it too, and his smooth gait stuttered as he jerked to a halt. Dash had gotten inside Arrow’s head, forcing him to kill Vicky in a night of murder and misery that Arrow hadn’t remembered until Cinder had recalled it from his subconscious. 
Seeing the horror in Arrow’s eyes gutted me. Despite his illegal activities and sometimes shady personality, he didn’t deserve to be used and abused that way. 
For some reason I’d expected more demons, like the bonfire parties at the Black Market. Or even Dash’s small coven of black magic witches. But it was just the three of them. And now us. Knowing Dash, he likely had his reasons for keeping this secret. 
“I knew you’d make this interesting, white lighter.” Dash didn’t bother to get up. He regarded us with little more than bored irritation. “I warned you, Arrow. You’re not welcome here.”
“What about me?” I butted in, keeping the demon’s focus on me, not Arrow. “Do you mind if I hang out? I don’t tend to get invited to many of these demon rituals. Can’t figure out why that may be.”
Dash’s scarlet gaze slid over me, sizing me up like a piece of meat. “There are a great many rituals I’d be happy to invite you to, Spike. I’ll even make you the guest of honor.”
“Well, don’t go to any trouble on my account.” I glanced toward Koda,
He watched me with a guarded expression as he raised a brow. A silent inquiry. Son of a bitch. He’d actually waited to see if I might have something to offer Dash. The only reason he hadn’t yet taken a shot at Rowen. 
All I had to offer Dash was a beating, but Koda wasn’t going to be satisfied with that. Rather than acknowledge his unspoken question, I ignored him and kept my gaze on Dash.
“I’m sure you came in here all puffed up and ready to save your lover.” Dash sat up straighter in his chair. “That won’t be happening. But if it means so much to you, I’d be happy to let you stay and observe.”
One glimpse of Rowen’s face and I knew he didn’t want us here. Because his heart was pure, he’d rather join Dash’s triad than risk anything happening to either Arrow or me. That was why he’d broken up with me. And why he’d taken Arrow’s place in Dash’s coven. Surely he had to know we wouldn’t stay away. How could we leave him to the fate of demons?
“You know I had to come.” I spoke to Dash but my words were for Rowen.
Dash gave a sharp nod of his dark head. “Of course. Although you kept your distance so well. I’d hoped maybe you had moved on. But what do I know of young love?”
Offended, I cocked a hip to one side and crossed my arms. “Is that all you think this is? You define me by my love interest rather than my commitment to the light? You’ve got this all wrong.”
If I could keep him talking, perhaps it would distract him. Sure this was about Rowen. I did love him, even though I didn’t know if that would be enough going forward. Love wasn’t all that brought me here.
However, proving to myself that I was as capable as Cinder believed me to be had pushed me over that threshold. Being the person I wanted to be. Someone who didn’t take crap from the dark. Someone who stood up for what was right. That meant something.
Dash leaned forward in his chair, fingers tight on the elaborately carved arms. “I’m afraid you’re the one who’s got this all wrong. The ritual is going to happen, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.” 
I had no witty retort. No comeback that would stop the demon in his tracks. But even if I did, Koda would have stolen my moment.
Black wings flared wide, Koda kicked over the table holding the platter of ritual items. A dagger, a chalice, and the heart went flying in several directions. They never hit the ground.
On his feet, Dash flung out a hand and every item froze in place. His bark of bitter laughter echoed. “I’ve been waiting all night for you to do that, Koda. About fucking time.”
“We’re not doing this ritual.” Koda reached for the heart where it hovered midair, beating. A purple lightning bolt struck his hand, and he jerked back with a hiss. 
Dash stalked toward him, his own wings cloaking him. “I knew I couldn’t trust you. You’ve never shared my vision.”
“Vision,” Jett muttered with a head shake. 
Koda had an agenda, and he didn’t waste any time. Ignoring Dash, he raised a hand and began speaking a strange language. He pointed first at Rowen and then at Arrow. 
The air around us crackled. Next to me Arrow gasped and stumbled, catching himself. Rowen sat wide eyed in his chair, staring as if he wasn’t seeing the rest of us anymore. 
“What did you do?” I shouted at Koda. Grabbing Arrow’s arm, I shook him. “Arrow? Are you ok?”
“I did what I promised to do if you failed to stop this, Spike. You knew this was coming.” Though he spoke to me, Koda faced Dash with eager anticipation. 
Before I could ask more questions, I watched in jaw-dropped horror as Rowen and Arrow pounced on each other like a switch had been flipped. No holds barred, Rowen smashed his fist into his brother’s face, drawing blood almost immediately. Wiping a crimson trickle from his mouth, Arrow chuckled. Shadows drifted from him to wrap around Rowen’s throat. 
Dash flicked a hand toward them, throwing them apart. It didn’t stop their murderous intentions though. They got up and went right back to fighting. Eyes filled with rage, jaws set in determination.
They were oblivious to the rest of us and not at all themselves. Koda had planted a need inside them. They couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop, until the other was dead. 
“Is that your solution?” Dash barked. “Make them kill each other so Rhine has no son left to join us?”
“Pretty much, yeah.” Unapologetic as fuck, Koda held up both hands in invitation. “Take your shot, Dash. There’s no triad without me anyway. And you can’t force me to play your game.”
Dash’s wings flapped, and he flung a swirling green ball of energy in Koda’s face. Whatever it was made of, it had enough juice to throw Koda ass over tea kettle. “We’ll see about that.”
I didn’t bother to watch the demons scrap it out. Kicking each other’s asses saved me some work. It was the brothers I cared about.
“You take Rowen; I’ll take Arrow,” Jett said before leaping into the middle of the fight. 
She took a punch in the face trying to split them up. Werewolf strength enabled her to shove them apart and tackle Arrow. He went down beneath her, struggling to break free.
That left me Rowen.
Jumping into his path, I held up both hands. Fire danced around my fingers. I didn’t want to hurt him. But if it meant saving him, I’d do it.
“Get out of my way, Spike. This doesn’t have to involve you.” Amber eyes wild with an unnatural lust for violence, Rowen tried to push me aside. 
I moved with him. Every step he took, I countered. When he got too close, I let enough fire flow forth to make him jump back. 
“You know I can’t do that. This isn’t real, Rowen. This is one of Koda’s manipulations.” To keep Rowen from darting around me, I drove my shoulder into him at the right angle to knock him off his feet. Cinder would be proud.
With Winter’s feather tied tightly, hidden beneath my black locks, I considered throwing a wall of ice in front of Rowen. Then I thought better of it. Showing Koda and Dash that I had such a tool would be a premature act. A mistake. 
With a grunt from behind me, Jett wrestled Arrow into a headlock. She held tight, until he managed to paralyze her just long enough to wriggle free. Standing between both brothers, I threw a hand up in front of each of them, creating a wall of fire on both sides. 
“You’re on the same side here. You don’t want to hurt each other.” My words fell on ears deafened by rage.
