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        From the ashes, a predator rises.

        After stumbling into the supernatural world with her angel-hybrid bestie, Ella Thomas is doing just fine, thank you very much. 

        As the only human in her new social circle, Ella refuses to let the weirdness of living with angels, demons, and witches affect her. Not only did she conquer her master’s degree, but the fall term makes teachers’ college a reality, bringing her one step closer to her dream job.

        If only her love life was shaping up as smoothly. Lately, every first date has been a dud, every guy Mr. Wrong, and she knows precisely who to blame…

        A six-foot-seven hunk of chaos demon who disappeared months ago without a word. Try as she might, Ella can’t get snarky, seductive Malachi out of her head—and it’s driving her freakin’ nuts.

        Lurking in shadows, he stalks his prey.

        Sensing an opportunity to seize a valuable hell-gate, Malachi Saevitia descends into the pit, butchering and bribing and schmoozing until his name is on the deed to Farrow’s Hollow. No more useless demon mobs wasting a city primed for damnation. No more thuggish brutes making life difficult for his little brother. Under Malachi’s control, the darkness can—and will—flourish.

        Before he can choose his faithful lieutenants, however, a summons sent by the Farrow’s Hollow angel garrison reaches him in Hell. Curious, Malachi goes topside, eager to see what the winged bastards want.

        Only to once again find himself face-to-face with Ella Thomas. Breathtaking, mouthy, bold, she is the one and only human Malachi cannot seem to forget—a human who makes him fight his instincts and play the hero.

        And for a chaos demon, there is no greater sin.

        After the raid on Seraphim Securities, a power vacuum splinters the Farrow’s Hollow demon community, and from the pit, a monster stakes his claim—on the city, on the humans within it…

        And most of all, on her.
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      “I have made a few inquiries regarding your concerns…”

      Moira dragged her sweater back over her head, then carefully rolled it down her torso. Her wings, the stubborn things, refused to be caged, stabbing at the soft wool, feathers awry under the material. But none of that mattered. Not her staticky, bright white flyaways. Not her ridiculous silhouette. Not the fact that she still blushed every time she removed a layer of clothing in front of her angel mentor so that he could examine her wings, gently picking through the plumage, measuring its growth.

      All that mattered in the entire world were his next few words.

      Zachariah appraised her from his spot at the empty classroom’s whiteboard, his great burly arms crossed, the setting sun glinting off his bald head. She smoothed her hair down, throat like sandpaper, heart beating wildly.

      “And?”

      “And…” He offered a kind smile. “Your mother is in Heaven, as I suspected.”

      A whoosh of relieved air ripped out of her, and she slumped in her chair, wings squished, as tears swelled and blurred her vision. In the four months since she had first met Zachariah, Moira had been dying to ask what had happened to her mom after she’d suffered that horrible death at Aeneas’s hands. Well, technically at Diriel’s hands, but her recently deceased dad had been the one pulling the strings, the cruel puppet master lording over the Aurelia women until his end. With him out of the picture, his demon lackey too, Moira’s mind had drifted to her mom—to the afterlife, to her everlasting soul.

      Because apparently all humans had them.

      The supernatural—not so much. Demons, vampires, witches, angels, elves: they all had the ability to live on the spiritual plane anyway, able to travel between realms in a way that was impossible for humanity. Souls could make the trek, but only after their bodies had died.

      Zachariah had spent the last four months teaching her a great deal about her angelic ancestry, about the creature she was still growing into, even now. Ever since he had lectured her about the human soul, standing at the front of the unused classroom Moira scheduled every Friday evening at Farrow’s Hollow University, a second-floor, south-facing room in the theology building, she had given the human soul a great deal of thought.

      And worried a lot about her mom’s.

      In life, Lara Aurelia had been a nurse, a single mom, and a surrogate caregiver to Moira’s childhood best friend. A good woman through and through, she had fallen in love with the wrong man, with a vengeful, fucked-up angel who had ultimately destroyed her. Her soul hadn’t deserved to go to Hell, but—what if Aeneas had pulled a few strings and sent it there anyway? What if she had been burning in the pit all these years, tortured by Lucifer’s army of fallen angels and hell-born demons?

      Moira hadn’t been able to sleep properly in weeks, not since she’d implored Zachariah to pinpoint exactly where her mom’s soul had gone—Heaven or Hell. Paradise or torment.

      And now she knew.

      Sniffling, she brushed away the tears streaking down her cheeks, and when she lifted her watery gaze to the towering angel before her, she found him studying her with a frown.

      “Does this upset you?”

      “No,” she said, her breath catching. Moira straightened with a gleaming smile, her hands trembling as she fixed her sweater, stuffing her wings into place. “No, it makes me very happy. Thank you.”

      Zachariah nodded, his expression shifting back to the same robotic neutral she had come to expect from angels. “I am pleased, then. Her, well, file was not sealed. No secrets for Lara Juliana Aurelia. She relives the summer between your tenth and eleventh year of secondary school.”

      Moira’s lips wobbled. That was the summer Ella had moved into their two-bedroom bungalow in the suburbs, unable to stomach living with the chaos of her own family anymore. There had been movie nights and mini-golf tournaments, salon days and camping in the backyard. It had been the best summer of her life, although this past one spent with her human best friend and the incubus love of her life, after the dust had finally settled, came in at a close second.

      “Human souls who come to rest in Heaven choose their own paradise.”

      Moira bowed her head, smile softening. Apparently her mom had loved that summer too.

      “Thank you, Zachariah.” She met his pale blue eyes, an ethereal stare to match her own. “I really appreciate you looking into it for me. It means a lot.”

      Given all the bullshit she had gone through with the Farrow’s Hollow angel garrison, it might have been reasonable to assume Zachariah had just lied to her. But Moira didn’t have to assume. That day in the bowels of Seraphim Securities, with Severus rescued and Aeneas dewinged, Zachariah had vowed to help her. He had given her his word, and since then had met with her every Friday to teach her, mentor her, guide her.

      He had even plucked one of his own feathers for her, harnessing its power into an oval golden locket, which she wore on a necklace everywhere except this classroom. Its magic, the strongest in the supernatural universe, hid her wings from the world. Sure, she could always feel them, but Zachariah’s gift made them vanish, just as he and all the other angels did with their huge white wings beneath their men-in-black suits. Moira still lacked the ability to do it herself—for now—and so the enormous angel had pulled a feather and fashioned her a shield.

      He never hesitated to answer a question, never abruptly changed the subject, never averted his gaze. Sometimes it took him a while to respond, but Moira never saw those long, thoughtful pauses as deceptive; he had an enormous mental vault of knowledge in that brain of his, and occasionally it took time to sift through.

      Aeneas had been a liar, a murderer.

      Not once had she detected deception from the angel before her. Not once had her internal alarm bells set off screeching at something he’d said. Sure, he could sometimes be a big, emotionless robot, the rich timbre of his deep, booming voice flat as a board, but that seemed to be the angel way.

      So, when Zachariah said that her mom was in Heaven, she believed him. Period.

      “Do you have any further inquiries?” Zachariah tipped his head to the side, appraising her with his bright yet distant stare. “Anything about today’s content, perhaps?”

      “Uh…” Moira tucked her hair behind her ears. Ella had recently taken a pair of scissors to the forever-growing white mane, chopping it into a stylish bob that cut off at her chin and layered around all the sharp angles of her face. Her mentor had no hair, and she wondered how he managed that. Was it a daily shaving regime? Twice daily, given the rate her hair grew at? His white eyebrows, forever stark against his black skin, suggested he’d have a full head of white as well, just like all the rest of them.

      As to his question—Moira had a thousand inquiries about today’s content. Zachariah had spent the last two hours explaining the various courts of Heaven in mind-numbing detail. Given angels had a million rules that they rigidly followed, it didn’t surprise her that the legal system upstairs was complex to a fault. None of the names translated cleanly from Enochian, a language she still only grasped the bare basics of after four months of tutelage, which meant Zachariah had taken a lot of time contemplating the meaning behind the courts so that she could better understand everything.

      Two hours and a wing inspection later, Moira was no closer to comprehending the intricate and headache-inducing legal system of Heaven.

      All she knew was that she was a part of it.

      At their first meet-up in July, Zachariah had told her that she would one day face judgement: not for any particular crime, but because she was a Nephilim, a hybrid creature between human and angel. Over the centuries, many like her had been condemned to death simply for existing—because their father or mother had decided, hey, let’s fuck a human. Naturally, the angels responsible for a Nephilim offspring were also punished; she could still see the feathers flying, smell the blood in the air, as the Farrow’s Hollow angel squad had torn her dad from grace, literally ripping the wings from his back.

      No word yet on judgement day, but the fact that Zachariah thought it necessary to familiarize her with all the heavenly courts couldn’t bode well. Fear churned her gut, burned up her throat, at the thought of that fateful day.

      But it wasn’t happening today.

      Or tomorrow.

      Or anytime soon.

      Zachariah would have told her. She trusted him with that too.

      “I mean, I think you’ll need to teach everything to me again next time,” she admitted hesitantly. “It was… a lot.”

      Given she had a degree in art history, content-dense learning wasn’t new, but the courts of Heaven were content-dense to the tenth degree—multiplied by a million.

      “Consider today an overview,” Zachariah said as she slipped her necklace back on, wings invisible, her silhouette deflated and normal. “We will analyze the more relevant courts in further detail—”

      “So I know what to expect?” She grabbed her coat and slid an arm into each sleeve, her movements stiff. Zachariah paused for a tense beat, the classroom around them silent save for the constant tick, tick, tick of the clock over the door. Then, with a sigh, he nodded grimly.

      “Yes. Precisely that.”

      “Cool.” Moira speared her hands through her hair, that little knot in her stomach, usually so easy to ignore, twisting just a bit tighter. “Can’t wait.”

      “It is better to be prepared, Moira Aurelia, than to walk in blind.”

      At no point had Zachariah let his feelings slip about the issue. A part of her liked to think that he opposed her judgement, that he knew she was a good person worthy of life. Why spend all this time teaching her about this world, about her wings and their power, about the role angels were expected to play in the universe, if he thought she should be condemned to death by a tribunal of his superiors?

      Why indeed.

      Angels. Impossible to read. And given she looked more angelic today than she had four months ago, that must have driven Severus batshit crazy.

      “Right, so…” She grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder, the dead weight of her laptop and textbooks for the social worker program she had started last month nothing to her now. “Same time next week?”

      A small smile tugged at the edges of Zachariah’s mouth, and as he went for his own jacket, the beige trench hanging over the empty desk at the front of the room, he said, “Five o’clock sharp, as always, Moira Aurelia.”

      He never called her by her first name. Always Moira Aurelia.

      It ought to sound clinical, but rumbled in that rich, full baritone, it always made her feel… safe. After all the shit she had been through this year, from going full hybrid to her jaunt into Hell to being tortured by a demon and watching her dad die… Moira could do with a little safety in her life.

      “Have a good weekend, Zachariah.” With Halloween right on their doorstep, the angel would probably have his hands full. Severus had told her topside demons went a little wild on October 31st, mostly because they could, but given there were still no mob bosses lording over the Farrow’s Hollow demon community, tomorrow could go either way. Peace and quiet, like they’d experienced since June, or chaos—because no one would hold them accountable.

      Well, no one but the angels.

      And Verrier. She wouldn’t want to piss off a prince of Hell, retired or not, but there were many demons, like humans, who had a fucked-up screw loose.

      “You as well, Moira Aurelia. May your Hallows Eve be a safe one.”

      She paused in the doorway, her black knee-high boots pinching her toes, and met his eye with a grin.

      “Yours too, Zachariah. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      And despite the tension with her angelic counterparts at Seraphim Securities, the disdain they felt for her, the contempt they harbored for her very existence, Moira meant every word. The angel paused, arms limp at his side, trench coat open and checkered tie loose. He blinked at her, once, twice, then vanished into thin air without a word, his disappearing act paired with the faint flutter of wings. The sound always made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

      Moira tapped her knuckles against the doorframe, her grin blossoming into something warm and affectionate as she gave the empty classroom a quick once-over, and then left.
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      No matter how many times he had seen her descend the steps outside the FHU theology building, Severus would never grow tired of watching his beloved little hybrid. Her coarse white hair, her porcelain skin, her hauntingly pale blue eyes. The seven months he had known and loved her felt more like seven years, and yet each time she reappeared before him, his heart soared. His inner demon rejoiced. All was right in the world so long as Moira Aurelia was with him.

      Each night she fell asleep in his arms, each morning she woke in them. They had most of their meals together, and he drove her to and from the university five days a week while she attended the new social work program that she so deeply enjoyed. He had memorized every inch of her. That far-reaching smile was forever burned into his mind’s eye. Her skin, her touch, her smell, her taste—Severus had studied each sensory detail and earned a PhD in Moira Aurelia.

      Yet seeing her now—or any time they had been apart, no matter how fleetingly—was like gazing upon her for the first time, lust spiking, desire swelling, love all-consuming.

      He would have never thought this would be his life. An incubus had no expectations for the future, no grand ambitions, no hope for normalcy. For incubi dwelled at the bottom of the demon hierarchy, right alongside demonic vampires, and Severus had accepted his lot in life long ago. Even on Earth, where the caress of a human, the promise of their precious life essence, was but a breath away, he had thought he would spend eternity alone.

      Strange how the tides could change—and in his favor, for once.

      Parked in the first space in the student lot, a uniformed attendant loitering in the rearview mirror of the SUV, perhaps with a ticket, Severus gave the horn two gentle taps. His inner demon rumbled with interest when his beloved waved at him, quickening her pace across the concrete, and in an instant his smile matched hers. He hadn’t seen her since quarter to eight this morning, and it was now approaching quarter after seven in the evening. Far too long. Far, far too long—especially for a demon without steady employment.

      After all the declarations of love and possession, promises of forever and beyond, Severus couldn’t stomach going back to escorting. Sure, he could start each session with a bit of aggressive groping, and within minutes his clients would be in a pleasure-filled stupor. It would be easy money. It would keep him strong.

      But the thought of touching another woman, intimately or not, made his stomach roil.

      So, here he was, nearly two weeks without the touch of a human, his strength waning but his heart stronger than ever. Moira had commented on the dull grey of his eyes, insisting he touch someone, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

      Although necessity might eventually force his hand. Perhaps tomorrow night, when their household attended some Halloween festivities at the Inferno, he could get his fill of drunken human flesh.

      “Hello, darling,” he crooned when Moira opened the back door of the SUV and threw her bag in. She blew him a kiss before slamming the door shut and then clambering into the passenger seat beside him. Hands cupping his face, his little hybrid leaned over for a much deeper, far longer kiss, the kind that left her breathless, her cheeks stained with color.

      The kind of kiss that sent every drop of blood in his body careening toward his cock.

      “Hi,” she whispered, tucking her short white locks behind her ears, their foreheads pressed together. “Missed you.”

      Severus hummed in agreement, the sound eliciting a darker blush across her features, the color creeping up her sharp cheekbones. Clearing her throat, Moira sat back in her seat, absently reaching for the seat belt with her lower lip caught between her teeth.

      “Well, how was the lesson?” He backed out of the parking spot and flashed a cutting smile to the loitering parking attendant along the way. Moira shrugged as she buckled herself in.

      “Dense.”

      “Ah. Much like the angel himself, then?”

      “Severus.”

      He chuckled, pausing at the lot’s exit and drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as a cluster of tiny students drifted by in front. While he still didn’t enjoy the fact that his beloved spent a mammoth two hours each week with an angel, he knew how much the meetings meant to her. With her father dead—and formerly psychopathic—Moira had had to navigate that world all by herself until Zachariah stepped in. Since then, Severus had noted the decrease in her stress levels, her anxieties about her continued growth into her angelic side lessening now that she at least partially understood the process.

      Naturally, he and the angel hadn’t said more than two words to each other in the last four months, but from all Moira had told him, Zachariah seemed to enjoy her company, and vice versa, so Severus kept his teasing surface level.

      For the most part, anyway. While he loved, treasured, and worshipped a woman who was part angel, at no point in their future did he anticipate bonding with any of the winged fucks.

      “Zachariah taught me all about the court system in Heaven today.”

      “Did he now?” Severus gritted his teeth as he turned onto the main road through the quiet campus, headed north toward the far edges of the city—hell-gate bound. For the most part, the angel had been helping Moira with issues directly related to her person: her wings, her light, her body’s continued growth. She had a very bare bones understanding of Enochian and could sketch a few of the intricate symbols from memory, but this—this was a change.

      And not a welcome one.

      “They have a court for every little infraction,” she noted as they breezed through an intersection. Distantly, the sun had started its rapid descent toward the horizon, and long, dark shadows stretched across the road while the cool autumn breeze whipped gusts of dead crunchy leaves over empty sidewalks.

      “Souls go up before they go down,” he mused. “The sentencing is above, but your punishment is below.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Zachariah said.”

      “Do you think…” He hesitated, the words dying on the tip of his tongue. It pained him to even bring it up, but if the angel was preparing her for the nitpicky legal technicalities of Heaven, perhaps the worst possible outcome loomed closer than either cared to admit. “Do you think it’s in preparation—so you know what to expect?”

      She nodded grimly, fiddling with the round buttons on the dash, hopping through radio stations. “That’s what I thought. He… He didn’t confirm or deny.”

      Of course not. Whether Zachariah knew when and where Moira’s trials would take place was a moot point: it didn’t matter because he’d be sworn to secrecy. She wouldn’t be allowed legal counsel, no defense attorney to plead for her right to live. Moira would simply be hauled before a panel of angels, who would then determine her fate in a single, arduous hearing.

      It was his understanding that most Nephilim were sentenced to death. Whatever was left of their human soul could go one way or the other—Heaven or Hell, depending on what they had done with themselves in life.

      His nerves spiked as they drove through the suburbs. Life or death. Some high-flying prick could tear Moira away from him, and there was nothing he could do about it. Her impending trial was just one of many things about her angelic side that he couldn’t help with, and not only did it make him ill to consider, it fucking infuriated him.

      To be so helpless, forced to just sit back and watch, wait, hope, pray…

      It made Severus consider whisking Moira down to Hell permanently, as much as he loathed the realm, just to keep her out of harm’s reach.

      But in that scenario, one threat would be eliminated, yet he risked a dozen more. It was a no-win situation, but, unfortunately, that was the case for most angel hybrids. Considered monsters by Heaven, they and the angel who sired them were almost always punished. One night over the summer, Verrier had sat down with Moira—at Alaric’s request—to give her the details that may not have made it into Zachariah’s sanitized history of angelic affairs. His little hybrid had taken the news in stride, but he knew the future weighed on her.

      Which was why, if he could swing it, Severus did whatever he could to distract her. Their current living situation with Ella and Alaric, and more often than not Cordelia, helped tremendously, as did her decision to go back to school for something she genuinely wanted, but there was something else, something secret just between the two of them, that always made her smile.

      “Oh, look!” she squealed, nose, forehead, and both hands pressed against the SUV’s window. “Hiiiiiiii, house.”