Whatever Koda had done, it was far stronger than my pitiful pleading. The demon wasn’t content to let me separate them. Once he’d stabbed an ugly but deadly-looking dagger through Dash’s torso, Koda taunted the brothers further, “Your brother is in love with your lady, Rowen.” His voice boomed in the room’s thunderous acoustics. “I saw him kiss her. Do not let such a betrayal go unpunished.”
That stupid son of a bitch. While he was distracted, Dash yanked Koda’s blade from his body and twirled it in one hand. Their battle was far from over.
Shock took over Rowen’s face. He looked to me for confirmation. My silence said it all. That shock quickly gave way, fueling his murderous rage. In a brazen move he plunged through both walls of fire. Barely singed, he grabbed Arrow by the collar. He shook his brother. “You’re in love with Spike? You balled your way through half the city by now, and that’s not enough for you? You’re not good enough for her, Arrow. You never will be.” 
“Stop it, Rowen. It’s not like that.” Dropping the useless fire walls, I grabbed his arm while he tried to shake me off. “Koda is a liar. Arrow isn’t in love with me.”
“But he kissed you?” Rowen strained as Arrow shoved against him. 
I couldn’t lie, but telling the truth would help nothing.
Before I could decide either way, Arrow opened his big mouth. To be fair, I knew Koda’s manipulations drove his outburst. It didn’t make me want to punch him any less. “You’re damn right I kissed her. What difference does it make to you? You left her crying out in the cold while I watched her heart break. You’re the one who doesn’t fucking deserve her, Rowen.” A sudden and unexpected headbutt followed Arrow’s nasty retort. 
I gasped when Rowen fell back. Jett grabbed Arrow by the throat and forced him to his knees. Blood gushed from Rowen’s nose. And despite that, he made every effort to get to Arrow.
“Koda, please,” I begged, shouting at the demon while using every muscle to hold Rowen back. “Stop this.”
A crack like thunder rolled through the room. With wings spread wide Dash stood over Koda who glowered up at him with a blood smeared face. Dagger held high, Dash uttered something in that old language before bringing the blade down. 
I couldn’t look away.
Dash stabbed clean through Koda’s sternum, impaling him with one mighty blow. A purple bolt of light went out from the blade to surround Koda in a prison of supernatural lightning. He pulled on the dagger, but it wouldn’t budge. In frustrated defeat he lay there trapped, tugging in futile desperation on the dagger hilt. 
With Koda’s sudden imprisonment the manipulation he’d used on the brothers dissipated. I fell into Rowen when he abruptly stopped straining against me. Chest heaving, I sucked in deep breaths, trying to get my bearings. Rowen’s fiery eyes flicked to me and then away. He used the back of his arm to wipe blood from his nose and lips. 
Arrow jerked away from Jett, putting space between himself and the rest of us. He wouldn’t meet Rowen’s gaze. 
“Would you look at that?” Dash gestured to the night beyond the high windows. “It’s almost time for the ritual.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 
 
 
“Like hell it is,” Arrow muttered. “You can’t do shit without Koda. Your ritual is pointless.”
An air of menace surrounded Dash. He’d gotten the drop on Koda, and now he puffed up, ready for his big moment. “I’ve had centuries to learn how to handle Koda. As you can see, he’s not much of a problem. If you value your pathetic life, you’ll keep from being one as well.”
Arrow mumbled a slew of obscenities that went ignored. Dash had eyes only for Rowen. He fetched the chalice, ritual blade, and Vicky’s heart, carefully arranging them on the platter. Then he held out a hand, indicating the sunken pentagram circle.
“Come now, Rowen. There isn’t time to waste.”
“No, don’t do it.” I put myself in Rowen’s way, refusing to allow this to happen. “You can’t. I won’t let you.”
“Spike.” With a bloodstained hand he stroked my cheek. “Everything I’ve done has been for you.”
I clasped his hand in mine and sighed. “I know. But I never would’ve asked any of it from you. This has gone far enough. It has to stop here.”
Dash’s low, sinister laugh felt like insects beneath my flesh. “You foolish girl, we’re just getting started.”
Fed up with demons, their tricks and their self-centered bullshit, I turned on Dash and drew the Midnight Star from the sheath on my back. “You’re really not.”
We had to be down to the last few minutes before the planets aligned. Dash’s pinched expression gave me a small semblance of satisfaction. I couldn’t face off with him one on one. Hell, even Koda hadn’t managed that. But if I could be a total pain in his ass when he least wanted to deal with me, then I’d be the best damn pain in the ass I could be.
“If you’re planning another four on one encounter, I’m afraid I won’t be willing to go as easy on you this time,” Dash said, his face an emotionless mask. “I didn’t want to kill you and have Cinder to contend with, but seeing as I’m about to wage an earthly war with the angels, I don’t give a fuck anymore.”
Great. Always good news when a demon stopped giving a fuck. 
“That makes two of us.” Wielding the sword, ready to use it, I kept myself between Rowen and the demon. 
Unfortunately, Rowen couldn’t allow me to protect him. He stepped forward, hands held out to keep the demon at bay.
“Leave her out of this, Dash. We’ve been over this already. If Spike gets hurt, I won’t be part of your triad. I’m willing only as long as my friends are safe. You break your word, and I’m done.” 
Dash flung a hand toward me. “Then tell your girlfriend to back off. Her interference is not part of our agreement.”
“Spike, please.” Rowen surprised me by grabbing my sword hand and giving me a gentle push back. “Let me do this.”
I got what he was trying to do. I did. But I was offended as fuck at how he went about it. 
“Fuck no.” I jerked my wrist from his grasp. “I don’t need you to save me, and I sure as hell don’t need you to do it by joining yourself to a demon. If you think I’m going to just stand here and be quiet, you don’t know me at all.”
“Let the girl save your ass, Rowen,” Arrow piped up. “It’s kind of in her job description.”
Rowen turned on his brother with a snarl. “Don’t fucking talk to me right now.”
In true demon fashion Dash took advantage of the growing conflict among us. He moved unseen. One moment he stood on the other side of the sunken circle. The next he twisted my arms behind my back so hard and fast the Midnight Star fell to the floor. I cried out as pain ripped through my shoulders. He held tight, crushing my wrists together. His other arm snaked around my neck from behind, pulling me back against his chest.
“There’s no time for this shit,” he hissed as he dragged me to the circle. “Anyone makes a move without being told, and I snap Spike’s neck. No warnings.”
My friends watched wide eyed as Dash hauled me away. Jett’s wolf appeared ready to burst out. I hoped it didn’t. She couldn’t help me now.
Arrow’s hands clenched into tight fists. Shadows writhed all around him, darting about faster than I’d ever seen. Shoulders tense, his expression embodied absolute hatred. 
“Now, Rowen,” Dash continued. “Come over here and follow my instructions. Don’t try anything heroic. Hurry up.”
Though I willed him not to, Rowen obeyed. His gaze flicked to mine as he approached. In his amber eyes I saw such anguish. It cut deep. We were caught in a hard place, and if we survived tonight, it would only get harder. 
“Take the blade and puncture the heart. Then pour the blood into the chalice.” Dash tightened his hold, forcing a grunt from me. Just enough to ensure Rowen knew he meant business.
“Ok, I’m doing it. Just chill.” After another brief glance at me, Rowen picked the small ritual dagger off the gold platter.
He turned it over in his hand. I could almost see him contemplating it, wondering if he could use it somehow. Not worth the risk. In my head I willed him not to do anything risky. Dash’s grip on my neck felt pretty damn serious. Adrenaline pumped through me. 
I racked my brain for a way out of this. The demon held my hands so I couldn’t touch him. I needed touch to thieve a sample of his power. By pinning them so tightly, Dash ensured I couldn’t try it. Not only that, I couldn’t reach the feather in my hair. I could create a fireball though. 
Under Dash’s watchful gaze Rowen stabbed the blade into Vicky’s beating heart. Revulsion twisted his lips into a grimace. Lifting the heart in one hand, he held it over the chalice. 
We all watched the blood drain into the cup. Dash’s low chuckle sounded in my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. “I needed the heart of a woman who’d just had a sexual encounter. Primes the energy for a ritual like this. It was yours I wanted though, Spike.”
“Um…? Sorry about your luck?” I probably had Cinder to thank for keeping it from being my heart on that platter.
Or maybe it had been someone else. My gaze strayed to Koda. He glowered back at me. Despite being impaled by a weapon that zapped him every time he tried to remove it, he didn’t quit trying. 
“Now, get into the pit,” Dash instructed Rowen. “Keep the chalice handy. Once the planets align I’ll speak the unbinding, and you will pour the blood on every point of the pentagram. The spell will become active. Once you’ve added your own blood to the center, the ritual will be complete.”
“That’s it?” Rowen asked, peering into the chalice. “Seems simple enough.”
“Simple?” Dash scoffed in my ear. “I suppose, when all the pieces are in place, it appears that way.”
My stomach tightened when Rowen jumped down into the circle. There had to be mere moments left until the planets lined up. 
Inside I panicked. Lungs frozen but heart racing, I searched for the answer. And found it in Kai’s story of sacrifice. He’d given himself up to save me. Arrow had called it. Kai’s gift to me was his sacrifice. And now that had to be my gift to Rowen.
“This can’t be happening.” Arrow moved as if to intervene. 
Probably saving his life, Jett held him back. Eyes solid brown wolf, she easily overpowered him. I caught her eye and tried like crazy to use that psychic connection all best friends seemed to form. 
Hear me, I pleaded mentally. So many times we’d communicated with a mere look, and I needed that to happen now.
With Dash’s attention trained on Rowen, for now, she put her lips to Arrow’s ear and murmured something inaudible. My palms itched and I readied myself. If only there were a damn countdown clock to make this easier.
Rowen glanced up at us, the chalice in hand. “Is it time yet?”
The demon’s response was to begin a slow, creepy as fuck, otherworldly chant. Having it spoken in his sinister timbre next to my ear made me almost pee my pants.
“Now, Rowen. Pour the blood.” Stern and commanding, Dash left no room for argument.
“Don’t do it.” My shout turned to a shriek as he gave my arms a painful yank. 
Avoiding eye contact with any of us, Rowen poured the blood on each pentagram point. As it splashed onto the last point, sulfuric smoke rose up. The atmosphere hummed almost painfully, not unlike the ringing in one’s ears after a loud concert. 
Rowen leaned out of the circle to place the empty chalice back on the platter. He reached for the small dagger and hesitated. Glancing up at me, he said, “Don’t hold this against me. It’s what I have to do.”
Like fuck it was.
With an angry cry I unleashed the fire that had been building inside me. The itch in my hands subsided in a satisfying blaze that erupted between Dash and me. The fireball blasted out sudden and intense. 
It threw Dash back, freeing me from his hold. The element of surprise allowed me to keep my neck intact. I turned to hit him with another blast right in the face.
Although he’d always been affected by my fire, it tended to be short lived. I didn’t have much time. I turned to shout Jett’s name, but she was already in motion. Together she and Arrow rushed the circle and dragged Rowen out. Without waiting for Dash to react, I threw myself into the pit. 
Frantic, I searched for the ritual dagger. Rowen still held it clutched in a hand. Fuck. 
Seeing my predicament, Arrow kicked the Midnight Star toward me. I dragged my palm across the tip, saw blood, and turned to find the center of the pentagram. 
An infuriated Dash lunged at me. Falling to my knees, I slapped my bloody palm down on the pentagram’s center. An inhuman howl shook the room. The demon reached in to grab me, probably to kill me, but he never got the chance.
Power exploded from the circle. The force threw everyone back, pasting them against the walls or floor, wherever they happened to land. Trapped in the eye of a tornado of power, I gasped for breath, unable to move.
“You stupid bitch.” A roar of wind swallowed Dash’s insult.
His opinion meant nothing to me, although I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe this had been stupid after all. Unleashing a nephilim’s power all in one shot was to risk their life. I might die here.
Too late now. I’d made my choice. 
The storm swept all around me. My hair whipped about, plastering to my face. I struggled to shove it out of my eyes. Breathing seemed like an unattainable goal. My limbs felt like they were swelling though I saw no visible difference. The sensation spread through me until I thought for sure my body would explode, unable to contain the massive pressure. Every cell in my body seemed filled to the breaking point. I pictured them all bursting inside me. A crushing pain flung me face down in the circle. It felt like my bones were breaking, and every organ in me protested the onslaught of power. 
The sudden and immense onslaught of agony proved too much. I couldn’t take it. When I tried to scream, a strangled groan was all I could manage. I lay there and prayed for an end to my suffering. I’d take death over this hell any day. The sweet release would be worth the trade.
I fell to my knees in the center of the pentagram. A bloodstained pentagram point swam before my eyes. I reached to touch it, to feel something real beneath my fingers, but they refused to move. My hands curled until my nails cut into my palms. My body would not obey my mind.
Faintly I heard someone shout my name. The roar of wind in my ears soon drowned them out. 
“Please,” I somehow managed to whisper to the floor beneath me. Please make it stop.
I hoped Cinder wasn’t too disappointed when he learned of my death. I did it for Rowen, but I also did it for him. I wanted him to be proud of who I’d become under his tutelage. He needed to know this was more than a wayward romance gone wrong. This had been my duty, exactly what I’d signed on for. And I couldn’t let myself down by fleeing it like I had so many other commitments. 
When I stopped resisting the pain, it seemed to lessen. My muscles relaxed, and I lay there, hoping whatever came next would be fast. Because this fucking sucked.
Two sharp stabbing jolts in my back caused my whole body to spasm. And then the pain was gone, like it had never been there. 
Heat rolled over me. Wings of fire erupted from my back, cloaking me like a protective shield. I marveled at the sight of them on either side of me. Was this some kind of out-of-body dream sequence?
Carefully I pushed to my feet but found that I felt… okay. In fact, I felt pretty damn fantastic. I turned inside the circle to find my friends gaping at me with matching expressions of worry, shock, and awe.