      Severus slowed, the wheels crunching over the gravel shoulder as they loitered in front of the country estate. Situated about twenty minutes north of the university, some five minutes from the Farrow’s Hollow hell-gate, sat an old Victorian-era farmhouse with its sharply pointed rooftops and vergeboard-decorated gables, the stonework a rustic grey and the shutters over the semi-arched windows in black. The wraparound porch had been added roughly ten years ago and was in exceptional condition, as was the recently renovated kitchen. Three bedrooms. A chimney in the front parlor, another in the kitchen—authenticity at its finest. Four acres of land, most of it untouched forest. Moira had fallen in love before they’d even made it to the porch during the open house last month.

      The For Sale sign still sat at the edge of the property next to the pine-green mailbox, taunting as ever. Mounds of recently raked leaves sandwiched in the cobblestone walkway from the unpaved driveway up to the veranda. Soft yellow lights warmed the porch on either side of the front door. While the house was more difficult to see after sunset, he knew Moira had memorized every detail; swiping through the photos on its online ad had become a nightly ritual.

      “Any chance you heard from the agent today?”

      “No, not yet.” He rubbed her back as he leaned over, studying what he hoped would be their future home with a little smile. His hand settled on the nape of her neck, her skin cool to the touch. “Don’t forget, they have a number of offers—”

      “But ours was fifty grand over the asking price,” she muttered, her enthusiasm faltering as she looked back at him with wide, imploring eyes. Severus gave her neck a soft squeeze, then settled in his seat and switched the SUV back into drive.

      “I know, darling. Be patient. The deadline for offers isn’t until the end of the month.”

      “Well, that’s tomorrow.”

      “I’ll phone Janice on Monday if we don’t hear anything.”

      Flush against the window again, Moira stared down her dream home with a heavy sigh as they pulled away from the curb. “Okay.”

      He patted her knee. “Positive thinking, darling.”

      She snorted and batted his hand away, watching the property race by as the SUV picked up speed, peering over her shoulder until a cluster of dense pines blocked her view. From there, the conversation drifted to her day, her classes. Although Severus had very little interest in the subject matter, he so adored listening to her passion shine through as she told him every minute detail. He, on the other hand, could sum his day up in a single sentence.

      “Did the grocery shopping.” When he caught her observing him a little too intently, he added, “You know—nothing taxing.”

      “Let me see your eyes.”

      “No.”

      “Severus—”

      “Moira, I’m fine,” he said stiffly, slowing the SUV to make the turn onto the narrow dirt road through the woods. No headlights greeted him, which meant they were, hopefully, the only ones making a pickup at the hell-gate tonight.

      “You’d better feel up some humans at the club tomorrow,” she muttered, picking at her nails, that familiar worried expression still pinned squarely on him. “That’s all I’ll say about it.”

      “The only one I want to feel up,” Severus rumbled, his eyes snapping to black when they slid over to her, “is you.”

      She folded her arms with a huff. “Don’t try to distract me.”

      “Oh, do I distract you?” He flashed the sinful smile that always made her wet. “This is news to me—”

      “Tree—tree!”

      A hard right had them swerving around that one stupid tree in the middle of the path, the one that split the road to the hell-gate in two, neither side wide enough to comfortably accommodate any vehicle. Bare branches scratched at the windows on Moira’s side of the SUV, grazing the pristine dark grey paint job; Severus felt the screeching of those branches in his teeth.

      Another several bumps jostled them around, but soon enough they breached the clearing, greeted by a black sky twinkling with a million little lights. Severus flicked off the high beams so as not to blind any potential new topside visitors.

      Within a minute of their arrival, his brother emerged from the hell-gate—looking very much the Malachi of old, oozing Saevitia wealth. A perfectly tailored black suit clung to the demon’s soaring, muscular figure, his shoulders looking especially broad tonight, his waist more than a little tapered. Polished oxfords crossed the dead, dry earth, untouched by the algae-laden bog purposefully enchanted to offend human senses. That great blond mane of his had grown long in his absence, swept back now in a low ponytail, and keen blue eyes assessed the clearing, turning black the moment they found Severus’s through the windshield.

      Severus cut the engine, an unsettling feeling tightening in his gut as he appraised his older brother. The demon had tormented him his whole life, falling back on longstanding prejudices in the demon community against incubi and their ilk. Yet when he had last gone topside, finally freed from his obligation to guard their ancestral home after adding Cordelia and their aunt to the deed, Malachi had been—well, suddenly he was the brother Severus had always wanted, craved even. Not only had he been instrumental in Severus’s rescue from the Seraphim Securities dungeons, but he had protected Moira like the hybrid truly was their family.

      Trust had been rebuilt, tenuous as it was, yet now as Malachi crossed the clearing toward the SUV, a shiny black suitcase in either hand, Severus feared all that brotherly growth may have been for nothing. After all, the chaos demon now wore three of their father’s old rings on his fingers, the ruby and gold pieces like beacons in the night.

      Malachi’s expression remained oddly stoic as he approached, but as soon as Moira hopped out of the SUV, slamming the door behind her, the seriousness splintered, replaced by something warmer. Shaking his head, Severus followed after his beloved, slipping the keys in his pocket as he rounded the front of the enormous vehicle, mouth lifted in a tentative smile.

      “Brother.” Severus offered Malachi a little head bob, only to watch in mild horror as the chaos demon dropped his luggage and swept him into a bone-crushing bear hug.

      Literal. Bone. Crushing. He winced when a rib gave way, followed by something sharp shattering in his shoulder. Given his lack of human life essence these days, it would take a few long hours for the breaks to heal, but the look on Malachi’s face when he pulled away and clapped his arm made it somewhat worthwhile. At least the pain was tolerable.

      “Brother,” the chaos demon greeted, his tone openly affectionate as he gave Severus a quick once-over. “You’re looking… tired.”

      Severus rolled his eyes. “Ever the charmer.”

      “Flattery gets you everywhere. Speaking of which…” Malachi hastily turned his attention to Moira. “How is my beautiful sister?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Sister?”

      “Too much?” He planted a firm kiss on her cheek as Severus grabbed one of his bags. Noticeably flustered, Moira cleared her throat, cheeks a little pink, and then shrugged.

      “Uhm. No. It’s fine, I guess.”

      Malachi scooped up his other bag. “Excellent. I think it’s warranted—after everything.”

      “Careful, brother,” Severus said with a smirk, the pair drifting toward the rear of the SUV. “All this sentimental drivel… I’m starting to think you actually missed us.”

      “You needn’t think, Sevvy,” the chaos demon insisted, chuckling when Severus shot him a glare. “I did miss you. Her more than you, of course.”

      Severus rolled his eyes again and clicked the button on his key to open the trunk. “Of course.”

      They loaded up his brother’s luggage together, the smallish black suitcases unnaturally heavy, weighing down the rear of the SUV once they were both stacked in place. Malachi seemed not to notice, chatting away about his travel ordeals. Given Halloween was less than twenty-four hours out, Hell’s departure terminal had been inundated with demons: whole clans, parties, and lone wolves alike preparing to make the one-day trip to Earth.

      While there were still rules, they seemed a little laxer on October 31st—at least in the nations that celebrated the holiday. Demons could harass, skulk, hunt, and trick under the guise of being festive. Some even spelled away the hell-gate’s enchantment, strutting about in full demon regalia, although it was more likely to happen in a city without a Seraphim Securities branch. As far as Severus knew, no demon had ever strutted the streets of Farrow’s Hollow with his horns and claws out for show, but there was still time.

      “You should have seen the chaos at the permit offices,” Malachi muttered as they watched the automatic trunk door slowly descend. “Sheer madness.”

      “Madness you had no hand in?”

      The chaos demon smirked. “Only a little. I had the good sense to acquire my travel documents well before I needed to leave.”

      So, this trip had been planned, eh? By the time Severus and Moira had returned from their glorious weeklong vacation at Nocturna Resort and Spa, Malachi had been gone for days without so much as a courteous farewell. Apparently he had been there one night, then gone by dawn the following morning, not a word said to any of the occupants of their shared home. Naturally, Cordelia had kept them somewhat apprised of his brother’s activities in Hell, but the details were hazy, even to her, and Severus hadn’t heard a peep from him until two days ago when a message had popped up on his phone:

      
        
        7:45pm, Friday October 30th. See you then, brother.

      

      

      Typical Malachi. No please or thank you—just a demand to provide transportation from the hell-gate. At least the demon himself was far friendlier than his written word. He even offered Moira the front seat, his tone rather prim and polite, as if he really did consider her a sister. The charade would fade: Severus recalled Malachi and Moira giving each other as good as they got before he disappeared.

      His beloved refused the offer, however, and insisted he sit up front. As soon as Malachi settled in, he extended the seat as far back as the track would allow, his long legs cramped no matter how he sat. Moira, meanwhile, buckled herself in behind Severus, giving his shoulder a squeeze when he glanced back at her. Their soft, secret little smiles, the ones reserved only for them, fell away as Malachi grumbled and fought with the seat belt.

      In the end, the chaos demon ignored it entirely, bracing himself on the roof of the SUV with ease as they bounced over the uneven trail out of the forest.

      “So,” Moira started as soon as they hit pavement again, taking a sharp left toward the north end of Farrow’s Hollow, “what have you been up to these days? Long time no update.”

      While it had been a mere four Malachi-less months on Earth, the chaos demon had spent over a year in Hell, which explained the regrowth of his golden lion’s mane and the shimmering scruff along his jaw. His brother shifted in the passenger seat, repositioning himself to address both Severus and Moira.

      “I acquired the deed to Farrow’s Hollow, actually.”

      Severus’s eyebrows shot up. “You did what?”

      “I am legally the owner of this city,” his brother clarified, and he caught Moira falling back against her seat in the rearview mirror, expression unreadable. Malachi’s grin suggested he hadn’t noticed her reaction—or didn’t care. “I am the new caretaker of the Farrow’s Hollow hell-gate. Everything within the city limits is mine.”

      “And how did you manage that?”

      “With a great deal of red and gold—” Blood. Bribery. Typical. “—and some paperwork.”

      “So… So, what does that mean?” Moira asked in a small voice from the back. Severus felt for her; the concept of someone owning her hometown couldn’t have sat well. His inner demon protested the distance between them, plucking at his insides as he whizzed along the country roads, as if to demand he pull his beloved into his lap and console her immediately.

      “Well, no other demon can lay claim to the city. Anyone who wishes to engage in illegal trades must seek my permission first,” Malachi told her. “I’ve been, er, auditioning a better breed of demon to fill the gaps left by the old regime.”

      Moira’s eyes narrowed, her arms crossed, her knee digging sharply into the back of Severus’s seat. “More drug dealers and pimps, then?”

      “Demons deal in vice, Moira. I can’t stop that.” Malachi faced forward with a sniff, needlessly adjusting his rings. “But I can be selective in my decisions. Yes, there will be drugs and sex and weapons circulating Farrow’s Hollow, just as there has been since the creation of its hell-gate. But if I have my way, it will be less mob brutes and more upscale—”

      “Douchebags?” she offered icily. His brother chuckled.

      “Well, yes. But there will be less violence on the streets.” He glanced back at her. “I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.”

      When the terse silence dragged on between them, Severus switched on the radio and changed the subject. By the time they reached downtown Farrow’s Hollow, Moira’s ire seemed to have lifted slightly as she regaled Malachi with an account of her new program at the university, a tale he listened to with far more attention than Severus would have expected.

      Bypassing Alaric’s invisible house, Severus pulled into his new legal street-parking spot some two buildings away. Rather than dealing with the ticketing issues and the constant searching for a space, Moira had applied for a permit from the city, proof of which hung from the rearview mirror. Anyone who dared occupy this stretch of pavement could be towed without warning.

      Most of the time he, Alaric, and Moira simply nudged the offending vehicle backwards or forwards into another spot, depending on the availability around it. The hassle of human authority figures just wasn’t worth it.

      “This appears new,” Malachi noted with a nod toward the SUV when he and Severus dragged the two lead-weight suitcases out of the back. Immediately the vehicle popped up to its normal height, burden lifted. “It has a certain… smell.”

      “I bought it this summer, actually.” After completely totaling Alaric’s hatchback in June, Moira and Severus had decided it was time to stop relying on the hybrid for transportation and bought a vehicle of their own. The SUV had been Severus’s choice; Moira insisted it made him look like he was compensating for something.

      Severus rather enjoyed the fact that he had the heft to bully aggressive pickup trucks around campus.

      With Moira leading the way, they wandered back to Alaric’s four-story downtown home, a house invisible to all save those who bore Cordelia’s mark on their skin. Because of that—and the fact that both Aeneas and Diriel were long gone—they had stopped locking the door entirely. As soon as Moira pushed through it, an onslaught of Ella’s classic nineties R & B assaulted the trio, and Severus closed the door behind them with a chuckle.

      “She got the job!” Moira squealed, plopping her shoulder bag on the dining room table, face wreathed in an adorable smile as she blitzed by up the narrow, steep stairwell directly in front of the doorway. The song switched over to something new as soon as Moira rounded the corner, swinging on the railing, her squees joined by more girlish screeching. Footfalls pounded the hardwood above, painting a fairly clear picture of what he could expect.

      Setting the luggage in his hand next to its twin, Severus looked to his brother, a jest about Ella’s musical preferences locked and loaded—only to pause at the expression on the chaos demon’s face. Pinched. Tense. His golden brow knit and his shoulders rigid.

      “You all right, brother?”

      “What? Of course,” Malachi muttered, shooting him a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes before taking to the stairs. “Why shouldn’t I be?”

      The telltale words of a demon who was decidedly not fine. Severus trailed up the stairs after him with a roll of his eyes.

      Just as he had suspected, Ella was throwing an impromptu dance party—and had roped Alaric into the fun. His redheaded roommate bounced around, arms up, mirroring Moira and Ella perfectly as an old Destiny’s Child hit blared from his wall-mounted flat-screen.

      The hybrid slowed, however, when he caught the Saevitia pair out of the corner of his eye, and he speared a hand through his red waves, grinning.

      “Gentlemen,” he said with a little half bow, his voice oddly deep and formal. It had taken his best friend several long months to come to terms with the changes to his body when his fallen-angel side activated. During bouts of heightened emotion, his gaze snapped to dark grey rather than black. His physical strength had tripled. His skin had paled. His nails had hardened and his emerald green eyes had lightened, but unlike Moira, Alaric’s hair retained its full fiery glory. For a time, his personality had sharpened, and although he still referred to himself as a demon hybrid, much of his former self had returned as the temperatures dropped, summer bleeding into autumn rather abruptly this September.

      While Severus was pleased to have the old Alaric Crowley back, Cordelia had told him—in confidence, of course—that something was growing under her lover’s skin. On his back. Over his shoulder blades. Hard peaks, just like Moira had had before her wings slowly and painfully emerged from her flesh. Yet Alaric was the son of a fallen angel, a former prince of Hell. He shouldn’t have wings.

      For now, they all let it be. While Moira had been forced to sort through all the changes by herself, Alaric had a very involved father living and working in Farrow’s Hollow. Should more issues arise, there was someone very powerful and exceptionally knowledgeable, who loved the hybrid a great deal, to fall back on.

      “Oh, Alaric…” Severus crossed his arms with a shake of his head when the hybrid started to vogue a little too well. “You’re better than this.”

      The hybrid flashed an impish grin, his bright white teeth slightly sharper than they had been a year ago. “Not really.”

      His movements intensified as he shimmied back to the dancing girls, maintaining an impressive amount of eye contact with Severus, especially for the pelvic thrusts. Laughter filled the second floor, Moira and Ella celebrating on either side of the coffee table. Alaric, meanwhile, hopped up on his L-shaped leather couch, ever the lord of the dance.

      And his big brother, dripping in Saevitia wealth, stood at Severus’s side, woefully out of place. Even the hum of his being felt intrusive tonight. The chaos demon studied the scene before him with the same steely glint in his eye Severus had noted downstairs, not an ounce of that tension gone.

      Not a single snarky comment either. No leers, jeers, or sneers.

      Severus faced him with a frown. Was Malachi ill?

      His brother said nothing to his inquisitive stare, that bright blue gaze fixed on something else.

      Or someone else.

      Ella, specifically, who appeared to be eyeing the demon from the other side of the coffee table with a curiously serious look of her own. Her flailing had decreased by a good 70 percent, her breath falling hard, her curls positively enormous—and her honey-brown gaze locked squarely on Malachi.

      Until it flicked slightly to the left and met with Severus’s. She then looked away quickly, her cheeks flushed.

      “I assume congratulations are in order?” he asked over the music, electing to pretend he hadn’t noticed the strange, silent exchange between the pair. As Moira turned the volume down, Ella nodded, her earlier elation returning in spades.

      “They are!” She framed her face with both hands, giggling when Moira dragged her into a one-armed hug.

      “Let me guess—the teaching assistant position?”

      “Yaaaaaaas,” Ella announced, beaming when Moira and Alaric cheered for her. “Four nights a week, I’ll be encouraging community college students to appreciate the awesomeness of classic literature.”

      Severus grinned, genuinely pleased for her accomplishment. She had been job hunting ever since she started teachers’ college in August, because apparently that wasn’t time-consuming enough. Despite the added intensity to her already full workweek, the human had been very excited about this position in particular.

      “Congratulations, Ella.” Malachi’s deep, gravelly baritone cut through the scene like a razor-sharp blade. While Alaric’s formal greeting had been used for dramatic effect mere moments earlier, Malachi’s tone seemed authentic.

      And odd.

      Ella, meanwhile, tried to tuck her thick mane behind her ears, only for the rebellious curls to bounce back as they pleased. Fidgeting with her old Farrow’s University sweater, a gift from Moira’s mother from an era before the administration realized all their paraphernalia said FU in great bold lettering, she cleared her throat and nodded.

      “Thanks.”

      In the tense few beats that followed, Alaric sidled off the couch and Moira lowered the music’s volume further, then shot Severus a frown. He offered a little half shrug in return, because how the fuck was he supposed to know what was going on here? Malachi and Ella had been combative when they’d first met in the late days of spring, but when the battle at Seraphim Securities had been won, the fighting over, his brother and Moira’s human soulmate had been, well, almost amicable.

      Beyond that, even a blind man could have seen the spark between them at the time. Malachi had never offered his protection lightly before, yet he had done so for Ella Thomas without hesitation, shielding her from angels and demons alike.

      And now—this. Whatever this was, the entire room felt it.

      “Well, uh…” Moira clapped her hands together, ethereal gaze jumping from person to person, her smile strained. “I think we should celebrate Ella’s new job properly. Dinner and drinks, maybe somewhere fancy? House vote.”

      Ella raised her hand, her features brightening. “Yay.”

      “Seconded,” Alaric added, his hand also up. Three pairs of eyes darted to Severus, and he let out a huff, in no mood to look like a twat as well…

      But then he lifted his hand anyway, unable to resist. “Third.”