Dash retreated with slow steps that brought him closer to the door. Did he think he was leaving now?
I climbed out of the circle in a glide. Picking up the Midnight Star, I advanced on the demon. Guided by instinct alone, I knew only that I had a message to send and he would certainly receive it.
“Kai’s daughter,” Dash spat my father’s name at me, using it as a weapon, expecting it to wound. “Of course you’d survive. Pity. I’d kill you myself for fucking up my ritual, if you didn’t already have a target on your back. Thief. They’ll never let you live. Not now.”
My mortality hadn’t been altered. I was still very much human. But I felt stronger. More alive. Like the entire universe dwelled within me now. I had a new connection to the world.
Vengeance drove me. With greater speed than I’d ever possessed, I darted past him to block his exit. 
“So you know who my father is now?” I swung the sword from side to side in a figure eight. “Then you know he’s never really been one of you. Angel blood runs through my veins. Not demon. I may be mortal, but I’ll never fear you again, Dash. You fucked with the wrong flame bearer.”
Dash saw my thrust coming. He attempted to ward me off. A flick of his wrist and a vice-like pain gripped my heart. My nose began to bleed.
I’d seen this before. He’d done it to Arrow. Dear God it hurt. But it wasn’t enough to stop me now. Done. I was so done with his shit. I’d reached my limit with him, a place of apathy, where there was no coming back.
The point of no return.
I slashed the air before him with the Midnight Star. Flames rolled down the blade in a wave that smashed Dash in the chest. Even as he dodged the blade, every sweep of the weapon flung fire across him. I drove him back toward the center of the room.
To throw him a curveball, I reached into my hair to touch the feather there. Following a blast of flame with a deadly sharp shard of ice kept him on his toes. 
Dash’s red eyes widened. I could see him trying to assess me, to figure out what I had in my arsenal, especially now that his spell had awoken my gifts. Truth be told, I didn’t know myself. 
He retaliated with a shot of that purple lightning. I deflected it with the sword, sending it right back to him. Brow furrowed, he absorbed the blow before using telekinesis to throw me against the wall.
My skull bounced off the hard surface, leaving me slightly disoriented. I used another ice attack to buy me a moment to regroup. It froze Dash’s hand as he held it toward me. 
With an angry shout I lunged at him. My blade stopped inches from his face as he flung up his free arm and used pure, raw energy to push back.
I would not be deterred. For months this demon had taunted me. Threatened me. Threatened my loved ones. Staring into his mocking eyes even as he fought for the upper hand, I spun in a circle, sweeping him with my flaming wings. The might of them astounded me. As Dash tumbled down into the ritual pit, I slashed at him, raining down blow after blow as he blocked and defended. A flap of my wings and scorching heat pasted him to the side of the sunken circle.
A shriek resounded as the demon’s flesh melted away.
I saw my shot and I took it. The Midnight Star pierced Dash’s chest. Standing above him, I shoved it deep.
His mouth fell open, and he clutched at the blade. Too late.
I jerked it free, and he began to crumple before disappearing entirely as he was forced back to the other side.
My chest burned from exertion. Spots danced before my eyes. Taking a step back, my legs gave out. My vision grew dark. Muffled voices called to me as I collapsed in a heap on the floor. 
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“Grow the fuck up, you two. Spike didn’t just almost kill herself so you could sit here whining and crying over who kissed who. I’m about to whack the both of you.” A thump accompanied Jett’s threat. 
“No need for violence, Jett,” came Cinder’s calm, soothing tone. “Please put the guitar down.”
They were gathered in my living room, but their conversation traveled easily through the apartment.
I tried to open my eyes. They seemed to be glued shut. No, they weren’t. After another attempt, I realized the effort to be greater than my body deemed worth exerting. Another more focused attempt had me staring at my bedroom ceiling.
If Jett busted my guitar over someone’s head I’d be livid. Of course, I’d have to be able to get up first.
“I knew that song was about her,” Rowen muttered. 
Arrow sounded exhausted when he replied with a tired, “What do you want from me, Rowen? Do you think I planned to feel something for her? I have no control over that shit.”
“You apparently have no control over your lips either,” came Rowen’s bitter retort.
His words drew me out of my sleepy haze. I sat up with a groan. A weight tugged at my back. Looking to either side of me, I saw the now-flameless silver wings spread out across my bed. 
So that had been real. It felt like a dream.
“That’s it. You’re both getting bitch slapped.” The obvious sound of two smacks followed Jett’s claim. 
My sense of time seemed distorted. I couldn’t tell how long I’d been asleep. Someone had put my fuzzy PJ pants and a Motley Crüe t-shirt on me. Jett, I presumed.
Wait, how did the shirt work with the wings? I struggled to look over my shoulder at them. They seemed to just be there, despite my clothing, just as they were for the others. A physical manifestation of a symbolic feature, they weren’t bound by the same laws as the rest of my body. How uncanny.
“Would anyone like some tea?” Cinder’s method of peacekeeping was less than conventional.
I couldn’t go out there like this. It felt… weird. Recalling Cinder’s instruction to Rowen on how to will the wings to obey like any other limb, I sat on the edge of my bed and concentrated on making them go away.
At first nothing happened. Then, like a numbed limb regaining feeling, they responded with pins and needles. The sound of feathers ruffling tripped me out. Was this for real?
It felt so strange to have them there. As I watched they faded from sight. I reached out a hand to touch them and felt nothing, though I could still feel them as part of me. It was like they were there but they weren’t. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” I mumbled to myself. 
I shuffled from the bedroom, wondering how rough I looked. Everyone turned to stare at me when I emerged into the living room. Like I didn’t feel weird enough.
“Damn, bitch, you scared me.” Jett threw her arms around me in a tight squeeze. She smelled of shampoo, like she’d recently showered. Her makeup was light but fresh. 
“How long have I been asleep?” I accepted a hug from Cinder.
He held me a little tighter than expected. His warm embrace went on longer than usual for him. He’d been worried. Although he would claim not to, I knew he had. It brought a smile to my face. 
“All day. It’s nearing supper hour.” Pulling back to peer into my eyes, Cinder searched me intently. “Are you hungry? I can fix you something. Do you feel alright?”
I spared a glance for Rowen and Arrow who sat on opposite ends of the couch. A deep frown marred Rowen’s brow. He gripped the arm of the couch as if trying to hold himself in place. 
It was hard to meet his gaze. As good as it was to see him and as bad as I wanted to kiss him, I couldn’t just forget the way he’d made decision after decision without me. 
Before I could fall into his amber eyes I looked away. To Arrow. He lounged on the couch, giving off the appearance of being chill. I’d gotten to know him well enough in recent months to know it to be an act. When eyes were upon him, Arrow had a way of feigning nonchalance as if it were authentic. It was his way of ensuring nobody saw behind the mask he wore. I suspected he’d been perfecting it for years. 
Knowing they’d just been arguing about the kiss made it especially awkward. I suspected a strained conversation with Rowen awaited in my near future. 
“Maybe just some coffee, Cinder. Thanks.” I followed him out of the living room, needing a moment away from the brothers to put my thoughts together.
The open concept of the apartment made it tough to really escape them. So while Cinder made me some coffee, I hid out in the bathroom. I really did have to pee, but I lingered after washing my hands. 
So much had changed in just one night. I had changed. What did that mean for Rowen and me? I just didn’t know.
When I couldn’t hide out any longer without causing suspicion, I returned and curled up in the big arm chair.
Jett perched on the arm next to me. “So, are we going to talk about those badass wings or what? You should’ve seen yourself, Spike. The way you kicked Dash’s ass… Like, holy shit, that blew my mind.”
Speechless, I sipped my coffee and shrugged.
Hands shoved into the pockets of his designer pants, Cinder leaned against the wall beside the TV. “Dash is leaving the city. Already I’ve heard that he’s abandoned Koda and has no plan to return to Edmonton any time soon. Well done, Ember.” Pride shone in his violet eyes.
Joy swelled within me. Who knew victory could feel so good? “Wow.” I pondered the news, amazed that I’d had that much of an impact on Dash. After months of his torment, it felt like liberty. “I’m shocked. Happy. But shocked.”
“You humiliated him. Few demons can save face after such embarrassment. I knew you had it in you.” Cinder nodded in my direction. “Now you have much more as well. Once you’ve had time to process everything, we’ll discuss your new abilities. I see that you have your father’s wings of fire.”
Of course he could see them. Could the guys? I could feel them tucked in around and beneath me, forming to my body as if they’d always been part of me.
“It feels weird,” I admitted, uncomfortable with so many eyes upon me. “I can feel that things have changed. Like there’s more inside me now.”
“Didn’t we already establish that unleashing a nephilim’s full power is dangerous?” Arrow leaned forward, hands clasped. His gaze darted from me to Cinder. “What kind of fallout is she going to experience because of this?”
Jett shook her head of purple waves. “Dude, no. We don’t need to go there right now.”
“No, he’s right to ask,” I said. “I want to know.”
We all looked to Cinder who stood very still. Shoulders stiff, he stared at the carpet. Could he tell I needed to vacuum?
Finally he dragged his gaze to mine. “It’s hard to say so early on. Expect some overload and exhaustion due to having powerful outbursts greater than a mortal mind and body can handle. But I can help you, Ember. I will do anything to make this easier on you.”
“I know you will.”
Sometimes I suspected that Cinder felt responsible for my actions. Which he certainly was not. Maybe his friend had been right, the one I overheard speaking with him about me in my kitchen. He’d suggested that Cinder might be getting too close. Caring too much.
It pained me to think there could be such a thing as caring too much, but I saw it now. In some way Cinder blamed himself for the sacrifice I’d made last night and what had yet to come of it.
Clutching my mug, I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude. “I’d be nothing without you, Cinder. You’ve kept me on track when I would’ve fallen off. You’ve kept me focused and disciplined. I owe everything to you.”
A faint half smile curved his lips. “I don’t know about that. You’re stronger than you realize. I just hope to help you see that.”
“Just promise me that, whatever happens, you won’t blame yourself. I made the choice I knew to be best in the moment.” I gave him my best take-no-shit look. He was my friend and my guide but ultimately, I had to do this alone.
He nodded his head of perfectly coifed dirty-blond hair. “You’ve done well. Exceptionally really.”
That wasn’t a promise, but I didn’t push him on it in front of the others. Instead I savored the strong brew in my mug, every drop precious.
Arrow wasn’t content with so little information. He leaned forward and tapped out a drum beat with his fingers on the coffee table. “So, um, these repercussions. How bad can it get? Are we talking pain? Trauma? Death?”
Because he had an endless fount of patience, Cinder addressed his concern with calm consideration. “If death wanted to claim Ember, it would have last night. Her survival is witness to her strength. I don’t doubt she’ll suffer some trials during the adjustment as her new abilities show themselves. However, I’m confident she’ll adapt and overcome.”
Hearing that gave me reassurance. For some reason Arrow didn’t seem convinced. He studied Cinder, assessing the angel for a lie or half truth, neither of which I’d ever known Cinder to be capable of. 
Rowen cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “Would you guys mind giving me a few minutes alone with Spike? Please.”
He didn’t look at Arrow when making his request. I’d seen them bicker, toss insults, and even get into a full-on fist fight. On stage. This strained quiet between them, though, I hadn’t seen. Coming between them was the last thing I wanted. Whatever caused them to fight amongst themselves, I could never again allow it to be me. 
Jett hopped up, clearly sensing the unease in the room but playing it off. “Come on, Arrow. Let’s go for a drink. And maybe a burger. I’ll even let you buy with your filthy drug money.” 
“For a trust-fund baby, you sure find ways around spending your own money. Didn’t I cover the bar tab you and Sam ran up last weekend?” With an eye roll in her direction, Arrow headed for the door without a glance at either Rowen or me. 
“Well, how do you think I keep that trust fund so fat?” Jett quipped, trailing after him. “I’ll call you later, Spike. Let me know if you need anything, and I’ll come back.”
Arrow didn’t say a word. No playful taunt or teasing sarcasm. Nothing.
“I’ll be back soon,” Cinder promised before the ruffle of feathers took him away. 
When Rowen and I were alone, the room seemed to shrink in on itself. The air thickened, and each breath seemed to take effort. It had been some time since we’d been alone together. I didn’t know what to say.
He moved to the edge of his seat and sighed. Then he broke the silence by saying, “Do you have feelings for Arrow?”
Annoyance and sadness gripped me simultaneously. “Is that seriously the first thing you have to say to me?”
Blue hair flopped into his eyes, and he shoved it aside. “I need to know.”
It was a fair question, but it stung. After everything that happened last night, that shouldn’t be his greatest concern.
“We’re friends.” The word felt strange in my mouth when referencing Arrow. “He’s had my back a lot lately. I respect him for stepping in when he didn’t have to. But he did it because of you, Rowen.” 
Laughter fell from Rowen’s lips like acid. “No, he didn’t. Arrow’s not all bad, but he’s not quite that selfless either. You didn’t really answer my question though.”
Didn’t I? No, I guess not the way Rowen wanted to hear it. I peered into my near empty coffee cup, searching for answers. Finding none. When I thought about Arrow’s kiss, my cheeks warmed. I’d liked it. That didn’t mean I had feelings for him. Still, would it have had any effect if I felt nothing at all?
“I don’t know.” My voice sounded hollow. Those three words didn’t come easy. “Rowen, I love you. That hasn’t changed. But you hurt me. When we were supposed to be a team, you acted without me, thinking you knew what was best for both of us. Arrow was there when you weren’t, and he never shut me out from important decisions. Maybe I do feel something, but we are just friends.”
Rowen shoved off the couch and paced to the other side of the living room. Turning his back to me, he crossed his arms and stared out the window to the street below. “So what does that mean for us?”