      “The motion passes.” Moira wrapped her long, pale fingers around Ella’s wrist, then tugged the human toward the staircase that stretched up to the third floor. “We’ll leave in an hour.”

      Even as she hurried up after his beloved, Ella appeared to be scowling at Malachi over the railing—as if he couldn’t see her—until she disappeared. Gentle footfalls padded straight to Ella’s bedroom, followed shortly by the sound of a door shutting very firmly.

      Alaric and Severus glanced at each other, then to Malachi, who had one hand buried deep in his pocket, the other in a tight fist at his side.

      Right. Just when he’d thought the evening couldn’t get any stranger—

      “Malachi, what did you do to her?” Since starting up a relationship with their witch cousin, Alaric had taken on some of Cordelia’s bluntness. From the clench of his brother’s jaw, he did not particularly enjoy it. Alaric carried on without missing a beat. “Because, let me just say, you seem like her least favorite demon these days. That much is clear anytime you come up in conversation.”

      Severus cast his friend a frown; when the fuck had he and Ella spent any length of time discussing Malachi? The pair had grown closer once Alaric was more himself again, but he couldn’t imagine them gossiping as she did with Moira.

      But Severus had been wrong before. The complexities of the female mind would forever confound him.

      Rather than crooning something salacious back, some vulgar limerick about women and fucking and lust, Malachi motioned to the couch with his chin, his eyes black. “Where will I be sleeping? Here?”

      Alaric blinked, looking just as taken aback as Severus felt. When their gazes met again, Severus rolled his skyward, then let out a long, weary sigh, the exhaustion he carried each day settling into his bones.

      Just what he needed in his happy home—tension between his fuckwit brother and Moira’s self-proclaimed sister. Perfect.

      “I… I’ll make up the couch, yeah,” Alaric muttered. With a curt nod, Malachi disappeared downstairs, footsteps like thunder, and, moments later, the tinkling of glass suggested he had located Alaric’s overly stocked liquor cabinet.
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      “Well, aren’t you the prettiest hippogriff I ever did see?”

      Black eyeliner in hand, the tip dull and color smeared down what was left of the pencil, Ella straightened and stepped back to appraise her work. While her legs ached from crouching for the last hour, the final product was worth it. Moira’s makeup for their Halloween night out was just so on point that she had to fight the urge to grab her phone and take a million pictures of it.

      Seated on the edge of the toilet, Moira tipped her head to the side, blinking those intense bright blues up at her, made all the brighter thanks to the various shades of grey, black, and shimmering silver Ella had used to completely mask her face. Drawing influence from the Black Swan, both from that one creepy movie and professional ballet performances, she had created a highly contoured look for her bestie. All those sharp, angular features, features that had somehow gotten sharper and more angular over the last few months, made for the perfect canvas. For tonight only, Moira was Buckbeak, from the painted face to the wispy hair to the fluffy grey wings poking out of her back—she was perfection.

      Ella had always enjoyed doing her friends’ hair and makeup, but this was a step up. This was portfolio-worthy.

      Covered in shimmer and shadow, she tossed the eyeliner pencil on the nearby granite countertop and stopped just shy of wiping her hands on her costume. Two hours of work sat in front of her, covering her bestie from head to toe. Pride tightened in her chest, and she couldn’t help but smile. Two hours well-spent.

      And the only reason she had been able to spend so much time on Moira’s look was because hers took about two minutes to create—hair, makeup, costume, everything. Ella had been called Hermione since elementary school, so, really, all she needed was a bit of added volume to her already massive curls, an authentic costume that had cost her about three hundred dollars to recreate, and some very, very, very basic makeup.

      Oh, and the thick knee-high socks from their old high school uniform, which were already starting to roll down her calves.

      Moira, meanwhile, was the crowning jewel of her Halloween group costume vision.

      “All done?” her friend asked, poking at the feathery beehive Ella had painstakingly crafted into that thick angel-hybrid hair of hers. She swatted her hands away, grinning.

      “Don’t play with it,” Ella told her. Actually, there was almost an entire cannister of hairspray in there to keep Moira’s stubborn white locks in place, so maybe it could withstand a bit of curious fiddling. Snatching the box of makeup remover wipes from the counter, Ella quickly got to work on cleaning her hands, nodding as she gave her masterpiece one final scrutinizing appraisal. “All done.”

      Moira hopped off the toilet with a little squeal, one that ramped up in volume and pitch as soon as she got herself in front of Ella’s huge bathroom mirror.

      “Oh my god—it’s amazing!” She leaned in, doing a giddy little dance in place that made Ella laugh. “You even made my mouth look like a beak… Girl, this is seriously your best yet.”

      Her cheeks warmed at the praise, and her lips parted as she drew a soft breath, a thank you on the tip of her tongue—only for the pair of actual wings growing out of her best friend’s back to distract her. Normally Moira wore the magical necklace her angel mentor had given her that kept the feathery pair hidden away. Tonight, however, she planned to tell anyone who asked that they were fake, prosthetics even, as they poked through the two holes cut into her black long-sleeved shirt currently sitting on Ella’s bed. At the moment, Moira’s bra and underwear ensemble made them hard to miss.

      Severus’s rescue from Seraphim Securities all those months ago was forever burned into Ella’s mind, and while she had been somewhat high on the incubus’s touch for most of the final showdown, she could never forget the angels and their wings. Enormous white walls of bulletproof feathers, they had stretched four to six feet in either direction, some even larger. They haunted her dreams, those wings—as did that day, scampering over crushed vampire skulls, blood caked on her shoes, carnage all around her.

      Malachi Saevitia gouging out a demon’s eyes, his thumbs buried knuckle-deep in the creature’s skull.

      She would remember that day for as long as she lived. Longer, even. It was the kind of memory that imprinted on your soul.

      Moira’s wings had a knack for drudging it all back up, even if they were the cutest little wings of the bunch. Only about two feet across, they were baby soft and light grey, like a newborn chick’s first set of downy feathers. The house sometimes teased her about the look, calling them baby feathers, chick fluff, the works.

      But they were growing. Hardening. Slowly but surely changing color, flecks of gold and white woven into the velvety grey. Toward the final days of summer, Moira’s physical appearance had started to shift again, taking her closer toward the extremes of an angelic appearance. No one dared comment on that—not until Moira could acknowledge it herself.

      “You made me so beautiful,” Moira gushed, enveloping her in a slightly too-tight hug. Ella grimaced as Moira’s bony arms crushed the air out of her lungs, but she did it with a smile. When her friend retreated, she sucked in as subtle a breath as she could before Moira squished her face in both hands. “Thank you.”

      “Y’r w-l-cme,” she mumbled, cheeks smooshed, lips pursed. Giggling, Moira went back to the mirror, studying the shading in more detail, and Ella started gathering her makeup supplies strewn across the counter, half-destined for her daily bag, the other for the makeup tower under the sink.

      “So,” Moira said as Ella dusted off one of her larger brushes. “You plan on telling me what the fuck happened between you and Malachi anytime soon?”

      The mere mention of his name had her cheeks fiery, and Ella turned away under the guise of grabbing something else to wipe the brush off with. Toilet paper? No. Well. Just to look busy—sure. “What?”

      “I know you guys butted heads the last time he was here, but this is… weird.”

      She nibbled her plump lower lip. It was weird, and everyone seemed to know it. Malachi had been so stupidly tense around her that even when she tried to play it cool, like their last encounter in June hadn’t fazed her, it was downright impossible. Embarrassment clung to her like a second skin, making the backs of her knees sweat and her temper spike just by looking at him. He had been back in the house for a grand total of, what, twenty-six hours, and Ella had wanted him gone within the first five minutes.

      Especially if he was going to be all weird and tense and distant with her.

      Like—how else was she supposed to feel? Humiliated. That was it. Not just embarrassed, but downright mortified. Since he’d left, Ella had been burying herself in work. First came graduation from her one-year master’s program, plus a string of pointless first dates with men who bored her to tears, then teachers’ college, and now this new job. If it was all go, go, go, go, then she couldn’t dwell on that shitshow of a night.

      Embarrassment had kept her from spilling her secret shame to Moira, but from the way her friend eyeballed her in the mirror, the jig was up. Alaric had already made his guesses, detecting the slight shift in her demeanor anytime Malachi’s name came up in conversation. But… Damn it, sometimes certain stories were meant to stay dead and buried.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, her forced nonchalance painfully obvious. Moira’s eyes narrowed in the mirror before she turned around and hoisted herself up on the counter, thin porcelain legs crossed at the ankles.

      “Ella.”

      She tapped her blush brush against her palm. Even with all the makeup, Moira’s face was downright impossible to deny. They had each mastered the same expression as teenagers, that I Know Something’s Up, Just Tell Me I Won’t Judge You look that usually made the dam burst.

      “He…” Her stomach looped as humiliation licked down her spine, leaving her hot and flustered, palms clammy and the back of her neck broiling. Fucking massive hair certainly didn’t help with that. She winced, gathering it all up and holding it away from her skin. “We kissed.”

      Moira’s eyes rounded, her jaw all but dropping in dramatic cartoon wolf fashion. “What?”

      Fuck. Ella swallowed hard, settling on the closed toilet and fanning herself with her brush. “It was the night you guys went to the resort. After you and I got off the phone, I was just… I was messed up. Learning about what happened to—” Mom. The word died in her throat. Moira’s mom had been more of a maternal figure in Ella’s life than her own mother, and to discover the gruesome way she had died—no, been killed—had broken a piece of her that would never fully heal. “Anyway. I got drunk. Like. Shitfaced drunk, and somehow got up to the roof. Malachi came up to find me at some point, and I don’t remember a lot of it, but I think we talked for a bit… and then suddenly we were kissing. I kind of remember wanting to do more, like…” Fuuuuck me. She cleared her throat, bracing herself for the inevitable fallout of this news. “I can recall being on his lap, like hardcore making out, and unzipping his… Oh god, his pants. Uhm. But he stopped me, said I should sober up. Then… Then I vomited over the side of the building, which, you know, was great.”

      Of all the things she didn’t quite remember, puking was one of the crystal-clear images that had stuck with her all these months later. Her hands dropped to her lap, body racked with an unsettling blend of icy fear and white-hot humiliation. A hesitant glance up showed Moira studying her with an odd look, a look suggesting it hurt that Ella hadn’t told her this sooner. Right. That was the look she should have prepared for, not, well, whatever insane fallout she had been expecting. Moira was her sister. They shared everything, big and small.

      And this—this was huge.

      In a flash, however, Moira’s expression shifted to something gentle, her pale blues warm and soft as she said, “Oh, honey, that sucks, but I mean—you threw up on his shoes the first time you met him and he was still all over you. I really don’t think a bit of puke bothers Malachi.”

      That had never occurred to her. Cue further humiliation. “Yeah, I know, but—”

      “And he kind of held your hair back with me that time you puked in the elevator at Seraphim Securities—”

      “Yes, thank you.” Her eyes narrowed when Moira’s grin turned teasing. “So, that’s three times I’ve emptied my guts in front of him. Fantastic.”

      No wonder he’d bailed.

      “This was… different,” Ella continued weakly. They had just sucked face. And from her spotty recollection, it had been a good face suck. “He helped me downstairs, then got me McDonalds while I had a shower. The next thing I remember is waking up in my bed at like noon, surrounded by cold french fries and no Malachi. He just left. No note, no nothing. Gone.”

      And at the end of the day, that had been the most embarrassing of all. He hadn’t said anything to Alaric or Cordelia at the time either, vanishing into the dawn, but they hadn’t just drunkenly made out with him—and then tried to do more, only to be rejected by a demon with a somewhat questionable moral compass.

      “Oh.” Moira slipped off the counter and crossed over to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “It’s…” Ella leaned to the side to avoid smudging all her hard work. “I’m fine. It isn’t the end of the world. This shit happens—but I guess I’m still really embarrassed about it, and he’s being all weird.” At her celebratory dinner last night, they had all learned Malachi was only back in Farrow’s Hollow because an angel had summoned him there for some meeting. No further details had been offered, not even when pressed for by Severus and Alaric, but one thing was certain: the chaos demon was not here to see her. “I just want to forget it happened, you know?”

      Her bestie nodded. “But he’s making it kind of difficult with the whole…”

      Moira tensed, lifting her shoulders so that they lined up with her ears, her overly serious expression the perfect Malachi impression. Ella snorted.

      “Right? Ugh…”

      “Yeah.” Moira snatched the blush brush out of her fidgeting fingers. “Look, we’re gonna have so much fun tonight that you won’t even remember why it’s awkward with you two. Anytime you need to escape, I’m your girl.”

      “I know.” Loyal to a fault, Moira would probably set Malachi’s tight, gorgeous ass on fire with her angel light if Ella asked. “Thank you.”

      After one last hug, Ella finished tidying up her scattered makeup, then tugged her black wool socks up to her knees and tucked her pressed white dress skirt into her pleated grey skirt.

      “Okay, I’m going to go check on the guys… Make sure they’re actually wearing their costumes.” While Moira had been all too excited to be the Buckbeak to Ella’s Hermione, Alaric and Severus had had to be coaxed—maybe even a little threatened—into their Halloween costumes. But, seriously, what was Hermione Granger without her Ron and Harry?

      The pair had been even less impressed when she ordered them authentic Hogwarts robes right alongside hers. Cordelia, meanwhile, had been thrilled to learn that all three of them would be going out as witches tonight, even fictional ones who were always the good guys—and whose skin didn’t split and scar every time they cast a spell.

      “I should probably put some clothes on,” Moira muttered as she checked her phone. “We’ve got like two hours before doors open at the Inferno.”

      “Enough time for nachos and beer pong.”

      “Preach, girl.”

      Over her shoulder, she spotted her bestie angling herself in front of the mirror for a bathroom selfie, one Ella couldn’t resist hopping in on. Some twenty minutes and a hundred photos later, she was tiptoeing down the stairs in her socks, a pair of her old, clunky uniform shoes hanging off her fingers.

      As she rounded the bottom of the stairs, padding onto the second floor with nacho prep running through her head, said shoes slipped from her fingers, their double thump-thump paired with the sound of her own horrified scream.

      For standing there, next to the coffee table, in front of Alaric’s huge TV, was Cordelia.

      A naked Cordelia.

      A naked, bloody Cordelia.

      A naked, bloody Cordelia with her throat slit.

      “Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god.” Nausea and vertigo hit like two colliding freight trains, leaving her weak-kneed and breathless. Ella staggered forward just as footsteps thundered across the floor above, accompanied by a second set racing up the staircase from below. The demonic witch smiled, breasts perky, skin flawless.

      “Fear not,” she crooned, gesturing down to herself with a flutter of her black lashes, the usual dose of crazy in her eyes. “It’s my costume. I am a human sacrifice.”

      Ella collapsed back against the thin metal railing, hand to her pounding heart, head spinning. “What the fuck—that looks so real.”

      Cordelia offered a coy one-shouldered shrug as Alaric jogged up the last of the steps to her left. “Magic, darling.”

      “Ella?” To the right, a panicked Moira came flying down in a pair of pajama shorts and a sleeping tee. “What’s…” Her wide-eyed gaze landed on Cordelia. “Whoa. What the fuck?”

      “It’s her costume,” Ella said, weakly motioning toward Cordelia. “She’s… She’s…”

      “A human sacrifice,” the witch clarified. “I’ve just been sacrificed. Throat slit. Blood offered to the dark lord of the night…”

      She pressed the back of one delicate hand to her forehead, slumping onto the coffee table with a giggle. In unison, Ella and Moira looked to Alaric, who wasn’t in his costume but was nursing a beer. The hybrid shrugged, his sweatpants and T-shirt an affront to Ella’s Halloween sensibilities.

      “Looks great. Very authentic. She did a lot of research. And, you know, watched a few human sacrifices over the centuries.”

      Ella pinched the bridge of her nose. “Well, that’s horrifying.”

      Ugh. How was this her reality? After exchanging a somewhat helpless look with Moira, she pushed off the railing and cleared her throat.

      “Okay, so, uhm, I appreciate the authenticity as much as the next… person.” She blew a curl out of her face, hot all over as Cordelia smeared some of the still-wet blood around a very pebbled nipple. “Uhm. But, you know, you can’t go out like that.”

      The witch looked up sharply, her dreamy smile falling away. “Why? I am told Hallows Eve is as gory now as it once was.”

      “Yeah, but you’ll probably get arrested for indecent exposure,” Ella insisted. “So… Maybe…” She glanced at her bestie. “Moira and I can find you a different costume. Not better. Just different—right?”

      Moira nodded slowly. “Uh, yeah. I think that’s for the best.”

      Alaric swirled his beer. “I like it—”

      Ella held up a hand to silence him, which was met with a snort. “Okay. I’m thinking… I’m thinking…” What the fuck kind of costume did you give a demonic witch who thought this was appropriate? “Wednesday Addams?”

      “Oh, that’s perfect,” Moira said, suddenly extra cheery when Cordelia frowned. “She’s this badass kid who cuts the heads off dolls and threatens preppy mean girls at summer camp… You’ll love her, and I have the perfect dress for you to wear. Ella will do your hair.”

      She nodded, having no issues with plaiting two thick braids into Cordelia’s wild, tumbling black waves—provided she was clothed and clean.

      And the much, much too realistic slit on her throat was closed up. Yuck. Ella appreciated special effects. Hell, she had even considered a career in it before deciding on teaching. But this—that wound—was nauseating.

      Decision made, Moira escorted Cordelia upstairs, Ella close at their heels. Halfway up, she leaned over the railing and pointedly cleared her throat, eyes narrowing at Alaric.

      “Get your costume on now, Ronald Bilius Weasley.”

      The hybrid let out a defeated little sigh. “Yes, dear…”
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        * * *

      

      “This is fucking ridiculous.”

      Malachi stiffened when her voice carried over the din. Seated at the far end of the dining table, fingers drumming on the dark wood, he swirled his tumbler of bourbon and downed the rest of it as Ella straightened in front of the stove. A whole world stood between them, his brother, his cousin, and Moira clustered around the little countertop peninsula jutting out from the wall, chatting amicably over their seventh round of vodka tonics. Some obnoxious tune hummed from the speakers attached to Moira’s musical rectangle, and to his left, Alaric had just come thundering down the stairs, dressed in the same black robes as Severus and Ella, a lion crest on his breast.

      All this commotion, this pint-sized chaos, and yet to him, Ella Thomas was the only creature in the room. He heard her every movement, her every breath, and it was driving him fucking mad.

      All Hallows Eve. In theory, this was his night to shine. A night of masked men and gruesome tales told around a fire—or, in this century, demonstrated over the television. Chaos demons lived for such wanton depravity, a night when the human world expected madness and tricks.

      And yet here he sat, present for what Ella had labeled a “pre-drink”—present but separated, a great yawning cavern stretching between him and the occupants of this house. While the others were dressed in costumes, none save Moira’s particularly frightening, Malachi hung back in one of his perfectly fitted suits—a deep, lush burgundy, his dress shirt black, his cuffs the classic Saevitia rubies and gold. He had left his hair wild, thinking it a festive touch for the season, only to find himself surrounded by bland getups—what the fuck was the purpose of the lightning bolt on his brother’s forehead?—and merriment.