I set my cup down on the table and stood up. Lingering near the chair, I was afraid to go to him. Afraid of my feelings and what I might say next. “I wish I knew.” I hated the way that truth felt in my mouth. “When I needed you to stand with me, you didn’t. I’m not sure how to get past that or if I even can. Maybe… maybe we just need some time.”
Still he didn’t turn back to me.
I didn’t want to hurt him. Needing to do what was best for myself right then, it seemed impossible not to. I never thought I’d be the one to put things on hold. A long-time commitment phobe, it had been difficult to let myself love Rowen. But love him I did. But this wasn’t about commitment anymore. It was about staying true to myself and to what lay ahead.
If we couldn’t trust each other, if we couldn’t work together, then forcing this relationship would be unfair to both of us.
“I guess we didn’t have what I thought we had,” Rowen said, soft and quiet. 
A lump formed in my throat. How could he say that to me now? After everything. “Now you know how I felt when you cast me aside to please Dash.”
He whirled to face me. Anger twisted his handsome features into something almost scary. “I did that to save you, Spike. He would’ve killed you. Why can’t you see it from my side?”
Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked furiously. “I’ve tried. So many times I’ve tried. But when were you going to do the same? I didn’t need you to save me, Rowen. I needed you to respect me.”
Offended, he flung his hands wide. “Are you kidding me? I do. I always have.”
“But not enough to treat me as a partner instead of a damsel in distress.”
“And what about you last night?” he countered. “Swooping in to save me by taking my place in the circle? How is that any different?”
I sigh, a ragged sound dragged from the pit of growing despair. “I didn’t have time to think, just act. It never would’ve come to that had you stood with me earlier instead of making a deal with Dash.”
We stood there staring at one another. We’d reached a stalemate. Right and wrong didn’t matter anymore. 
The fire in Rowen’s amber eyes dimmed. It killed me. “Everything I’ve done is because I love you. I’m sorry it wasn’t what you wanted.”
Needing him to know how much I needed that light in his eyes, I reached for his hand. The sudden rush of anguish and sadness hit me like a bullet. A shot fired too fast to see it coming, buried within me before I could react. The onslaught of emotion rode me like a tidal wave. Rowen’s emotion. It dove deep inside and became part of me, making me feel it as my own. 
Overwhelmed and slightly pained, I jerked back with a small cry. Clutching my hand to my chest, I took a shaky step backward. 
“Spike? Are you ok?” Rowen made as if to touch me but stopped when I waved him off. 
“Something just happened. I think it might be a new ability.” Hugging Jett and Cinder hadn’t produced such a result. Our gifts could often be erratic until we’d gained more control of them. I could only assume that was what had happened.
“Can I help?” Without a doubt Rowen was genuine. The real deal. All he wanted was to help to the best of his ability. 
It was a fucking shame that we didn’t agree on what was helpful. 
“I’m fine. It just caught me off guard.” The adrenaline rush gave me a headache. Maybe I needed to eat something after all. “I think I just need to relax. Grab a shower or something.”
He nodded in understanding. “You want me to leave.”
“We’ll talk soon. I think we both just need some time.” I couldn’t believe that crap was coming out of me. The truth could be such a deadly blow, yet pretending everything was fine wouldn’t help either of us. I refused to do it.
A conflict of emotions darted across his face. Rowen started to head for the door, stopped as if tempted to refuse, and continued on again. “Call me when you’re ready.” He graced me with a lingering gaze that crushed my heart. 
“Rowen,” I called after him before he could disappear. “Come back to the light. We need you.”
He gave no response. Exiting into the hallway, the door closed behind him with a click. 
That simple sound reverberated in my ears. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 
 
“Do the glamor thing again, Spike. It blows my fucking mind.” 
Jett was far too entertained by my newest ability. With Cinder’s help over the past week, we’d determined that I did indeed have a few new gifts. One of them being the ability to cast illusions, including a glamor. 
The first time I’d managed to make myself look like Jett, she’d almost peed herself with delight. Looking in the mirror and seeing her looking back had blown my mind too. I’d also changed my appearance to some random blonde. Though it took some effort and concentration, it was a skill that could come in handy. 
With Cinder’s assistance I’d gone from a simple glamor to casting the illusion of a hole in the sidewalk where there was in fact none. Those who happened to come along had gone around it, as if it were real. 
“Maybe later. It gives me a headache if I do it too often.” I laughed her off. Jett seemed to have more fun with it than I did. Of course, it was still pretty surreal. 
We’d just gotten off stage a few minutes ago. Upstairs in the dressing room of The Spirit Room, we shared a joint while we fixed makeup smudges and tousled hair, my way of avoiding the guys a little longer. 
Rowen and I hadn’t spoken much in the week since the heartbreaking conversation in my living room. We’d sent a few angst-filled texts, but that was it. 
They were playing in half an hour. Part of me planned to hide out in the dressing room until they’d taken the stage. The guys had learned long ago there was no point trying to cram in here with us on a show night. Makeup littered the counter space in front of the mirror. Empty bottles and glasses took up the small table near the couch. We’d taken over.
“I’m going to head down for a refill.” Ice clinked in Jett’s empty glass as she slid it onto the table. “Meet me and the girls in ten for shots at the bar.”
“No tequila,” I called after her. That shit kicked my ass. 
Alone in the dressing room, I slung the Midnight Star onto my back and glanced into the mirror. I’d left it in the dressing room while performing. Cloaked with Cinder’s power I’d tucked it away safely inside my guitar case, unseen to any who might have looked inside. 
Blue eyes bright and lively, makeup perfectly in place, I wore my disguise well. Nobody would know that inside I was a mess of emotional turmoil.
Along with the illusion casting, I now had an empathic ability I wasn’t quite sure I’d consider to be a gift. Like I’d done with Rowen, I could read the emotions of a person or an object they’d recently handled through touch. I had yet to learn how to fully control it. 
Unlike many nephilim, or angels and demons for that matter, my wings had the added element of fire. Like my father’s. During a power surge they burst into flames, providing a power boost and extra protection. Like every other new ability, I struggled to control this gift too.
I shuddered to think of how much more difficult it all would be without Cinder. Because of him I’d made our gig tonight. He wouldn’t let me sit at home afraid of myself. After his insistence I’d accepted that he was right. I needed to keep living my life and doing what I love so much. Making music.
The text alert on my phone went off. It was Jett. 
Arrow’s on his way up.
Damn I loved that woman. Her heads up gave me just enough time to suck in a deep breath, stub out the remains of the joint, and pretend like I’d been playing on my phone instead of expecting him.
Arrow appeared at the top of the stairs looking as grungy rock n’ roll as he ever did. A Batman-logo beanie hat hung off the back of his head, conflicting with the Harley Quinn t-shirt he wore. Leather cuffs adorned each wrist. “Am I interrupting some kind of private, supercharged, ass-kicking, white lighter moment? I know I’m not part of the club, but I brought drinks.” In each hand he held a glass with a lime wedge on the rim. 
I accepted the one he held out to me with a smile. “It’s cool. Have a seat.”
He sat on the couch next to me, leaving just enough space between us to keep it from being weird but not so much that it felt uncomfortable. “I wanted to call you, but I thought maybe you needed some time to yourself. How’ve you been?”
“Good,” I lied. “I mean, it could be worse, you know.”
A sexy smudge of dark liner made Arrow’s hazel eyes stand out in contrast to his raven black hair. He nodded and asked, “Ok, so how are you really?” Apparently over the course of the last few months he’d gotten to know me too. How had I not noticed?
“It’s been a rough few days,” I admitted. “It’s weird to have a bunch of new gifts all at once, but I’ll get used to it. At least, that’s the plan.”
“You’ll adapt in no time. Rolling with the punches is one of your strong suits.” Arrow lifted his glass and my gaze followed. 
I watched him take a drink, his throat moving as he swallowed. The pulse in his neck drew my eye. What would it feel like beneath my lips? Would his skin taste as good as he smelled? Cologne, alcohol, and the maleness of him teased me. 
Looking away before he could catch me staring, I sipped from my drink. The sweetness of vodka lemonade ushered in the warmth of alcohol entering my bloodstream. 
Making small talk didn’t come as easy as it usually did. The tension between us was palpable. I couldn’t ask him about Rowen, not without taking this from tense to downright cringe-worthy. He couldn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know anyway.
Rowen and me, we weren’t on the same page. And I would be sad about that for a long time.
Arrow was talking about Sam and Jett, joking about their annoying public displays of sex-charged affection. I tried to laugh along. Those two really were ridiculous together. As Arrow talked, I couldn’t help but wonder. Unable to shake the question that plagued me, I had to ask before I chickened out. 
“Arrow, when did you start feeling something for me?”
He fell silent, picking at a piece of ice in his drink.
“Sorry, I just kind of wanted to know.”
He glanced around the room, his gaze settling on the reflection of us in the mirror. “I think it started the day you punched me in the face.” Arrow’s self-deprecating laugh was infectious. “But I knew for sure there was something there that day I saw you cry.”
The day Rowen broke up with me, making a spectacle of it for Dash’s benefit. I preferred the memory of punching Arrow in the face. 
“You totally deserved that punch,” I replied with a grin. 
“No argument here.”
I felt like I should offer him something more. An explanation or admission. But I still wasn’t entirely sure what that would be. 
Arrow stirred a reaction in me. How deep that went I didn’t know. One thing was certain. It didn’t matter. We could never be together. It wouldn’t be right. 
As if he read my mind, Arrow said, “Look, Spike, don’t feel like you owe me anything. My feelings are my problem. Not yours. I’m cool with being friends. Hanging out with you gives me a purpose, which is more than I had going for me before.”
I knew he wanted to make me feel better, but guilt reared its ugly head. “Friends is good. Thanks for having my back.”
“Anytime.” Arrow rose and checked himself in the mirror. Satisfied with his appearance, he pointed toward the stairs. “I gotta head down for sound check. Are you hanging around for a while?”
“Yeah, I’ll go down with you. Kind of hoping Koda shows his face so I can laugh in it.” 
“Sounds good to me. You want to do that right here or…?” Pretending to have misheard me, he hit me with a playful grin. “Oh you said ‘with me.’ Right. Sorry. My bad.”
“Very funny.” I gave him a shove toward the stairs and laughed. Count on Arrow to lighten the mood with a filthy flirtation.
He paused at the top of the stairs. “Hey if you’re ever up for it, I won’t say no.”
“Take it easy, dude. You’re jumping the gun. It was just a kiss.” I winked, knowing we were dangerously close to crossing a line. 
The grin faded from his face. Dead serious he said, “It was a hell of a kiss though.”
Yeah. It sure was. 
“Better get moving, rockstar,” I said. “Your adoring fans await.”
He continued on but tossed back over his shoulder, “Oh yeah? Are you one of them?”
“Don’t count on me to feed your ego. You have groupies for that.” I sipped the last of my drink, wondering how I’d gotten to the bottom so fast. 
“Yeah, but they’ve got nothing on you.” Although he teased, there was a sincerity in his tone that reminded me of his mouth on mine. 
We reached the main floor, and the sound level increased substantially. Two hundred plus voices created a cacophony of noise. We parted ways at the stage where Rowen tuned his bass. 
My pulse quickened when he lifted his head and that amber gaze found us. He looked from me to Arrow, and I could see the assumptions forming. 
“Shit,” Arrow muttered. 
“Break a leg,” I said before vacating into the crowd. I’d like to think it was PMS that made me want to cry so suddenly. 
My self-pitying moment of emotion was short lived. As I made my way to the bar where Jett waited with Tash and Rubi, I sensed the presence of a demon up to no good. My ability to detect them had been enhanced as well. The jury was still out on whether that would prove to be a good thing.
Right away I could tell that it wasn’t Koda. I wondered how long it would be before he showed his face here. I figured it to be just a matter of time. 
I joined the girls at the bar, scanning the crowd for the demon I felt. He didn’t seem to be in here. Must be outside.
“So how did that go? Better than the talk with Rowen I hope.” Jett handed me a shot of Baja Rosa. She’d found a way to make a tequila shot somewhat appealing. 
“Yeah, I think so. Still weird though. But Arrow and me, I think we’re all good. Friends.” I shouted to be heard over the din of voices, wary of who might hear. 
Jett clinked her shot glass against mine and tossed it back. “Would you kill me if I told you I think you’d make a better match with Arrow?”
“Sure would.”
“Well too late. I said it.” She shrugged and turned to loudly ask Rubi and Tash their opinion on the matter. “Don’t you think Arrow is better for Spike? He’s a drug-dealing jackass, but he’s man enough to let her take charge. As it should be.”
Both girls gave me sympathetic smiles. They knew how Jett could be. Loud and obnoxious, for a start. 
Refusing to play this game of brother versus brother, I bailed out. “I’m going to check on some demon activity outside. I’ll be back.”
“Want some backup?” Her dark gaze strayed to Sam on stage, going through the motions of sound check.
“Nope. Gawk at your boy toy. I’m good.”
Although being hit with a few new abilities at once took a lot out of a girl, being able to sense demons now sure appeared to be one of the better ones. It meant they could no longer hide from me, lurking unseen as they did to the humans they taunted and tempted. It would give me an edge over Koda. I found relief in that.
Making my way through the parking lot to the back where it connected to the empty lot of the building next door, I found my demon: Brook. We’d had an encounter once. Somewhere in between a bottom feeder and a badass, he liked to cause the type of trouble that drove people to make foolish decisions of the self-destructive kind. 
I found him behind a large pickup truck standing over a body. Alarm sang through me. Moving as quietly as my human feet would carry me, I approached him from behind. “Busy night?”
He spun around like I’d caught him with his hand in the proverbial cookie jar. His solid black gaze landed on me, and he sneered. “So it is true. You’ve leveled up. That’s why I didn’t feel you. Boy are you going to regret that when they come for you.”
I blinked a few times, processing what he’d just said. Not quite the diatribe I’d come to expect from demons. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Instead of playing word games, I decided to just ask. Demons loved to speak the truth if they believed it might hurt.