      Merriment. On a night designated for debauchery and villainy.

      How rare such a night occurred on Earth. Demons across Hell fought for the very limited number of travel permits just to go topside tonight.

      Yet here Malachi sat, his glass empty once more, lamenting his companions’ choice of attire—and trying desperately to tune out the one creature he ought to have forgotten by now.

      “Seriously,” Ella grumbled as she crossed the kitchen with an enormous cast-iron skillet in hand, the damn thing positively overflowing with chips and flavored meat and roasted vegetables and melted cheese. “I live in a house with five of you supernatural shits, and I still have to cook by hand? This is a travesty.”

      She plopped the skillet onto the counter, the others crowding around it like vultures, and then huffed a rogue curl out of her face.

      “Thank you,” Moira crooned, leaning over to press a kiss to the human’s cheek. “These look delicious.”

      “Wait, they’re really—”

      “Yes—nachos!” Alaric grabbed a particularly cheesy chip off the top and popped it between his lips, only to immediately start hopping about, mouth open. “Ah—’ot, ’ot, ’ot!”

      “Hot,” Ella finished, her arms crossed, her grin just a little too satisfied. “Give them a minute.”

      Through the slight gap between Severus and Moira, those honey-brown eyes landed on Malachi. They burned across his features, starting at his forehead and headed southbound to his lips. He wet them without meaning to, black gaze scorching back at her, and he caught her sharp inhale before she turned away, her cheeks pink.

      This was absurd.

      Absurd.

      A chaos demon—cowed by a mere slip of a thing, a woman who barely reached his shoulders.

      A human…

      Who looked positively fuckable in that little outfit, her pleated skirt cutting off midway down those luscious thighs, the knee-high socks highlighting toned calves. The dress shirt with one too many buttons undone, her throwaway tie just begging to be coiled around his fist.

      Absurd.

      He shouldn’t have come here.

      The summit was a mere two and a half weeks out, and the Malachi who had spent the last year in Hell negotiating, bribing, and threatening his fellow demons to get precisely what he wanted would have chosen a penthouse hotel suite to bide his time.

      Instead, this Malachi, the sentimental, lonely old fool who had endured four hundred and eighty-nine long years dealing with family squabbles and his mother’s death and that big empty Saevitia estate in Hell—well, he’d decided to spend this time with his brother. He and Severus had only recently reconnected, and he’d wanted to nurture that bond, all the while getting to further know the angel hybrid who would undoubtedly be a Saevitia in the near future. He and Moira had become acquainted on the battlefield, yet loath as he was to admit it, there was more to life than war.

      He just hadn’t counted on Ella still being here.

      He should have.

      In fact, deep down, a part of him had even hoped to see her again.

      A very small part, mind you. Miniscule, even. For the rest of him knew what poison she was, a toxic blend that weakened his resolve—made him push his personal desires aside in favor of her needs.

      Malachi could have had her that night.

      Mind, body, and soul, he could have had her.

      Drunk and pliant, desperate and bold, she had kissed him, touched him, ground her hips against him and whimpered his name against his lips…

      And Malachi Saevitia, a chaos demon who bathed in the blood of his lessers, who plotted and schemed for the betterment of his family at the detriment of all others, whose footsteps wrought chaos and discord amongst humanity—had showed restraint.

      He could have had her, yet he had played the hero. Cleaned her sick away with his shirt. Gave her water. Put her in the shower without so much as a leer at her supple curves. Fetched her fast food. Helped her into bed.

      He had abandoned every principle, every instinct. He had suffered his inner demon’s ire, the chaos beast scalding him from the inside out—and he had done it for her.

      Ella Thomas was a fucking plague.

      A plague for which, apparently, there was no cure.

      Tapping his crystal tumbler on the dark wood table, his gaze flitted from demon to witch to hybrid, pointedly avoiding the human in the mix. Over the laughter and the chatter and the crunch of tortilla chips, Malachi stood and drifted to Alaric’s fully stocked liquor bar beneath the staircase. The cork on the decades-old bourbon came off with a soft pop, and he filled his glass far fuller than necessary, intent on downing it in a single go.

      “You’re quiet tonight.”

      He stilled, Severus’s dark outline brooding in his periphery. “As are you, brother.”

      Quiet on his feet, that is, materializing out of nowhere beside him, yet Malachi knew that wasn’t the quiet his little brother had in mind. The incubus had been highly aware of him, that much was clear, ever since his stiff reunion with Ella. He had prodded and pried, both at dinner last night and today while they had coffee at one of the shops and picked up treats for tonight’s affair, the rest of the household bundled up watching Halloween movies from the comfort of Alaric’s couch, no longer a bed come daylight for the visiting chaos demon.

      Malachi had told him nothing. Not of the summit to which he had been summoned by Cassiel, head of the Farrow’s Hollow angel garrison, and not of his inner turmoil over a certain human. The former came from a desire to keep his brother out of trouble; the less Severus knew, the better. The latter—well, he’d never tell a soul of the latter.

      All those unsettling feelings had come flooding back the moment he saw her last night, Ella Thomas, dancing about in her navy blue sweater and skintight jeans. He’d thought perhaps a year in Hell—and a bounty of beautiful demon lovers—would have quashed any lingering connection to the human, and yet at the sound of her laughter, the sway of her hips, it had become painfully clear that wasn’t the case.

      So, Malachi had kept his distance. No jests, no witty banter. No innuendos to make her blush indignantly. No playing of any kind, lest he succumb to his previous weakness.

      It was obvious. He knew that—the whole fucking house knew that.

      Severus most of all.

      “I’m not implying anything by it. Just a bit odd, the quiet,” Severus muttered, refilling his own glass with clear, acrid-smelling vodka. Malachi grunted noncommittally, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. How little his brother knew of the maelstrom swirling inside. He had been determined not to let her affect him, but now that he was here…

      For Lucifer’s sake—why was it so difficult now?

      The hairs on the back of his neck rose when, without so much as a backward glance, he picked Ella’s melodious laughter out over the rest. His inner demon stirred, intrigued, eager to turn those giggles into screams, and he downed all that expensive bourbon at once.

      A detriment to his resolve, this fucking human. He had seen hundreds, thousands, of beautiful creatures in his very long lifetime—fucked most of them too—but her…

      Poison.

      “I’m fine,” he insisted thickly, pouring himself another drink. “A bit impatient, I suppose. This is a chaos demon’s night, after all. We’ve done a lot of sitting around.”

      “Well, you’ve done a lot of sitting around.”

      He shot his brother a dark look, to which the incubus merely smirked before sweeping him into the fray. Malachi settled atop a barstool next to his cousin, who wore a little black dress and stockings now, her raven locks in two thick braids.

      He’d much preferred her previous costume. The bloodier, the better.

      Still, there was no sense in being the resident black cloud, looming over all and spoiling the fun. After another two drinks, Malachi fell seamlessly into the conversation like he had always been there. He chuckled—and made others do the same. He sampled Ella’s nachos—cheesy, melt-in-your-mouth delicious. He drank and joked and teased. He played a human game called Beer Pong, which turned out to be rather similar to a game played in Hell, only the little ball that landed in your opponent’s cup was a skull, the cup was a cauldron, and players set one human soul from their opponent’s collection on fire rather than drinking lukewarm brew.

      So. Perhaps not similar at all.

      Malachi had only played the game once. He was far better at Beer Pong.

      So good, in fact, that he and Severus emerged victorious, vanquishing Ella and Moira in the final round of the tournament. Alaric and Cordelia, meanwhile, had found each other’s mouths far more interesting than the game.

      “Well, it’s not really fair, is it?” Ella said after finishing the last of her red cups, stacking it with all the others. She spoke confidently, self-assured as always, yet she had refused to meet his eye all evening. “I mean… How are we supposed to win against two guys with heightened abilities? I call shenanigans.”

      “Perhaps you should have considered that before you challenged us,” Severus fired back, his brother’s lips quirking when Moira poked her tongue out at him. Ella merely rolled her eyes, then took a swing from the half-drunk bottle of Goldschläger at her side.

      “Whatever. We…” Her phone chirped from the table, and her eyes lit up after tapping the screen. “We need to get going. Doors have officially been open at the Inferno for an hour.”

      “You heard her, people,” Moira barked, snatching Ella’s hand and dragging her to the stairs. “Teeth brushed. Shoes on. We’re out the door in a tight two minutes.”

      She and Ella clapped at a lip-locked Alaric and Cordelia in passing. The fallen angel hybrid merely waved them off, seated on the window ledge next to the front door, a cooing witch snuggled against him.

      Even as she raced up the stairs, skirt flaring around her thighs, Ella’s scent lingered on the first floor. Her cloying perfume—some infernal blend of jasmine, vanilla, and plump, ripe wild berries—threatened to permanently fuse itself up Malachi’s nostrils, forever flooding his system with every breath. He rubbed at his nose, then picked up her discarded bottle, uncapping it and inhaling the pungent cinnamon schnapps like his life depended on it.

      The tournament had lowered his guard, as had the conversation, the nachos, the bourbon. While she still wouldn’t meet his eye, Ella appeared more relaxed as the night wore on.

      More relaxed—and drunk. Again.

      Malachi cleared his throat when he caught Severus, Alaric, and Cordelia watching him with three near-identical frowns. Slowly recapping the Goldschläger, he stared back in open defiance, daring them to comment. When no one did, he considered the issue dropped.

      Just as he did her. A drunk Ella only spelled trouble. As soon as they walked out the front door, Malachi would find a way to distance himself from her.

      And he would snatch up a fetching beauty, a delectable distraction, at the nightclub up the street as soon as possible.

      There. Decided. No more perfume smelling and thigh ogling for him.

      Not with Ella Thomas, anyway.

      Precisely one minute and fifty-eight seconds later, the girls came thundering down the stairs, Ella a little unsteady on her socked feet. At Moira’s prompting, everyone drifted toward the front door, grabbing shoes from the closet and purses from the hooks next to the door. The most impressive outfit present was still the angel hybrid, her wings on full display, downy and soft, little gosling feathers that seemed to tickle Ella’s cheeks when she bent over to knot her laces.

      There, a mere five feet from him, stood the most potent magic in all the realms. He had no clue if hybrid wings packed the same punch as a true angel’s feather, but Malachi was sure there were plenty of demons desperate for a definitive answer. Yet she wore them boldly, proudly, a perfect match to her monstrous costume.

      Perhaps she did so with the knowledge that no demon in Farrow’s Hollow would dare touch her. She had proven her worth on the battlefield months ago, and Severus had informed him today that she had an ally in the garrison—that great hulking angel Zachariah. Beyond that, she had an incubus lover to watch her back. And the son of a former prince of Hell. And Cordelia, the most intimidating of the lot.

      And, well… She had Malachi too. Should any demon fuck so much as glance at his brother’s beloved with a glimmer of want in their eyes, Malachi would gladly gouge them out.

      “So, are we sure we still want to do the human side of the Inferno?” Alaric asked as the group bustled out the door, Malachi bringing up the rear. He had done so purposefully, keeping all those extras bodies between himself and Ella while the human led the charge. As he shut the front door behind him, she and Moira responded in near-perfect unison.

      “Yes.”

      Alaric huffed, lightly grasping Cordelia’s hand as they all crossed the street. “But—”

      “The demon side is creepy as fuck,” Ella argued. “Once was enough for me.”

      A prickle of something—something dark and unsettling and painful—seared up his chest, and his eyes snapped to black before he could stop them. Ella had visited the demon-only half of the Inferno? A rare occurrence for humans; if they weren’t escorted by a demon they shared some stunning, secret intimacies with, then they were there for entertainment.

      To be used.

      The very idea made that horrible feeling in his chest twist tighter, tighter, tighter. His inner demon snarled, equally unimpressed that this had happened without him.

      “I second the fact that the demon side is creepy,” Moira added, she and Ella strolling along side by side, arms entwined. “Human side is where it’s at tonight.”

      Malachi rolled his eyes. For Lucifer’s sake. A whole night of inebriated humans?

      Actually. Perhaps that was precisely what he needed. Two floors of drunk, horny humans, violence humming in their veins—ripe little playthings for a chaos demon. He could all but taste his inner demon’s smile.

      Farrow’s Hollow was truly alive tonight, the sidewalks crowded, various Halloween parties scheduled across the sprawling cityscape. While a few of the more upscale establishments might better suit Malachi’s tastes, the Inferno had never steered him wrong before. A thick, densely packed line of eager humans greeted them long before they reached the building, costumed creatures huddled together against the chill of the night. Curious eyes tracked the group as they passed; just for kicks, Malachi flashed a few his inner demon’s gaze, the black making them jump and gasp. Just a flicker, there one moment, gone the next, hopefully long enough to make them question their sanity.

      And whether his little display frightened them or not, none would leave the line. Humans felt a draw toward the Inferno courtesy of the demon upper management. Moira had told him events were pushed hard at the university, young adult humans waiting hours to enter, rain or shine, seven nights a week. It wouldn’t surprise him if a few demonic dealers had set up shop inside, eager to trade favors for souls.

      A part of him wouldn’t mind running a little club like this—but even Malachi didn’t dare compete with Alaric’s father. While he might have legally owned Farrow’s Hollow and its hell-gate, all topside demons deferred to Verrier on principle.

      Or face the consequences.

      Bypassing the line completely, Moira and Ella led the group straight to the front, right into the bouncers’ sphere of influence. The burly pair of demons—debt collectors, by the looks of it, pure muscle—gave them an assessing once-over, but their expressions shifted the moment Alaric stepped into view.

      “Mr. Crowley,” the nearest black-shirted demon remarked, tapping his earpiece and moving forward to greet the hybrid. “Whatever can we do for you tonight?”

      “We’ll be celebrating Hallows Eve here,” Alaric remarked, his voice carrying an unfamiliar gravitas that caught Malachi’s attention. Apparently as soon as his hybrid side emerged, that fallen angel finally breaching the surface, Alaric had stopped tending bar at the demonic half of the Inferno. He no longer needed a slew of bodyguards trailing him, and according to Severus, he had started working more closely with his father. On what was anyone’s guess, but Malachi had a few thoughts on the matter.

      Thoughts that he’d never act on if he wanted to keep his head.

      Alaric gestured to the group around him, Malachi looming over his shoulder, the hum of his chaotic being pulsing in time with the roaring music inside.

      “My father is aware of our visit,” Alaric said dismissively. The second of the two bouncers spoke rapidly into his communications link, a wary eye on the hybrid. Without warning, Alaric’s gaze snapped to dark grey. “Ensure there’s a booth waiting for us on the second floor—and bottle service all night.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Crowley. Of course.”

      In an instant, the black velvet rope barring the main entrance lifted, and the group approached the towering brick building with the protests of impatient humans on their heels. However, as soon as the doors opened, music and mayhem drowned out the rest of the city. Darkness loomed on all sides, bright yellow streetlamps long forgotten in favor of dozens upon dozens of dangling lights shaped like little pumpkins and ghouls, the interior warmed in orange and white light.

      Compared to the demonic side, this was certainly much—more. Yes, the bowels of the building housed crowds of writhing, grinding demon bodies much like this, but this was different. Grander. Modern. Malachi counted six different bars on the first floor alone, all the black leather booths along the walls full, the dance floor in the middle packed. Sweat intertwined with colognes and perfumes, liquors and ales. Cigarette smoke wafted in from the nearby patio. Succubi waitresses confidently navigated the room like they weren’t outnumbered by humans ten to one.

      Organized chaos. Malachi’s least preferable kind.

      But as he trailed after the group, shoving inebriated humans aside should they teeter into Cordelia or Moira or Ella, Malachi decided that this place, these two glorious floors, had all the makings for the kind of chaos he loved.

      In fact, with everyone in costumes, the lighting, the screaming, the drunken smiles and wanton glances, this could have easily been a party on some demon’s estate in Hell. Easily. Only in Hell, Ella Thomas wouldn’t be grinning and waving at random partygoers, stopping here and there to hug and squeal and cheek-kiss before Moira steered her toward the stairs.

      There was that feeling again. Malachi swallowed hard, sensing even his inner demon’s confusion to the tightness.

      Was it—jealousy?

      No. Never. He wrinkled his nose as he navigated around a cluster of scantily clad humans, their fake glittery fairy wings crinkled. Malachi owned this city. He had no reason to envy the humans Ella pounced on, her smile warm, her laughter once more rising above all other sound until it was screaming between his ears.

      The feeling dissipated when they stepped into the stairwell at the far-right corner of the first floor, Severus and Alaric at the front shoving their way through. Humans littered every possible bit of floorspace in the building—save for the sprawling semicircular booth awaiting them upstairs.

      Located on a raised platform at the helm of the second-floor dance floor, the quilted leather half-moon looked like it could comfortably seat a group thrice their size. It offered a spectacular view of the dance floor, above which hung a chandelier of carved pumpkins, their glowing faces reminiscent of tortured souls screaming in the pit.

      Beyond that, a terrace overlooked the street and the sleek glossy buildings in the distance, the heart of the Farrow’s Hollow business district. A little closer to home, several bottles of champagne sat awaiting them, along with a smattering of other clear, strong liquids, one of which made Ella wrinkle her nose and shudder when she took a sniff. Pair that with a platter of appetizers, from chips to sushi to little tiny tartlets, and it was almost like the Inferno had been waiting for the arrival of the prince’s son all night.

      As Malachi shuffled into the booth next to Severus, his cousin seated across from him and a delectable spread between them, he decided that perhaps tonight could be rather enjoyable. Despite the bland costumes, Hallows Eve certainly wasn’t wasted—not with all that was going on around him. So long as he kept his distance from Ella and focused on something—or someone—else, he’d be fucking golden.

      The tower of tiny crystal shot glasses harkened his mind back to a trashy reality TV show he had devoured months ago while reacquainting himself with modern-day humans. Smirking, he grabbed the crowning glass and held it up, all eyes on him.

      “Shots, anyone?”
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      Too many shots.

      Too many shots.

      Too many—delicious—shots.

      Her balance sucked. The edges of her vision blurred, the soft orange and white lights blending together. All the faces on the dance floor, all the people, were their costumes at this point. No more humans. Just creatures and things. Black, white, green, red, pink. Feathers. Lace. Latex. Cat eyes and exposed skin. Her hair had doubled in size, roasting her neck, and sweat dripped down her back. She needed the support of the bodies around her, moving and swaying and writhing, or she’d fall over. The Inferno had never been this wild before, not a soul on the patio or in the second-floor booths. All on the dance floor. All together. One. In unison.

      She couldn’t feel her face, but Ella was having a damn good Halloween.

      The song shifted to a remix of two top-twenty hits, and she threw her hands up to scream alongside all the rest of them. At this point, she was more alcohol than blood—a walking, talking bottle of vodka. And she didn’t give a fuuuuuuck.

      All the drama from before—poof, gone.

      No tension. No embarrassment. No fear. That gorgeous chaos demon ass was just one of the gang as soon as they’d arrived, and Ella hadn’t looked back. Two hours in, the clock ticking ever closer to midnight, and she felt like she’d been at it for weeks. Dancing. Drinking. Singing—poorly—alongside a slightly tipsy Moira.

      Climbing onto their booth’s table, each of them drinking their own bottle. Dragging Cordelia up too and losing themselves in the music.

      Nearly half her class from teachers’ college was out tonight, and Ella had made the rounds earlier, flying solo and giddy, her entire body light and boozy. Now, the dance floor called her home. The energy. The pulse. The fucking electricity. Was there something in the air tonight? People went hard at the Inferno, but never this hard.

      It was like they were prepared to dance until their feet were bloody stumps.

      At least that was how Ella felt. She could live here, in this spot, dancing into eternity.

      Gone was the “authentic” Hogwarts robe that had cost her a small fortune. Her tie hung halfway down her chest; her socks had joined the black robe back in the booth. If the damn things refused to stay up, then they couldn’t party with her. No time to stop. No distractions. Just movement and energy and jumping, jumping, jumping…

      Just chaos.

      The thought made her stumble, and she gathered her hair with both hands, plopping it on top of her head as she chased her breath. The only ones seemingly immune to the pull of the nightclub were her supernatural companions, all of whom were still in the booth, chatting and drinking and laughing and eating that endless supply of upscale appetizers that had left Ella full to bursting hours ago.

      She stood up on her tiptoes. Unable to see over the crowd, she jumped in place, higher and higher, until she had eyes on them again. Only the four. Only the couples. Missing one.

      Well, missing two, but she was right here.

      Ella jumped in place once more, turning with every leap, bobbing up like a little periscope to check out the rest of the second level. Malachi. Malachi. Malachi. Malachi.

      Found you.

      The chaos demon loitered at the periphery of the dance floor, leaning on the arched doorway that opened to an empty terrace. Cold October air rustled his glorious golden locks, blustering in unchecked through the trio of open doors. Ella finally dropped her curls; if all the doors were open, why was it still so fucking hot?

      And why was he all by himself?

      Always alone.

      So unlike him.

      So fucking weird.

      And if Ella could stop being weird, then so could he.

      He ought to know that—that she had stopped being weird and he could too.

      Yup. Yup, yup, yup.

      Mouth set in a determined line, she wormed her way across the packed dance floor, her drunken brain getting distracted here and there. So many costumes. So many familiar faces. So many—oh my god this song!

      Midnight struck. Another Halloween come and gone, and yet all around her, the energy swelled. It licked across her flesh, up her neck, some invisible warmth nibbling at her ear before plunging down her spine. It made her heart pound, her adrenaline surge. Dance. Must—dance. Must move, get the feeling out, the electric hum crackling through her veins. Someone grabbed her by the hips, dragging her flush against him. A him, decidedly, because he either had an iron rod in his pants or he felt the pulse of the party too.

      Ella wriggled free, shoving her way through the crowd at long last, stumbling the final few steps to freedom. She sucked in a lungful of crisp, cool air, the dance floor still clinging to her, an invisible hand tugging at her wrist. Come back. Come back. Come back.

      Malachi straightened when he spotted her, confusion rippling across his features—all the way up to his full black eyes. And those eyes… Well, if Ella struggled to read their nuances when she was sober, tonight they were just deep, dark pits of mystery.

      Deep, dark pits she wanted to get lost in.

      “I thought you were downstairs,” the demon remarked as she teetered toward him like a little fawn on a thick sheet of ice.

      “No.” The longer she held that black stare, the faster her heightened emotions surged to the surface. They danced across her skin, prickled beneath it. Her heart raced. Her breath fell harder. Stroking her neck, trailing her fingers over her breasts, down her abdomen and back up again, Ella was a raw, wild thing. “I’m right here.”

      If only he had bothered with a costume. Had they been on speaking terms, perhaps she could have conjured something for him; Ella might lack magic, but Moira was evidence of her other talents. Still, he looked so damn fine in that suit. Deep, deep burgundy made his hair especially golden, a rough mane around his head like a halo. The rich, lush fabric clung to rippling muscle beneath, to ridiculously broad shoulders, to a core that felt like steel, to a tapered waist with a deliciously sharp V she’d had the pleasure of feeling once before.

      And she’d feel it again. Now, in fact, while she had the courage—while the pulse of the room spurred her.

      “I’m right here,” she whispered, clutching a lapel in each hand and arching up his figure. “And I feel so alive.”

      Malachi snatched both her wrists, her forearms positively snappable in his large hands. So strong. Her eyes dipped to the rings adorning his fingers, and her tongue swept across her lower lip. What would he do if she flicked it over that large gold one—the one with the family crest? Fire ignited in her core, a languid, wet heat gathering between her thighs.

      “Ella,” he said stiffly, all prim and serious and not Malachi again, “I—”

      Her lips caught him with his mouth open. The fire inside exploded, whipping about like a hurricane, all else fading to black as she pushed up on her tippy-toes to kiss him. His hands tightened around her wrists, keeping her at bay, but, like always, that mouth was his undoing. So hot and firm against her, open and toe-curlingly fierce. She moaned, eyes fluttering closed. He tasted like bourbon and sin, and she needed more.

      When he finally released her, she all but climbed his impressive frame, her feet off the floor when he thrust her up against the doorway. The unyielding wood bit into her back, and she hung there, pinned, with Malachi’s imposing figure snug between her thighs. One hard hand beneath her chin; the other gripped under her knee. She could feel them—the bruises starting to pepper her skin. He growled when his tongue invaded her mouth, ever the plundering conqueror, and Ella thought… She thought…

      Well, she thought, decided, that she would let him fuck her. Right here. Right now. Trembling, her hands dropped to his belt, his cock so painfully hard against her center that the first buck of his hips had her crying out. In shock. In pain. In fucking ecstasy. Crying right into his mouth, all that feeling, that adrenaline, that energy reaching a zenith inside her.

      Something needed to happen or she’d just explode.

      The wildness. The passion. The need—to kiss, to bite, to rip and tear and destroy and oh fuck—

      A pulse of energy crashed into her, literal and visceral, no longer just a feeling tickling the nape of her neck and coaxing her to dance. A rush of heat ripped through her, over her, a godly exhale that warmed her from head to toe. A shudder of wood to her right, a rattle of glass to her left—and in the crowd, someone screamed. Ella stilled, Malachi’s belt open, an end in each of her quivering hands. Out of the corner of her eye, the writhing mass of costumed people morphed into something different.

      Something violent.

      A brawl erupted in the dead center of the dance floor, men tearing each other apart, dragging others into the vortex like the fight had its own gravitational pull. Ella pushed at Malachi’s chest, panic skittering through the spitting furnace inside her, and when he didn’t set her down and step back, her wide eyes darted to him.

      She found him grinning, the look positively savage. More screams; his smile sharpened.

      Chaos. She’d thought before had been chaos, all the people, all the movement and energy and goddamn that was nothing. This was chaos—unbridled and brutal, the crowd shifting in an instant from good-time partiers to drunken brawlers.

      Drunken brawlers who wanted to slash each other to ribbons. Literally.

      Ella’s breath hitched, and she squirmed against the chaos demon trapping her in place. The slight wriggle of her hips, the pressure of her hands against his chest, seemed to coax him out of the moment, and when he blinked down at her, the black had vanished, replaced by icy blue. Malachi lowered her to the ground without a word, then shoved her behind him as the fight thundered their way like a herd of charging wildebeest.

      Arms over her head, she squeaked when the first wave hit, a gaggle of humans, men and women, crashing into Malachi. Costumes torn, eyes wild, they ripped into one another like their very lives depended on it.

      Moira.

      Where the hell was Moira? Was she safe?

      Ella tried to find her best friend, peeking around Malachi’s burly bicep, but with people swinging from the pumpkin chandelier and bouncers in black swarming the crowd, it was impossible to see the VIP booth anymore. Impossible to hear, too, the screams deafening. She clamped her hands over her ears, crouching behind Malachi’s knees as visions of that horrible night on the street, demons and angels at war, flashed in her mind’s eye.

      The nightclub security team had the chaos settled within minutes. When the screaming stopped, the music at half volume, Ella finally cracked one eye open, then the other, and peered through Malachi’s legs. Bouncers escorted snarling humans toward the stairs, while a few others were restrained against the wall, to the floor. People were crying, clinging to each other—bloody and bruised, though it was hard to tell if it was real or not. After all, it was Halloween.

      Or, at least, it had been. Twenty minutes ago.

      Gripping the doorframe, Ella tried to stand—tried and failed, her knees giving way, all that pulse-pounding energy from before gone. It was like some supernatural force had kept her vertical when all the booze in her system wanted to knock her flat on her ass. When she finally did manage to get upright, the world spun, but at least her head felt clearer.

      And she couldn’t stop shaking. Teeth chattering, she slumped against the doorway as Malachi faced her, his expression unreadable. He caught her chin with a crooked finger, tilting her head up as he assessed her in a thick, brutal silence. A few deep breaths stilled the world around her, but the sick churning in her gut refused to quit.

      Why did she feel like this? So… So… drained. Minutes ago, she had never felt more alive.

      “Ella—”

      “Mr. Saevitia?”

      A flicker of rage crossed Malachi’s features as he side-eyed the approaching bouncer. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid you’ll need to leave.”

      “Excuse me?” Malachi hissed, his voice coaxing some awful blend of need and nausea out of her. She swallowed thickly and tipped her head back against the wood frame. Guh. Arms wrapped around herself, Ella drew in a shaky breath and glanced between the two demons before her, both their eyes black. Malachi stood roughly a head taller, but the bouncer seemed not to care about the size difference as he squared his shoulders and puffed his chest.

      “House rules—”

      “Do you know who I am?” Malachi peered down his nose as he spoke, one hand in a fist so tight his knuckles paled. “I own this city.”

      “Yes, right, well, you can take it up with Lord Verrier.” The bouncer’s black gaze flickered to her, but Malachi’s immense body soon blocked him completely.

      “Take up what, exactly?”

      “His lordship doesn’t tolerate that kind of influence on his human patrons.”

      Malachi snorted. “Mine is not the only influence at work here—”

      “Yes, but yours is the only one to make our patrons bleed.” The demonic bouncer stepped aside, gesturing toward the bright red Exit sign over the stairs on the other side of the room. “If you don’t mind…”

      Influence.

      Oh my god.

      Chaos demons could influence demons and humans and…

      Me.

      Nausea won out, crushing every bit of need inside her until bile started to climb up her throat. Cheeks burning, Ella pushed off the doorframe and staggered around the pair, vision blurring in and out of focus.

      Need to leave. Need to get out of here.

      Need to get away from him.

      “Moira!”
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        * * *

      

      Malachi hadn’t meant for it to go that far.

      At first, it had just been a bit of fun, something to relieve the boredom—to distract him from the fact that the human woman who made him weak was the most social fucking butterfly in the bar.

      Then the chaos inside won out, whipping the humans into a frenzy, drawing all those susceptible to his influence into the fray. He had kept his unseen touch exclusively to the humans around him at the Inferno, sensing the utter mayhem chaos-kissed demons could cause would be bad for business.

      And for him.

      Verrier would gut him if Malachi turned his demon employees wild.

      After all, he had done it before in Farrow’s Hollow—the night of the raid on Seraphim Securities. He had driven the demon mob bosses and their underlings mad, so rabid that they’d hurled themselves at the angel garrison. Cannon fodder. They had made excellent cannon fodder.

      Yet tonight was just supposed to be a bit of fun. See how far he could push them before violence won out. Chaos was a scale with a thousand little pinpricks along the way. It touched everyone differently.

      Apparently it turned Ella Thomas into a carnal creature of lust and desire, her eyes alight with the most spectacular wildfire. As his feet pounded the pavement on the forced march back to Alaric’s home, Malachi couldn’t get the image out of his head. Her hands everywhere—on herself, on him. Those eyes, so raw and wild and hungry.

      As soon as her mouth found his, the inner demon had won out. Once more he had her, drunk and desperate, pliant and eager. Fuck playing the hero. Malachi had attempted it for a split second, but her hitched skirt dusting the tops of her thighs, that unbuttoned white shirt exposing the exquisite delicacy of her cleavage…

      He was no hero.

      He was a demon, a creature of vice and sin, and in that moment…

      Malachi had lost control.

      Which, ordinarily, mattered not to a chaos demon. Uncontrolled spiraling was encouraged, praised. Chaos wasn’t orderly. It was—chaos.

      But then… Well, the aftermath had been less pleasant. The others seemed only mildly annoyed that his shenanigans had gotten them booted from the nightclub. Not them, mind you—him. Malachi had been asked to leave, and for some reason the others followed. Ella had refused to look at him, not even once they were free of the nightclub, swathed in the frigid midnight air, the first breath of November.

      She had been off like a shot, blitzing ahead of the group, far steadier on her feet, that great black cloak billowing behind her. Moira trailed after her friend, Severus a few steps behind her, while a canoodling Cordelia and Alaric brought up the rear.

      Malachi knew he ought to saunter along behind them, but something drove him onward, eclipsing Severus and Moira with his much larger stride. This something—it demanded he apologize for spoiling Ella’s night. After all, she had seemed rather excited for the outing. The party was supposed to go on for another three hours, but here they were, toddling home because Malachi couldn’t behave.

      Severus’s words, certainly not his.

      He quickened from a trot to a gallop when Ella wrenched open the front door to the narrow, four-story home squished between two brick apartment complexes. The others still trailed behind him, and as he darted in after the human, he contemplated locking the door, just to give them a few precious seconds alone.

      Seconds—because a simple lock meant nothing to his witchy cousin.

      He found Ella struggling with her hideous black loafers just inside the front door, her balance improved but nowhere near sober. His inner demon practically purred at the sight of her, the memory of her mouth, her heat, her curious hands a more ardent distraction than Malachi cared to admit. Grim-faced, he shut the door soundly behind him as she all but hurled her awful shoes in the closet.

      “Ella—”

      “Was it really you back there?” she demanded, huffing a curl out of her face. It fell back into place defiantly, and she brushed it away with a scowl.

      No point in denying it. That fucking security oaf had already outed him. Braxus. Malachi would remember his name. “Yes, that was me.”

      Ella shrugged off her robe, the black cotton slithering down her arms, and then hung it over the bannister.

      “It was just a bit of fun,” he added in the silence that followed, not quite sure what else to say. He had no reason to defend himself.

      “Fun?” She all but spat the word, and Malachi threw his shoulders back, drawing up to his full height. If he needn’t defend himself, then why had defensiveness flared in his chest, white-hot and indignant? Why did his inner demon snarl at her tone—a snarl that suggested he’d been caught red-handed?

      “I am a chaos demon.” He folded his arms under her scrutiny, battling the desire to march over and take her face in both hands—make her see. “So, yes, that was just a bit of fun. Innocent, really.”

      “You influenced all those people?”

      “Yes—”

      “And me?” In the dim light emanating from the kitchen, her eyes appeared glossy. Ella swayed a little when she planted her hands on her hips, posture offensive and strong, but her expression soft, mere seconds from splintering. This had… hurt her.

      Hurting her hadn’t been his intention. It was why he had kept his fucking distance since he’d strolled out of the hell-gate, yet none of that seemed to matter now.

      “I didn’t… realize you were there,” he said somewhat lamely. “I thought you were still downstairs.”

      After all, that was where he had last seen her. Chatting with friends, with men, with fucking everyone. Malachi had drifted upstairs to avoid all that nonsense. When she had followed was anyone’s guess, but he had missed her in the crowd, her short stature his downfall.

      Malachi cleared his throat. “I didn’t… I wouldn’t have if I’d known…”

      How could this vexing woman, this delicious human, render him at a loss for words?

      She shouldn’t.

      Malachi was never at a loss for words.

      He stood taller, mouth twisting with what he knew was a thin, patronizing smile.

      “It was innocent,” he remarked with a sniff.

      Her perfectly sculpted eyebrows shot up. “Innocent when you kissed me back, even though I was—am—drunk? Drunk and high on whatever the fuck you were doing?”

      Yes. He caught the response before it tumbled from his lips. Malachi sensed that honesty had no place in this discussion anymore—nor would it help him. He couldn’t bring himself to lie either, because that would be damning too, so he said nothing.

      And all that nothing seemed to crush her. Ella’s expression faltered, the tears swelling, threatening to fall at any moment. Lips trembling, she looked away briefly, then scoffed. Sure enough, one firm blink had two wet tracks slicing down her cheeks.

      “I can’t believe I missed you,” she muttered, brushing the tears away distractedly. “I’m so fucking glad that you left.”

      Malachi’s nostrils flared when she lifted her gaze to him. Bloodshot eyes. Splotchy cheeks. Tears and anger and disgust. All that paired with her words—he felt the sting as if she’d slapped him. Hard.

      His inner demon snarled again, for how dare this tiny human speak to him this way? How dare she ignite an inferno in his chest, the flames licking across his ribs, scorching through his veins, broiling his great, stupid heart.

      But before he could get another word in, the front door opened abruptly, slamming into his back and breaking the tense standoff. Moira came bustling in, shoving by him, and stopped when she spotted her teary-eyed friend.

      “Ella?”

      Shaking her head, the human snatched her robe off the bannister, then hurried upstairs, those tantalizing socks betraying her halfway up. That great, stupid heart of his lurched when she tripped, but she righted herself quickly after, then disappeared up to the second floor.

      He felt Moira’s fiery glare before he saw it. Slowly, he glanced down at the hybrid, who fixed him with her venom a few beats longer—as if to ensure he got the message—and then turned it on Severus. The incubus opened and closed his mouth a few times, sputtering, and exhaled sharply when his beloved stalked up after Ella.

      “Why is it that when you fuck up, I get in trouble?” his brother growled as he slipped out of his oxfords and arranged them on the shoe rack in the closet.

      “I can assure you, brother,” Malachi said, listening to the pitter-patter of a woman scorned through the floorboards, “I am most certainly in trouble.”

      “What else is new?” Severus shrugged off his robe and loosened his red-and-gold-striped tie. “Drink?”

      Malachi glowered in the general direction of Ella’s room. “Make it six…”
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      “So, I’m not really sure what your plan is here, but stalking her isn’t going to make Ella forgive you.”

      Malachi drummed his fingers on the passenger-side window of Moira and Severus’s idling SUV. The angel hybrid sat in the driver’s seat, fiddling with her phone, the headlights off but the vehicle on and humming. Dead ahead stood a pathetic little square brick building, metal screening over the windows, the property surrounded by a chain-link fence. Mountains of crunchy leaves piled up across the yard, the bitter chill of November leaving the ground hard and frostbitten. A children’s playground occupied the space to the left of the building, abandoned in the darkness, the breeze rustling one of the swings. In the twenty minutes they had been waiting in a parking spot at the curb, Malachi had been tempted to give the swing a little extra nudge, startle the few unlucky bastards seated near the barred windows tonight.