Brook was no different. Tilting his dark-haired head to one side, he studied me. “It means, thief, that now you’re a threat. A mortal shouldn’t be able to replicate immortal power. You’ll have both sides gunning for you.”
Not news. Not really. However, his retelling did leave me with gut-churning trepidation. “So I’ve heard. I guess we all have a job to do.” I shoved him aside, using a small burst of fire to do it. My fire burned hotter and harder now. 
Keeping Brook in sight, I bent down to check out the passed-out form of a woman. I recognized her, the chick who paid Arrow for drugs with a blowjob in the bathroom. Shadiest fucking thing I’d ever heard. Her breath came in shallow bursts. Vomit stained the ground. A dirty needle lay beside her. 
“Is this really the best thing you came up with for a Friday night?” Whipping my phone from my pocket, I pinned Brook with a vicious glare as I called 911.
“Of course not. My night is just getting started.” Affecting a bored expression, he leaned against the truck. “It might interest you to know that she got the stuff from your buddy there, Arrow.”
I worked hard to keep the dismay from showing on my face. Of course she did. “Then why are you here?”
Brook snickered, a sound that got under my skin in the worst way. “I’m not the supplier. Just the temptation.” 
Anger had me drawing the Midnight Star with a loud shing.
Brook jumped back, out of reach. Raising a hand he held a roiling ball of dark energy. “We don’t have to do this. You walk away. I walk away.”
Rowen had said the very same thing to Brook when we’d had a confrontation with him inside The Spirit Room. Clever trick, a subtle way to get inside my head, using Rowen’s words against me. 
“Not gonna work, asshole.” I slashed at him with the sword, ready to deflect when he threw the energy ball. 
Pent up emotion fueled my attack. Angry with myself, with Rowen and Arrow, not to mention the stupid fuck standing in front of me, I let it all out. A fireball struck Brook in the chest. Touching the feather always tied into the under-layers of my hair now, I followed it up with ice. Just to keep him on his toes. 
He countered with a black mist that reeked of sulfur. Rather than wait for it to reach me, I surged forward and threw my fist into Brook’s face. The mist struck me, and I coughed and choked. Brook grabbed me by both shoulders and slammed me into the pickup truck, winding me further. I maintained my hold on the sword hilt, but due to his sudden closeness couldn’t get the right angle to use it. 
“I can see why Koda likes you so much.” Brook laughed, a lecherous cackle right in my face.
Knowing I’d feel it like a son of a bitch later, I headbutted him just the way Cinder taught me. Gasping for breath, I threw fire in his face and swung the sword. The blade sank in between his ribs with a satisfying sucking sensation. “This is my place and these are my people. Stay the fuck away from us.”
Brook’s mouth opened, but no sound came out before he disappeared. Stupid asshole. 



EPILOGUE

 
 
I leaned against the truck to wait for the ambulance. Exhilarated but feeling the effects of the fight, I sucked in slow, deep breaths. Since the ritual I certainly burned brighter and hotter. The resulting exhaustion and weakness sucked though. 
Cinder promised I’d learn to balance the flow, to only use as much as the situation needed and reserve the big guns for the big fights. Being half human up against immortals was enough to make me feel vulnerable. Having more power wasn’t going to help if I burned myself out midway through a fight. He’d warned me that giving it everything I had would result in overload, and I’d likely collapse again.
After the ambulance took over the overdose situation, I rejoined my friends in time to catch Molly’s Chamber. They were already on stage, about halfway through their set. I found Jett crammed in amongst the crowd gathered near the stage.
“Everything ok outside?” she asked, leaning in to shout into my ear. 
“Yeah. All good. I’ll fill you in later.”
I surveyed the people packed in around us. From mohawks to rainbow hair, leather and lace, both the ladies and the guys loved Molly’s Chamber. Hands raised in the air making the sign of the rock n’ roll devil horns, the music moved them all as one.
It was fucking beautiful. 
Rowen’s head bobbed to the beat. His hands drifted over the bass strings as the melody poured from his fingertips. I watched him with melancholy awe. Although I knew it might take some time, I sincerely hoped he’d return to the light. Seeing as he’d only crossed to the dark to serve the light from the inside, it made sense. He belonged with the good guys.
I’d taken off his ring. Putting it away in my jewelry box hadn’t been without tears. Perhaps it wouldn’t stay there long. Rowen and I, we had some shit to work out. Individually and then maybe together. 
But God how I missed him. 
Fulfilling my need for vengeance on Dash hadn’t given me the peace I’d thought it would. What it had done, though, was prepare me to move forward as an enforcer. Kicking demon ass might come with challenges, but for the first time in pretty much ever, I felt ready to face them.
My gaze slid to Arrow who held everyone captivated. A natural on stage, he worked the crowd like he’d been born to perform. He moved from one side of the stage to the other, leaning down to wink at the ladies in the front. Coming as no surprise at all, a blonde right in front lifted her top to flash her breasts at him. 
Jett and I exchanged an eye roll. 
I hated that the girl outside had gotten her junk from him. It didn’t make him responsible for her bad choices, but still he’d played a role. It couldn’t continue. He couldn’t go on like this.
Baring teeth in a sexy snarl, Arrow sang about grinding against a stripper during a lap dance. It wouldn’t be a rock show without some purely sex-driven songs. Although I knew him to be capable of songs with more artistic integrity. Because he’d written that one about me. 
In full-on, dramatic frontman fashion, Arrow threw himself down on the stage. Flat on his back, he hit the chorus hard, lying just out of reach of the women in front. Such a tease.
I wondered which one of them he’d take home tonight.
A headache began, pounding from one temple to the other. It had nothing to do with the loud music and everything to do with fighting Brook. As far as blowback goes, it could be worse. This might just be the beginning. 
Stronger now, the power within me had a deeper reach than ever before. Even the wings at my back, a sometimes-physical manifestation of a symbolic feature, were starting to feel natural. 
It would come at a price. I knew that. I just hoped I could pay it.
Having both angels and demons desire my death left me cold. Like the chill of the winter night lived inside me now. How could I not be afraid? Cinder promised to protect me, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once. We both knew there was only so much he could do.
Going forward I had to choose to be optimistic. We had a tour coming up this summer, still months away but an exciting opportunity on the horizon. Hopefully one of many. Touring with the guys would certainly make things interesting. Of course day-to-day life in this city was nothing short of exciting. 
I watched Rowen and Arrow share the stage, vibing off one another. Despite the recent strain between them, they functioned like a well-oiled machine. Cinder hadn’t given up on the four of us operating as a team. Which meant putting our personal issues aside for the greater good. 
We were all so young and new to this, but I was confident we could do it. Had to do it. And try as some of us might to deny it, we needed each other.
Cinder saw that right from the start. He knew what we all were still learning, that we were stronger together. As a team we could achieve victories we’d never secure alone.
Now if I could just stop feeling things for both brothers, we’d really have it made. 
 
 
~~~~~
Spike’s story continues in Rebel Heart Book 4, How To Be Deadly.
~~~~~
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