      Just for fun.

      Innocent, really.

      But the last time he’d had a bit of innocent fun had been a fucking disaster, so he waited, like a good boy, twiddling his thumbs and counting down the minutes until Ella finished with her class.

      Elementary school by day, adult learning annex by night, scattered light emanated from a few windows across the building. He and Moira had taken bets on how many classes were running tonight. Malachi said six based on the windows. Moira said three, her irritating little smile suggesting she knew something he didn’t.

      The hybrid turned a knob on the dashboard, and a rush of heat washed over him. Scowling, Malachi adjusted the direction of the vents away from his face. He seldom went topside in the winter months; the contrast to Hell was just too startling, even though Hell was no stranger to frozen wastes and bitter storms. The days always blazed, the cracked grey earth roasting come noon. The winter months here, particularly in Canada, were so fucking bleak and miserable all the damn time. Hardly suitable for a demon.

      “I mean,” Moira sat back in her seat, fixing him with a hard look, “is the logic here that if you hover in her space long enough, she’ll just get over it?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Moira.”

      “I’m just curious.”

      It had worked before, forcefully situating himself in Ella’s life until she had accepted that he was a part of it. “When I was last here, she grew to tolerate me, maybe even enjoy me, simply by—”

      “Last time you didn’t drug her with chaos.”

      “That was a mistake.” He threw his hands up, temper flaring. “I thought she was still downstairs. Can I not get an iota of credit here?”

      She snorted dryly. “Credit for what?”

      “I’ve apologized for—”

      “For publicly groping her while she was intoxicated and under your influence?” Moira arched an eyebrow, waiting, and when he said nothing, she chuckled again. Not that the mirth reached her eyes or anything. In fact, Severus’s woman had been grossly unimpressed with him for days. “Yeah. You’re going to have to try harder if you want Ella to forgive you for that. It takes more than words.”

      “Well, if she would give me the chance to—”

      “She doesn’t owe you that.”

      “For Lucifer’s sake, Moira. I am trying.”

      “Try harder.” Straight ahead, one of the red metal doors creaked open and humans spilled out into the night, chatting and carrying textbooks. Moira sat up to assess them, her keen eye jumping from face to face, then settled back in her seat when it became obvious Ella wasn’t amongst them. “If you were smart, you’d ask me, her best friend and sister, for advice.”

      Malachi scoffed. “And you’d give it to me?”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “I’d need to see some groveling… and genuine contrition.”

      Ridiculous woman. All of them—the entire gender. Fucking ridiculous.

      It had been four very long, very arduous days since the events of All Hallows Eve. Ella had spent the day after exceptionally hungover, which Moira had outright blamed on him.

      “You fed her shots and got her all juiced up on chaos,” she’d snapped, physically barring him from Ella’s room, her palms shimmering with angelic light. “Just fuck off for like twenty-four hours, Malachi.”

      Twenty-four hours had come and gone, and still the human refused to speak to him. Never mind that they lived within the same four walls—she found a way to avoid him. And when she wasn’t in those four walls, she was at school all day, then assisting another teacher at night. How was he supposed to make amends when she flat-out avoided him? Force her to listen? That would only make things worse.

      Moira also had very full days. Alaric too. Cordelia had gone back to Hell for her mother’s birthday, and Malachi still had a little over two weeks before his mysterious meeting with Cassiel.

      Which left him with Severus, and his brother had very little to occupy his time with now that he had stopped escorting. They wasted the hours away at bars, shops, and movie theaters. He had shown Malachi the house he and Moira intended to buy in the countryside. They had sat in the auto dealership while some human switched Severus’s tires from all-seasons to winter—that had been a particularly thrilling Tuesday afternoon.

      And in all that time, Malachi had watched his brother waste away. He could appreciate the fact that Severus refused to so much as graze another woman now that he had found his great eternal love, his one true soulmate, blah blah blah… In fact, he actually respected the decision. But all that appreciation and respect said nothing to the fact that his brother’s strength depleted with each day. His brother was an incubus. Lowest on the demon hierarchy, right alongside vampires, his survival relied heavily on physical contact with humans. As a vampire needed to consume blood, Severus needed human life essence. He needed it. There was no getting around it.

      Yet he willingly surrendered his strength for the hybrid seated to Malachi’s left.

      A hybrid who, apparently, had told Severus to go back to escorting more times than one. While she hadn’t discussed it with Malachi yet, Moira appeared just as concerned with his brother’s decline. He saw it in her eyes, those ethereal blues racked with guilt and worry. Severus had easily stolen the odd caress at the Inferno on Halloween; accidental contact in a crowd of that size was expected. Yet he wouldn’t do it purposefully, and if something didn’t change soon, that would be his downfall.

      But that was a matter for another day.

      “Do you think she’ll be cross with you for bringing me here?” Malachi asked a few moments later. After all, wasn’t this something of a betrayal? Moira shrugged, still watching the humans trickling out of the building’s main doors.

      “Well, it was either let you in or scrape you off my bumper. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

      He had made it more than a little difficult for the hybrid to leave, using his massive body to block the SUV in place, but this was the first night he’d caught Moira going to fetch Ella from her new job. Malachi intended to take full advantage of the twelve and a half minutes it would take them to drive home. An ambush, yes, but she had left him no choice.

      Actually, he could have chosen to walk away. All these dramatics—over a human—was enough to make any demon say “fuck it.”

      But here he was. Clearly he had made his choice.

      Ten minutes passed with humans filtering out in clusters of two or three, none of them Ella.

      Twenty minutes after the English literature class had supposedly ended, Moira checked her phone with a huff. No message. She turned on the radio, though she didn’t appear to do much listening in the additional fifteen minutes that followed. Malachi shifted about impatiently beside her, glowering at every passing human who wasn’t Ella.

      “Is she usually this late?”

      “Maybe five, ten minutes,” Moira muttered. A woman in an enormous green coat came shuffling out, two weighty bags hanging off her shoulders like saddlebags. “I mean, she has to collect assignments, give the graded ones back, then tidy up the classroom. But this isn’t her first rodeo as a TA. It shouldn’t take this long.”

      By then, the parking lot had emptied save for a few beat-up old vehicles. When a human man greying around the ears sidled out, the full moon glinting off the sizeable bald patch on the top of his head, Moira unbuckled her seat belt and shoved open the door.

      “Hi, Mr. Wendell,” she called, loitering beside her open door, her smile somewhat strained. Malachi followed suit, easing his long legs out of the SUV, his breath fogging. The figure slowed, eyes narrowed as he studied Moira beneath the obnoxious glow of the overhead lighting. A flicker of recognition crossed his features just as Malachi was about to roll his eyes, and he shifted his books to one arm, extending the other to Moira as she stepped onto the curb to meet him.

      “Miss Aurelia,” he greeted, the pair shaking hands. “Ella’s friend, right?”

      “Yup, that’s me.” She reached back to close her door, and Malachi did the same before drifting around the front of the vehicle. “Is Ella running late tonight?”

      The human frowned again, casting a wary glance in Malachi’s direction. “Er, running late?”

      “I just… I thought class ended at eight.”

      “It did.”

      “So, I was just wondering—”

      “I’m afraid she’s already left for the night,” the man remarked warmly. “Said she had an assignment to finish up for tomorrow… I saw to her usual tasks so she could leave at the bell with everyone else.”

      “Oh.” Moira’s arms hung limply at her sides, phone white-knuckled in her one hand. A little kernel of dread formed in his gut, and Malachi strolled toward the building, scanning it with a deep frown. Lingering in the gap between the two chain-link sides, he half listened as Moira exchanged stilted goodbyes with the man he assumed was Ella’s boss. Seconds later, the hybrid fell in line beside him, her boots heavy on the concrete.

      “Okay.” She tapped around on her phone, brows furrowed, voice a half octave higher than usual. “Ella wouldn’t leave. She knows that I’m picking her up.”

      “Perhaps she saw me and changed course?” He should have moved to the back seat as soon as they’d arrived, lack of leg room be damned. Moira shook her head.

      “She wouldn’t do that without telling me.” After one final tap of her thumb, she brought the large, thin rectangle to her ear, eyes darting about. A few beats passed. “It’s ringing—”

      “Hush.” Malachi held up a finger to silence her, which earned him a scowl, but he brushed it off. Somewhere, distantly, a brrrrr-ring echoed. He stalked a couple of paces toward the school. “It’s outside.”

      She’s outside. Cheeks flushed, Moira jogged ahead, still holding the phone to her ear, then went right in front of the main doors as if to follow the concrete path along the scraggly shrubbery. Malachi caught her by the elbow before she made it very far, hauling her left instead—with some difficulty at that, her whole being far heavier than he remembered.

      “Left,” he grunted. Although that brrrrr-ring seemed like it was coming from all sides, it was stronger to the left, somewhere beyond that pathetic little playground. The dread in his gut sharpened as they hurried along, and his inner demon positively bristled with glee at the sudden turn of events. After all, this was the most excitement he’d had in days. Malachi gritted his teeth, rounding the corner and carrying on down the side of the building.

      This is Ella.

      The excitement faltered.

      We enjoy her.

      The excitement dulled, replaced once more by gut-wrenching dread. Ella’s voice suddenly trickled from the phone, but Moira pressed the red Disconnect button on the screen with a shake of her head. “Voicemail.”

      Beyond the playground was but an empty grass field, evening mist obscuring their view outside the perimeter fence.

      “Ella?” Moira’s call echoed, over and over again, fading into the dark and the mist, and she redialed the human’s phone in a panic. Breath quickening, she brought the rectangle to her ear again. Brrrrr-ring. Brrrrr-ring. Brrrrr-ring.

      They followed the sound to the rear of the building, stumbling upon a court of some kind, white lines painted across the pavement, two nets on either side. It was crystal clear now, the siren song of Ella’s phone, and Malachi’s gaze swept over the shadowy court, down to the distant trees behind the chain-link, only to stop when he smelled it.

      Blood.

      It smacked him right in the face, and the dread finally just made itself at home, weighing down his every step, until—

      “Ella! Get away from her!” Moira sprinted along the back wall of the building, headed straight for the lone crumpled figure on the far side. Instinct demanded he charge ahead, shove the hybrid aside, and tend to a slumped-over, likely very bloody Ella himself. Malachi hesitated, Moira’s panicked pitch screaming between his ears. Get away from her!

      They weren’t alone out here.

      He clenched his jaw as he scanned the schoolyard for any lingering threats, his inner demon positively beside himself. All that eagerness had shifted away from Ella, spiking suddenly at the thought of tearing a supernatural foe to pieces and stomping them into the frozen earth—just for kicks.

      Nothing. Amidst Moira’s frantic Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, Ella—what the fuck?, he could have sworn a shadowy figure haunted the far side of the field. A distinct outline, perhaps a man, perhaps a demon, watching from beyond the fence, but the moment Malachi took a menacing step forward, it vanished. Poof. Seemingly into thin air.

      Decidedly demon, then.

      His suspicions started to coalesce, a sharper image forming about what had happened while he and Moira sat chatting some fifty feet away in the SUV.

      The chaos demon shook his head with a snarl, then stalked over to the scene of the crime, the scent of blood ripening with every damned step.

      “Ella?” Moira hoisted her friend into a seated position, her breath catching at the sight. Blood. Bright red—slick and shiny. Fresh. On her neck, her chin, her fingertips. It stained her light grey jacket, her white cardigan beneath.

      Really. What a fucking mess.

      Had the bastard who dared touch her never done this before? So sloppy. So…

      Malachi blinked through the gathering fog of unbridled rage, only to realize he was trembling. Now wasn’t the time for that. He moved in closer, appraising Ella’s neck—most of the blood seemed to stem from there.

      From the…

      “Fuck,” he muttered. Most of the blood stemmed from the twin puncture marks at her jugular.

      Marks that had already healed, which could only mean one thing.

      “Ella, honey, wake up,” Moira whispered, gently tapping her cheek with one hand, the other igniting in a flash of piercing white angel light that had Malachi retreating a few steps. The sheen was far brighter than he remembered, forcing him to shield his eyes, to look away, and before he could stop her, she wrapped that glowing hand around Ella’s bare wrist.

      The hybrid’s intentions were pure—the angel light probably healed humans.

      Yet within seconds, they were both assaulted by sizzling flesh. The smell. The sound. It stirred his inner demon, yet he fought through it as he charged forth and shoved Moira away.

      “Stop.” The hybrid stumbled, catching herself on the pavement before she hit it, her angel light diminished, her face tearstained and pale. Malachi crouched beside Ella and gathered her hand, scowling at the melted flesh, the faintly visible bit of bone. Slowly, the skin started to repair itself. He exhaled softly, completely certain now. “She’s in transition.”

      Her expression was oddly peaceful—but it wouldn’t last. No flickering glances beneath her lids, her brown, freckled skin creaseless, her full lips slightly parted, her breath faint but smooth. This was the easy part. The surrender to darkness, the descent into the black.

      They had less than an hour before the darkness bit back, before the black started to rip Ella Thomas apart.

      “In transition?” Moira repeated weakly, pushing up and shouldering him aside. She zipped up Ella’s coat with trembling hands, as if that would help, then wiped the blood from her chin. All around them, the temperature steadily dropped, her angelic sorrow cooling the air to the point that his skin prickled and his breath burned. She sniffled noisily, glancing at Malachi with wide, frightened eyes. “I-I saw someone standing over her. Did they—”

      “We need to move her. Now.” For he had no time to teach, no patience to hold her hand. Not now. Not yet. Before she could object, Malachi scooped Ella up, cradling her in both arms. His movements were stilted yet confident; his calm exterior masked the inferno blazing inside.

      It wasn’t new to him, swallowing his true feelings for the sake of the moment, for the sake of manipulation and personal gain, but the maelstrom savaging his innards was unlike anything he had ever felt before. Harsher than the biting gales of Hell. Worse than the decades of crushing loneliness in the Saevitia estate. More brutal than being torn to pieces by a pack of fucking hellhounds—this feeling, this disconnect, this pain was something else entirely.

      For how dare some slimy, vampire fuck touch her?

      Ella was good.

      A good person with a good heart and a gifted mind. A smart mouth capable of eliciting devastating kindness from him. One of the only humans Malachi had ever considered worthy of his time and attention. She didn’t deserve this.

      She didn’t deserve the suffering ahead. Hell-born vampires, demons with fangs and a thirst for blood, were bottom-feeders.

      Yet the humans they turned…

      In the world of monsters, those poor fucks were nothing.

      And when he finally discovered the fanged shit who had done this to her, who had snatched away her life, who’d ripped apart her future—that vampire would beg for the sun before Malachi was through with him. Torment in the angel garrison’s prison would be far preferable over what he had in mind.

      For now, he kept his cool. As they hurried across the pavement, Moira seemed to be in shock, stumbling along numbly, silently, not once protesting Malachi carrying her best friend, her beloved sister. They rounded the corner and her grief hammered every window they passed, ice skittering across the panes.

      “Should we take her to the hospital?”

      “There’s nothing they can do for her.” Damn Cordelia—why did she have to return to Hell now? They could have used her expertise on a night like this, but he would just have to make do with Severus and Alaric in the meantime. “It can’t be stopped once it starts. We need to get her inside somewhere safe.”

      Safe and preferably soundproof.

      Because as horrid as all this seemed, the night was about to get much, much worse.
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      Ella awoke to darkness and pain.

      A throat that felt like sandpaper.

      Eyelids that refused to lift.

      A hunger she had never experienced before.

      What the hell is going on?

      Without opening her eyes, she knew she was in a bed—her bed. The pungent scent of all her vanilla lotions, her jasmine perfumes, her sweat… It was enough to make her gag. Groaning, she rolled onto her side, but while burying her face in her fat feather pillow had once brought her comfort, now it only made things worse. The smells. The smells. Each one burned up her nostrils, down her throat, into her lungs. She coughed before finally forcing her lids open.

      More darkness. Her bedroom on the third floor had no windows, and neither did the bathroom. She swallowed thickly, only to whimper as knives sliced down her throat.

      What was she even doing here?

      The last thing she remembered was…

      Her brows furrowed. Why couldn’t she remember? With some difficulty, she hauled herself across her queen-sized bed, then groped around on her nightstand for her phone. The alarm clock tumbled to the floor. A glass of something scentless shattered when it toppled down to join the clock. No phone. Nothing to hint at the time.

      Light flooded in under the door, around it. She squinted, rubbing the pressure point just above the bridge of her nose. Logically, she knew the light was soft. In fact, physically she could detect the amber hues, the gentleness of a sunset, yet it still blazed bright enough to burn.

      Was she hungover?

      Had someone drugged her?

      This feeling, this awful heaviness, this deep dark pain, felt almost as bad as the hangover from Malachi’s influence. Bile climbed up her throat at the thought, and yet she didn’t feel the flash of rage she had experienced on Sunday when she woke up after that shitshow of a Halloween. Malachi’s handsome face danced across her mind—his piercing eyes, his strong jaw, his royal cheekbones. No rage this time. Just… hunger.

      Not for him. Not really. In fact, as Ella inched off the bed, the bathroom feeling like a whole football stadium away, she couldn’t figure out what she was hungry for, exactly. It was there, that familiar ache in her stomach, that hollowness between her temples. Starvation. Desperate, gnawing hunger. Her mouth watered, but when she thought of her favorite takeout, she doubled over and gagged.

      Someone must have drugged her.

      Ella…

      She stilled as a deep, distinctly male rumble tickled her ear. It whispered her name across her skin, and she lifted her shoulder to shrug away whoever had climbed onto her bed and—

      Oh. There was no one there. No one in the room but her. No artificial light, yet she could see every detail perfectly, from the IKEA furniture to the overflowing laundry hamper to her FHU scarf hanging off the closet door. The color, the shape, the material—perfectly clear in the darkness.

      But she had felt the whisper too, a man’s hot breath on her skin. The hairs on her arms stood, and her chest ached with a suffocating tightness. She clutched at it, wondering if she was having a heart attack, but this was nothing like her first-aid course had described.

      Ella Thomas. My sweet, sweet girl…

      She batted at nothing again, eyes wide and dry.

      What the actual fuck?

      “Hello?” she croaked, then clenched her eyes shut, steeling herself against the onslaught of sheer fucking agony. She swallowed again, as if that would stem the tide, but once more it was like swallowing a packet of razor blades. Jaw clenched, Ella forced herself off the bed. She teetered to the left, then the right, her legs shaky and weak—but they would hold her up, damn it. Determination pounded through her every cell as she staggered to the bathroom and collapsed on the toilet.

      Only she didn’t need to pee.

      Or vomit.

      Or—anything, really. Her bladder was empty. Her whole damn body felt empty. Confusion needled through the pain. Confusion and fear and hunger. Oh, god, she was so hungry—it was a miracle she could even carry her own body weight.

      But she did it. She stumbled to the sink and swiped at the faucet, the roar of fresh water like thunder. With a cupped hand, she scooped the freezing liquid to her mouth.

      But it burned far worse than all the dry nothing she had swallowed before. It scorched down her throat, churned in her gut, and she fell to her knees in front of the toilet to dry-heave it all back up into the porcelain bowl.

      Just the water.

      Nothing else.

      Lips trembling, Ella plopped down and wiped them dry with the back of her hand. Try as she might to fight it, panic was starting to win the war of feelings rattling around inside her. And yet—no short, shallow breaths.

      No breaths at all, actually.

      She pressed a hand to her chest, waiting for the usual rise and fall.

      Nothing.

      “Oh my god.”

      On the far side of the bedroom, she heard a soft tap-tap of knuckles on her door. Seconds later, the hinges whined—they had never made a noise before—and light filtered into the space. She shuffled back, hidden away in the bathroom, until…

      “Ella?”

      She staggered to her feet, the relief palpable. There was Moira. Moira would know what to do. Moira’s body had also… changed. Ella dragged her hands over her hair, refusing to acknowledge that anything had actually changed, and her eyes prickled with the first sign of tears.

      Only when she wiped a pinky under each eye, the damp there didn’t feel like tears.

      It felt different—thicker.

      Swallowing another mouthful of knives, she stumbled back to the bedroom, only to hiss and retreat at the assault of late-afternoon light. Moira cursed under her breath, then closed the door. Once darkness blanketed the space again, Ella tiptoed out, lingering in the doorway as the burn from those few seconds of light tingled across any bits of exposed skin.

      “Are you… Are you back?” Moira asked softly, her hand resting on the doorknob, her outfit schlubby to the extreme. Food-stained sweatpants. A grubby old FHU T-shirt. Greasy hair. In fact, she looked like she hadn’t showered in days, a pair of dark rings encircling her overwhelmingly bright blues.

      “Moira, what the fuck is going on?” she rasped, the pain of speaking far outweighed by the desperate need to connect with someone familiar.

      Thump-thump.

      What the hell was that? Both ears perked. Her vision sharpened.

      Thump-thump.

      A slow, steady drumbeat, one that only got louder as Moira raced across the room and dragged Ella into a hug.

      “Oh my god,” her bestie murmured, holding her so fucking tight that she ought to break bone. “I’m so happy that you’re… You’re back.”

      Saliva flooded her mouth, soothing the burn in her throat but sparking a vicious fire in her belly. Hunger steamrolled every other sensory detail, every conflicted feeling. Ella blinked rapidly, arms limp at her side.

      Thump-thump.

      “What’s…? What’s happening?” A painful twinge in her gums. Sharp and sudden. Moira sighed in her ear, her friend’s breath oddly sweet—her skin oddly sweet, so much more translucent than Ella remembered.

      “You’ve been, uhm, kind of out of it for the last two days.”

      She pulled back with immense difficulty, knees threatening to buckle under the weight of Moira’s hands on her shoulders—suddenly distracted by the blue veins twining along the underside of her pale forearm. “T-two days?”

      Thump-thump.

      The news should have left her shell-shocked. Two days—lost. And yet all she could focus on was the hunger, the pain in her mouth, the unprecedented, unrelenting, unmerciful need to satiate this dark craving bubbling up her throat and—

      Thump-thump.

      Why did Moira smell so sweet? And her skin—her skin had this magnificent glow to it, the bright blue shimmering below the surface a beacon in the dark. Ella staggered forward, and the hunger sharpened to an agony she couldn’t ignore a second longer.

      “Ella, what are you—” Moira shrieked when Ella blitzed toward her. The edges of her vision tinged red, and all she could focus on was the thump-thump, the slow and steady rhythm drumming within her best friend’s chest. The glow of her veins. The sweet scent of her flesh.

      Ella needed it. All of it. Right fucking now.

      “Ella, stop!” Moira stumbled back across the room, fending her off with two strong arms, but the hunger spurred her on.

      Don’t stop. Don’t stop until it drips down your throat and pools in your belly…

      That masculine voice purred over the roar of need between her ears. And she didn’t stop. She threw everything she had at the hybrid before her, ripping at clothes, hair, flesh. At some point, Ella’s nails had turned bright white. Not a hint of pink to be seen. Just white and hard and dangerous and holy fuck were those talons?

      Whatever they were, they scored up Moira’s forearm, and that sweet scent grew stronger. Another rush of saliva. A sharper ache in her gums.

      Her throat burned—burned from the screaming.

      No. That couldn’t be her. Those savage growls. That desperate screeching. Ella couldn’t be making any of that. But she was. She didn’t recognize the pitch, but she could feel it ripping her throat apart all the same.

      “I don’t want to hurt you!” Moira shouted as a bright white light pooled in her palm. Ella hissed, the light scorching, but the hunger won out again. She took a few steps back, this new reptilian side of her brain analyzing the best plan of attack.

      The best way to take down her prey.

      Prey?

      She charged when Moira’s glowing hands dropped to her sides. At that same moment, amidst Ella’s shrieks, the door flew open. Her low growls turned strangled and high-pitched, frightened as the light of the setting sun spilled into the room.

      “No!” Moira cried, her back to Ella, her hands up again as three bodies came barreling in. “No, it’s fine!”

      “You’ll hurt her.”

      “The light is too much for her.”

      “She won’t recover.”

      “I’m in control,” her best friend argued, shoving back when hands grabbed at her—dragged her away. It took two of them—Alaric and Severus, from the looks of it—to haul her off. Hands in front of her face, Ella lurched after the thump-thump-thump, hissing and whimpering against the sun’s rays, until an enormous wall of muscle stepped in front of her and shoved her back. Hard. Hard enough to knock her on her ass and send her sliding across the hardwood.

      The door slammed shut as Ella scrambled upright. Enveloped in darkness once more, she went after Moira with a snarl, only to be swept up in two burly arms—two steely restraints. Hair brushed her shoulders, slithered over her face; her feet left the ground, and her assailant grunted softly when she kicked back at—something. A thigh, maybe.

      “Let go.”

      “Enough of this,” Malachi growled in her ear, and a chill fluttered down her spine at the deep, rich timbre of his reprimand. Her flailing dropped to a pathetic wiggle, her back squished to his unyielding chest, her legs dangling a foot off the ground. His forearms, bare and taut, corded with muscle and veins, dug in just below her breasts.

      The demon was like a damn bear trap. She wriggled her arms free, one questing for the door, the other smacking at him—at the way his forearm sunk into her chest, CPR-level deep, headed straight for her heart and bound to break ribs.

      And yet she couldn’t feel the pain.

      Just the firm press of his body—and the sudden burst of manic energy fading, fading, fading from her system. The tantalizing thump-thump had disappeared entirely, and after a few tense beats, she found her mouth and throat painfully dry again. She sagged in his arms. The red hue skirting her vision finally dimmed.

      And with a blink, she was back. Ella, yet not.

      Hungry. Drained. Exhausted but somehow still so fucking alert to every little sound. Outside her bedroom, Moira’s voice clashed with Severus and Alaric’s, the trio drifting down to the lower levels of the house.

      “What… What just happened?” she asked, her voice uncharacteristically small and strained. Habit had her swallowing thickly, as if that would loosen the knot in her throat, but all that brought her was more pain.

      “You smelled her blood,” Malachi remarked gruffly. Torn between wishing he would release her and praying that he never would again, Ella hung limply in his arms, staring at the door, at the fiery outline around it. Smelled her blood? That sweet, sweet scent was blood?

      “Uh, I don’t—”

      “As a hybrid, there is still some human blood in there,” the chaos demon muttered. “Barely, from the looks of her these days, but it’s there. You’ll react just like that until you get the hunger under control.”

      Ella frowned. He knew about the hunger?

      Ella, bella, my sweet girl…

      She brushed at her ear with her shoulder, then finally squirmed out of Malachi’s grasp. With a huff, the demon set her down, then nudged her toward the bed. When she didn’t comply, he shoved harder, bending her wobbly legs to his will.

      “Sit down.”

      She bristled at the command. “Malachi—”

      “Sit down,” he growled, one enormous hand falling to her shoulder. She felt the heft of it, like always, but somehow it was more manageable now. He had always manhandled her—on the odd time that he did—with such ease. In that moment, she was fortified. Concrete. Just as unyielding as the demon towering over her.

      Until the hunger pangs started up again.

      And then she was just—broken.

      Arms wrapped around herself, bright white talons digging into both biceps, Ella perched on the side of her unmade queen. As the last of her adrenaline surge tapered off, her mind raced and her body wept, the aches and anxiety flooding back home.

      Malachi closed the gap between them in a single stride, standing before her with his arms crossed and his eyes black. Something buzzed between them, a poignant hum, a flicker in the air that surrounded him. Moira had mentioned it in the past, a supernatural creature’s aura. They were all different, like a fingerprint.

      She felt it now, Malachi’s presence.

      Not that she had never felt it before, mind you. The eldest Saevitia brother positively oozed presence, filling whatever room he entered and diverting all attention to him. With a face like that, hair like gold, a smile that cut you off at the knees, and eyes that saw right down to your marrow—how could he not?

      But this was different. Like the sensual tingling in your lips, nerves on fire at the closeness of a lover, Ella felt him in a way that seemed far too intimate—that should have brought heat to her cheeks. Malachi’s energy was so wild and beautiful and chaotic. A constant maelstrom swirling around him.

      Somehow, Ella welcomed it right now.

      “I need you to make a joke,” she whispered, peering into those stunning black orbs without the urge to shy away. “Sarcastic, scathing, crude—something.”

      Malachi’s lips twitched, as if fighting a smile that wouldn’t have reached his eyes anyway. “I’m afraid I don’t find your situation humorous.”

      Amidst all the other pain—in her gums, in her gut—the faint pressure of tears touched her eyes and nose. She blinked, hoping to push the offending liquid back, but that only forced it out. Thick and viscous, twin trails crept down her cheeks, and when she brushed them away, her hands came back smeared a dark reddish brown. She stiffened, her stomach roiling at the sight.

      “What—”

      “It’s blood,” Malachi told her, all calm and serious and distant. Her least favorite version of the demon. When she lifted her gaze to his again, he cleared his throat. “You’re crying blood.”

      Ella shot to her feet, panic surging, but was soon shoved back down by a heavy hand on her shoulder.

      “Why?” she demanded, voice just a little too squeaky for her liking. God, could this hunger just give it a rest already? Malachi’s brow furrowed, expression a harsh blend of pity and incredulity.

      “Because… Because vampires weep tears of blood.”

      His tone suggested she should have come to that conclusion on her own. Ella opened her mouth to balk at the sheer lunacy of his statement, but nothing came out. Instead, she clammed up and wiped away the blood when her bedroom door flew open, and in waltzed Cordelia with a flourish of bustle and the click of tiny kitten heels.

      “Really, cousin,” she mused, shaking her head as she kicked the door shut behind her. “So blunt. Find some tact, will you?”

      “Why?” Malachi stepped aside as she brushed by, his movements stilted, his expression tight. Ella tracked the witch’s path from the door to her bed before settling on the mug of something in her hand. Never mind that Cordelia had regressed to full Victorian-era funeral attire, her black corset painfully tight and bird cage netting obscuring half her pale, aristocratic face. The mug—that had Ella’s attention, because it smelled so sinfully sweet that her mouth started to water again.

      “Because,” Cordelia said with a sniff, barely sparing the chaos demon a cursory glance as she settled on the bed, “your little human may be gone, but—”

      “I’m not…” Ella crept forward, her eyes on the mug, panic subsiding to something dark and wild again. “I’m not…”

      Not his little human.

      And certainly not gone.

      “Here. Drink.”

      The witch didn’t need to ask twice. Before she could inch the mug in Ella’s general direction, she lunged and snatched it up, bringing it to her lips and drinking deep.

      Holy. Fucking. God.

      That was…

      This was heaven in a mug. It had to be. Warm, almost too-hot liquid oozed down her throat, slow and thick and exquisite. Tangy, metallic, rich. She moaned shamelessly.

      “Slowly, for Lucifer’s sake,” Malachi growled, but she ignored him, tipping back so that droplets splashed across her cheeks, her nose, her lips, so that she could milk it for every last drop.

      The witch beside her sighed. “She’s fine.”

      “She’ll make herself sick.”

      “Then she’ll make herself sick,” Cordelia said primly. “She’s already sick, cousin.”

      Sick was the last thing Ella felt. In fact, she had never felt better in all her life, limbs pulsing with vitality, every cell in her body rejuvenated. She had never been much of a runner, but in that moment, she could have tackled a marathon ten times over.

      Until the mug was empty. Until she swallowed every last drop, sliding her finger around inside so that she wouldn’t miss anything. It was only when the empty mug hung limply off her finger that she finally processed what Cordelia had said.

      “I’m not… sick,” she said weakly. Cordelia flashed her a thin smile, then patted her knee.

      “Oh, my darling, you’re certainly not well.”

      Ella wasn’t sick. Kingsley hadn’t been sick. She had always liked him the most out of all Alaric’s old bodyguards. “I’m not sick. I’m a…”

      The word died on the tip of her tongue. Ella couldn’t bring herself to say it. She couldn’t process it, let alone admit it. But if she wasn’t a—you know—then why had she just downed an entire mug of piping hot blood?

      She could smell it now—properly. Now that the thirst had been quenched, a sacrifice made to the dark thing flickering inside her, she understood what she had just consumed.

      “I’m a…”

      “Vampire,” Malachi finished for her. The finality of his tone, the curtness of that one word, tipped her over the edge. The mug slipped off her finger and onto the bed as her face crumpled and every dam inside her burst.

      “Now, now, it’s not so bad,” Cordelia cooed, an arm around her shuddering shoulders. The witch shuffled over and tucked Ella under her chin, smoothing her hair away from her face. Bloody tears sliced down her cheeks; they’d ruin Cordelia’s dress. She blinked at the absurdity of the thought: Cordelia bled all the time for her magic. A few vampire tears were probably nothing to her.

      “Yes, well,” Malachi muttered, fiddling with one of his golden rings, “it isn’t exactly good either.”

      Was this why she wasn’t breathing? The tears continued to fall, but Ella had no hiccups, no hitched breath. Cordelia tightened her grip around her shoulders, teeth gnashing briefly.

      “Either be useful, Mal, or get out.”

      The chaos demon scoffed. “Shall I lie to her, then? Paint the rosiest picture I can fathom—”

      “I’m hardly doing that,” Cordelia snipped. “Stop being dramatic.”

      Although Ella’s gaze bounced like a tennis ball back and forth between the pair, she didn’t really digest much of what they were saying. Not the snide comments, not the under-the-breath mutterings. In fact, she was starting to think she was in shock, but she couldn’t feel any of the usual symptoms. No freezing cold fingers or toes, no light-headedness, no prickling from top to bottom like she was about to pass out. No urge to empty her guts onto the floor.

      “What does all this mean?” she croaked at last, cutting off Malachi and Cordelia, who, at that point, were just talking over each other. The pair fell silent for a moment, and she sat up, untangling herself from Cordelia’s oddly maternal grasp. “How…?”

      “We believe you were attacked after you left your, er, job,” the witch told her. She picked up Ella’s discarded mug and tapped the ceramic rim with one long nail—a nail oddly reminiscent of hers, now. “Moira and Malachi found you behind the school, bitten. Someone was with you, but he or she fled before any identification could be made. Do you have any recollection of that?”

      She shook her head miserably. “No.”

      Ella remembered—in the vaguest sense—sitting in on a lesson, half listening, half grading a quiz the students had taken the day before. Then the bell rang, and things started to get fuzzy again.

      Ella, bella, darling sweet girl…

      Jaw clenched, she brushed at her ear, hating the baritone rumble, the heat of some ghost’s breath on her neck.

      Fearing, too, that not only had she become a vampire without her knowledge or consent, but that she had also gone batshit crazy in the process.

      “You’ve spent the last two days transitioning from human to vampire,” Cordelia carried on after a beat of tense silence. “It’s a benefit that you don’t remember it. The process is rather painful. A great deal of screaming, contorting. Your body isn’t what it once was, and it never will be again, I’m afraid.”

      Ella shot up, unable to sit still a second longer, and started to pace around her pitch-black bedroom. She could see just fine, every damn detail, but did these demons have a pair of permanent night-vision goggles too?

      “What does this mean for me?”

      As she passed by Malachi and Cordelia, she felt them, the hum of their beings; Cordelia’s aura was rather chaotic too, but in a different sense than Malachi. Hers was disjointed and frantic, scattered, unrestrained, bound to make Ella’s heart race—if it could still do that. It frightened her, intrigued her.

      Malachi’s beguiled her, blazing around him like the tail of a screeching comet. Not literally, of course, but the air seemed to shimmer all the same, beckoning her like a moth to the flame, encouraging her to touch, to explore in painstaking detail.

      Which didn’t exactly seem like an appropriate response to any of this.

      “It means,” Cordelia started, smoothing a hand over her black lace skirt before busying herself with the tulle beneath it, “you’ll need blood to survive. Human blood, preferably. The sun will kill you, as will Moira’s light should you come in direct contact with enough of it. You can get your bloodlust under control, but it’s all about exposure. You must keep your hunger satisfied, and you must familiarize yourself with the sounds and smells of humanity again. Life can and will go on, but… perhaps not as you intended.”

      It hit her at once—the weight of it all, the jarring implications for her future. Like a sledgehammer to the temple, a wave of unfettered bullshit knocked the nonexistent wind right out of her. She might not have been gasping, and her heart might not have been racing, but she fell back against the wall next to her closet all the same, then slid down to the floor, plagued with a rush of numb, cold fear.

      “So… So, I probably can’t teach?”

      Cordelia pursed her lips. “Not right now. Not until you find some control.”

      “And… Can I…” Ella dreaded the answer. “Can I have kids?”

      Malachi turned away, his stoic silence telling her all she needed to know. Cordelia, meanwhile, drifted to the end of the bed, head tipped to one side as she appraised her.

      “You can turn humans with your bite, but you cannot, well, birth a child in the traditional sense.”

      Biting the insides of her cheeks, Ella nodded, eyes blurred with bloody tears. It wouldn’t have been in the cards for years, six or seven at least, but she had always envisioned a very particular future. Finish her degrees. Find a great school to teach in. Marry a good guy. Have a kid or two. Create the family she had craved when she was growing up, surrounded by four siblings who had the Midas touch—only they turned everything they touched to shit, not gold. She had watched her disinterested, disconnected, career-driven parents for years, knowing that she could do better, that she could find a partner and do this family thing right.

      And now…

      Face buried in her hands, she doubled over, body racked with sobs.

      And now she was this thing—this thing who had destroyed her fledging career and her dream family in a single blow.

      What was the point of her existence now?

      Why not just get up and walk into the sunlight?

      The thought had her bawling harder, but the flurry of the bedroom door flying open and slamming off the doorstop quelled her wails.

      “I don’t care. She needs me!” Moira snapped. In the time since Cordelia arrived, the sun had descended behind the nearby buildings. Nothing more than a fading light stretched a few feet into her room now, and Moira blocked most of it.

      Thump-thump.

      The bloodlust came harder and faster this time, her thirst already quenched but her body aching for more. Ella shot off the ground with a snarl, but Malachi had his arms around her before she’d made it more than two feet closer to Moira—who was also immediately dragged out by Severus, protesting the whole way. The door slammed shut. Darkness fell. Ella screeched and flailed in Malachi’s grasp, until he turned and tossed her toward the bathroom.

      She went down hard, stumbling, knees crashing into the floorboards, hands catching her before her face did. Trembling, she held herself there on all fours, waiting for this awful, out-of-control feeling to subside. Her belly gurgled. Her gums ached. Fat, bloody tears dribbled down her cheeks and onto the floor. Splat. Splat.

      “This isn’t fair,” she rasped, voice cracking, heart breaking. “This isn’t my fault. I didn’t do anything.”

      “There, there, my little bloody gosling,” Cordelia cooed, crouching in front of her and cupping her chin. “Life isn’t fair, is it? But we endure because we must. You will too.”

      Annoyingly unhelpful words of wisdom delivered, the witch left in a whirl of lace, brocade, and tulle. Ella tracked the crisp song of kitten heels right out the door. Through wood and concrete, she heard the muffled argument between Moira, Severus, and Alaric. They must have moved downstairs again. And she was here. In this pitch-black room. With a craving for her best friend’s blood.

      Malachi lingered just out of sight, his presence palpable, his gaze blazing across her back. Ella ignored him as she crawled—literally crawled—to her bed and hoisted herself in. The overwhelming scent of lotion and perfume and BO was less offensive this time as she drew the duvet up and tucked it under her arms, neither hot nor cold. Breathless. Lifeless. A pale, hangry corpse.

      She wiped the blood from her cheeks—or, at least, she attempted to. Like regular tears, the liquid smeared when brushed, but now it painted her skin instead of disappearing across it. Great. Just fucking great.

      Malachi loomed at the end of her bed, black-eyed and scowling, his aura buzzing so distinctly that she felt it in her bones. Ella rolled onto her side and drew her knees up, refusing to look at him. It wasn’t his fault, but this was his world, and somehow that was offense enough.

      “Just go away, Malachi.”

      “I can help you.”

      Something torn between a snort and a sob ripped through her. Help? Like he’d been helping since he walked in, right? All moody and sour, a total fucking downer. The last creature in the world she thought would ever be a downer was Malachi Saevitia, and she felt the shift in his personality so viscerally now. Before, he had pushed every single one of her buttons, but he had also been charming and supportive, inquisitive and attentive. This new serious, angsty Malachi did nothing for her. Nothing. He couldn’t even crack a joke on request; at least Cordelia had a bit of pep in her step. How the hell was he supposed to help her?

      Ever since that night on the roof, all he’d done was hurt her.

      And—she just didn’t have the strength to put up with that right now.

      “Please leave.” She fisted her hands in the duvet when he stayed perfectly still, like some handsome, scowling block of concrete at the end of her bed. He had no right to scowl. No right to be short with her, to wear this ridiculous mix of anger and pity so openly across his features. Ella had been dealt the bad hand. His life hadn’t just shot straight to hell, and it wasn’t on her to coddle whatever fucking ego trip the guy was on by ignoring her wishes. So, she grabbed the mug Cordelia had left on her nightstand and hurled it at him. “Get out!”

      He dodged it with ease, and the mug patterned with purple and pink kitten silhouettes that she’d had since middle school shattered into a dozen little pieces as soon as it hit the wall. Lips trembling, her vision blurred to crimson as the grief hit.

      “Just leave me alone,” Ella muttered, rolling back onto her side and sinking under the covers, her pillowcase stained red.

      And without so much as a leering retort, Malachi obliged.

      The door opened and shut for the final time that afternoon, and in the darkness, Ella let sorrow take her.
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      Ella’s first week as a vampire was a week of bloody tears and misery.

      Funny how the house could be full of bodies, full of people who cared for her well-being, and yet loneliness and heartache reigned supreme.

      She often wondered, in all those long, lonely hours, if this was how Moira had felt when her body first started to change. After her chestnut-brown curls fell out, after her eyes turned blue, her skin lost its pigment, Moira had retreated from the rest of the world by choice. It had concerned Ella—scared her half to death, honestly—but that was before she knew the truth, back when she’d thought it was health related, some genetic fuck-you that had also killed Lara Aurelia. She’d felt helpless, lost.

      Which was probably how Moira felt now.

      She and her best friend had been texting since Ella’s transition into this thing. Every day, throughout the day and night, Moira asked how she was feeling, what hurt, did she need to feed. Sometimes Ella replied. Most of the time the texts went unanswered, because what the hell was she supposed to say? How was she feeling? Broken. What hurt? Everything. Did she need to feed? Fuck yes.

      But she couldn’t. She couldn’t stomach the thought of consuming humans in any capacity, no matter how desperately this new, savage body of hers demanded it. Cordelia had brought her microwaved mugs of blood, and although it pained her—and was probably killing her—Ella had let each grow cold on her nightstand. If she had the strength, she would set it outside her door or dump it down the sink. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the witch’s efforts, but she just…

      She couldn’t do it.

      She couldn’t drink people.

      And she had been feeling the effects of that resolve since day one. Her body ached, like a star folding in on itself, two seconds out from a galaxy-ending implosion that would blot out the sun. Her mouth was on fire, so parched, so dry all—the—fucking—time. Her belly gurgled and roared, demanding sustenance. That voice—Ella, bella, sweet girl—encouraged her to feed, but she blocked that out too, just like the rest of the world.

      What hurt the most, far above the physical agony, was the loneliness.

      And the fact that Ella couldn’t so much as look at her best friend, her childhood soulmate, her sister, without wanting to tear her to pieces. When she saw Moira, the hunger won out. It was the human heartbeat, Severus had told her. Demon hearts had no appeal, wouldn’t trigger the beast inside. Humans were and always would be her ideal prey. Severus visited in Moira’s place most days, sitting with Ella on her bed, holding her hand as she wept. It was nice to be able to touch him without all that sharply pungent pleasure pulsing through her system.

      The incubus had been a helpful presence in her solitude. Not only had he explained how Ella would lose control the moment she heard a human heartbeat, but if she actually fed like she was supposed to, she could get a grip on things.

      But Ella couldn’t drink the blood.

      That made her the strongest vampire she knew—and the weakest. If she just sucked it up and chugged it all back, taking it like a shot of whiskey, then she could see Moira again. Alaric too. Instead, she stayed locked in her room, the long hours broken up by visits from Severus and Cordelia.

      Moira slept outside her door each night—and sat there most days too. Sometimes, if she caught wind of the slow, precise thump-thump of her hybrid heart, Ella would have to retreat into the bathroom to collect herself. If she could ignore it, if it was muffled enough through the wood and concrete, Ella would sit on the other side of the door, pining for her old life, feeling pathetic and shattered and empty.

      Until the hunger won out. Until the animal inside clawed its way to the surface, demanding blood and flesh and whatever the fuck else a half-starved vampire needed.

      No. She wasn’t half-starved.

      She was just starved. Seven days and no blood—she wasn’t sure how much longer she could last.

      No one had told her whether or not she would starve to death if she didn’t drink. Maybe they thought she would come to her senses, but Thomas women had always been blessed with stubbornness. Always.

      When would that stubbornness kill her? Day eight, nine, ten? Twenty? Fifty? Two hundred?

      Seated at the head of her bed, she stared blankly at her closet, all her usual clothes untouched. She didn’t sweat—not a hint of body odor at all, actually—which meant she had been living in the same shorts and baggy, ratty old T-shirt she had woken up in last week. It felt so fucking petty, but she missed her clothes, her makeup, her styling products.

      She missed going to school, talking to classmates, working her new job.

      She missed—everything.

      Her eyes welled again, but she just rolled them, so sick of the bloody tears, and grabbed a tissue off her side table to catch them before they fell.

      The house was quiet tonight. Alaric and Cordelia had left for their standing biweekly dinner date with Verrier at seven, and Severus had all but dragged Moira outside fifteen minutes ago. They’d argued about it, but Moira had conceded after Ella sided with Severus—via text.

      Go outside, you weirdo. You’re getting cabin fever.

      “You’re getting cabin fever,” Moira had said through the door. She’d heard the hybrid’s sad smile entwined with every word, and it fractured what little was left of her stupid vampiric heart.

      They promised to be gone no more than an hour.

      Ella had texted back insisting they go out for the night—see something else besides these four walls. After all, it wasn’t like she was going anywhere. She would still be here, right here, when they got back.

      So, the house had been quiet—too quiet for a creature who now heard the creak of every floorboard and the settling sigh of the foundations. Quiet all day… until now. She tossed her bloody, crinkled tissue in the general direction of the bathroom, then sat up a little straighter when she heard the familiar thunder of Malachi’s giant feet clomping up the stairs. Honestly, sometimes she wondered if he did it on purpose, just to be, well, Malachi.

      Ella hadn’t seen the chaos demon since the first day of this waking nightmare, but she could sometimes feel him through the door, his aura humming chaotically on the other side. She had to be right there to feel him, but when she did, there was something both oddly comforting and immensely unsettling about it. Beyond that, she had been able to hear his deep baritone through the floors. All this time, he hadn’t left—but he hadn’t come back to see her either.

      Apparently tonight was the night, because rather than lingering outside her door as he’d done before, the chaos demon came barreling through without so much as a knock. Ella scrambled up, seated on her knees and schooling her features from startled to indignant. While Malachi was as handsome as ever, golden tresses wild and free, grey slacks a stunning fit to those muscular thighs and—god help her—that ridiculously tight ass, Ella knew she resembled a sewer-dwelling mole person.

      How did she know that? Because vampires did, in fact, cast a reflection in mirrors. It was faint, hazy, but her new eyes could still make out every awful detail.

      “Malachi—”

      She yelped when he tossed a blood-filled water bottle at her, catching it with ease, then hurled said bottle into the bathroom like it had burned her.

      “This is fucking ridiculous,” the demon growled, his black eyes a perfect match to the obsidian cashmere sweater clinging to all the luscious dips and mounds of his torso. Through vampire eyes, he looked even more divine than usual, his sculpted figure somehow more pronounced. Still, his personality was the star of the show, as always, and Ella could barely manage it on an empty stomach.

      “Can you just get out?”

      “Are you finished with your little tantrum yet?” he demanded, completely ignoring her request. Anger sliced through the agonizing hunger; her hands balled to tight, trembling fists.

      “Fuck you, Malachi.”

      He leveled her with a cool look, a ghost of a smirk playing across his lips. “I don’t let vampires speak to me like that.”

      Not only had Severus helped her understand the nuances of her cravings, but he had ever so graciously explained where Ella now sat on the demon totem pole: squarely at the bottom. Lower than incubi, lower than hell-born demonic vampires, she was basically dirt.

      Not that she gave a shit about demon social hierarchies.

      “Well, I guess you’d better get used to it,” Ella sneered right back, chin lifted defiantly. Fuck him if he thought he could waltz in here and treat her like garbage just because some vampire jerk bit her. It would be a cold day in Hell before—

      “I won’t for much longer if you go on like this,” he said, voice velvety smooth as he flicked on the lights and closed the door behind him. “You’ll be a shell of yourself by the end of the month… Just stretched skin, bone, and fang.”

      Who cares. She didn’t dare say it, but really. What did it matter if she wasted away? Sure, Moira would be devastated, but Ella hated to see her like this, skipping school, bailing on her angel lessons, refusing to eat, just so she could sit in solidarity in front of her door. It wasn’t fair. Wouldn’t it be better if Ella was gone? The world didn’t need another parasite.

      Swallowing thickly, then wincing at the razor blades slicing down her throat, Ella sat back on her heels, fists on her lap, and sighed.

      More of a habit than anything, that sigh. She had all the physical parts that made the sigh happen. She could suck in a breath. Fill her lungs. Shove it back out. But she didn’t need to.

      Ella missed breathing.

      “If you’re quite finished,” Malachi mused, standing at the end of her bed, arms folded, “I think I may have a solution to your little… issue.”

      Her eyebrows shot up.

      Ella, bella, come outside…

      The voice had been growing fainter over the past week, and while she wasn’t sure if that meant her mind was deteriorating, the day she finally went without it whispering in her ear would be a good one.

      “You can drink from me,” Malachi stated. His words lacked the usual teasing bite, so matter-of-fact and professional, clinical almost, that it made her snort.

      Then it made her mouth water. “What?”

      “I’m serious.” He sniffed, brushing a bit of nonexistent lint from his sleeve. “Human blood will make you your strongest, but it isn’t the only option. You don’t want to hurt people.” The demon shook his head, tone dripping with snarky disbelief. “Or cows, apparently. All right. Then hurt me.” He tugged up one sleeve, exposing a deliciously muscular forearm, veiny and beautiful. “I can take it.”

      Had he seriously just offered to let her bite him?

      Feed from him?

      Really?

      She’d be a moron if she didn’t question this stroke of goodwill. Ella frowned, her suspicions rising with the lift of each of his sleeves. “Why?”

      “Because what you’re doing is senseless, and I, unlike everyone else in this Lucifer-forsaken homestead, refuse to coddle you a second longer.”

      Indignant, she sputtered up at him. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s a waste of life. You’re intelligent, competent, capable, and it’d be a shame to lose that biting wit,” he told her dryly. “You have immortality ahead of you, Ella. Don’t throw it away hiding in this room.”

      Fuck him. Seriously. “I’m not hiding—”

      “Cowering, then.” The chaos demon offered his left forearm, then after a moment’s consideration, the right instead. “Is that better?”

      Her temper flared alongside the spike of his aura, like they were feeding off each other. “I’m not cowering either. I’m adjusting. Processing.”

      Malachi tsked. “Don’t play semantics with me.”

      “I’m trying to come to terms with this horrific thing that happened to me—”

      “Horrific things happen to all of us,” he snapped, and she ground her teeth together when she realized she’d been unconsciously listing toward him, just inching down the length of her bed.

      Honestly, did this guy have his own orbit? Because she’d been stuck in it since June. Ella rolled her shoulders back to shake off the tension; she had refused to let him bait her in the past, and that wasn’t about to change anytime soon. Meanwhile, Malachi’s black gaze narrowed at her as he said, “You’re letting that bastard win by throwing your life away.”

      “My life is already thrown away,” she muttered, her throat raw, her eyes prickling with tears. Only they never fell—Malachi’s dismissive chuckle stopped them dead in their tracks.

      “And Cordie calls me dramatic.”

      Ella threw her hands up. “Oh my god, get out—”

      “You can still teach,” Malachi snapped, his ordinarily spotless complexion marred by a pale rosy flush. “You can still have the family of your choosing. You can do so much more now than you ever could before, and yet you’re letting this new, far stronger body of yours rot.”

      Her hands twisted in her duvet, the truth landing like a cinder block to the gut.

      “You want to be some vegan vampire who refuses to eat humans?” Malachi tsked again, as though the concept was the most absurd thing he had heard in his life. “Fine. Feed from me. A little blood loss is nothing. I’ll heal in minutes.”

      Her mouth filled with a sudden rush of saliva, fangs elongating from her gumline and stabbing into her lower lip. A cruelty-free option certainly tickled her fancy, but this was Malachi. A chaos demon who delighted in wreaking havoc and spilling blood and hoarding power like it was going out of style. There had to be a catch—something he could gain from this.

      “Why?” She sounded stronger this time, calmer. Because a part of her was considering this, but not if it meant selling her soul in the process.

      If, you know, she even had a soul left to sell.

      No, right?

      Probably not.

      “Because this charade is tiring, and, frankly, boring,” Malachi remarked, wearing his frustration openly now. “You think you’re the first human-turned-creature to have a crisis of self? You aren’t unique in that regards, Ella—” If he could stop growling her name so that she really felt it between her thighs, that would be fan-fucking-tastic. “—but you are unique in so many other ways, and you’re wasting it.” The chaos demon thrust his forearm at her, the tender, smooth underside exposed. “Now come here and put those things in your mouth to use. I doubt you’ll get it right on the first try…”

      As desperate as she was to shotgun a chaos demon, the best Ella could manage was a bit of trout-like gawking, firmly planted in place. Where the hell had this Malachi been for the last two weeks? All that brooding, distant, seriousness—had it been an act?

      Whatever it was, she was just happy to see him again.

      And that should have unsettled her… but it didn’t.

      She tentatively swept her tongue over both fangs: razor-sharp and fully extended. Even though human blood was “the good stuff,” apparently demon blood got her hard too. Good to know.

      “Ella.” Less of a growl, more of a sexy command, Malachi locked that piercing black gaze on her, his arm extended and waiting. A shiver cut down her spine—which surprised her. She hadn’t felt much of anything over the last week. Not heat, not cold, not pain when she stubbed her pinky toe off the corner of the bed. Inside she had been a mess, while exterior stimuli—nothing. But Malachi’s velvety grumble did something to her.

      Hadn’t it always?

      Her gulp lacked the brutal slice of daggers this time, and she slowly crawled to the end of the bed, all but foaming at the mouth. Was she really about to do this? And at what cost?

      Fuck it.

      Settling on her knees before him, her eyes darted between his tempting forearm and that black gaze. A brief beat of hesitation came and went. Malachi said nothing, and neither did she as she wrapped her trembling hands around his forearm.

      His skin—so warm. Ella could barely feel the scalding heat of her shower, but this? This she felt. Fangs nudging at her lower lip, she resisted the urge to rub her cheek against him. There was no going back after this; she’d need skin-to-skin contact, a whole lot more, just to feel alive after seven days as a walking, talking, crying corpse.

      Beneath her fingertips, his pulse flickered. Dull but constant, it danced for her as Ella moved in closer and trailed her nose along the blue vein ribboning up his arm.

      “I doubt you’ll get it right on the first try…”

      What if she sucked at this?

      Another hesitant glance up.

      What if he… made fun of her? Could she handle that right now?

      Malachi lifted his arm, bringing it closer to her mouth.

      Well. Time to find out.

      Ella, bella, sweet girl—

      Would you shut the fuck up already?

      Her eyes narrowed as she rubbed at her ear with her shoulder. The voice disappeared, all masculine and intrusive, nothing like Malachi’s velvet steel.

      “Uhm, you’ll tell me if I hurt you, right?”

      The chaos demon snorted. “You can’t hurt me, little vampire.”

      Her hunger spiked as she peeled her lips back to reveal her fangs, the storm in her belly intensifying, drowning out everything else.

      Ella broke his skin on the first try, fangs plunging deep, and she moaned as piping hot blood filled her mouth. It all happened so fast that she struggled to swallow it down, but after a little choking she managed it with a moan. Overhead, she could have sworn she heard Malachi hiss, his fingers coiling to a fist, then unfurling again, unleashing another tidal wave of delicious metallic fire. She gripped tighter and lapped it down greedily, desperately, the horrible ache that had plagued her for the last seven days finally relenting.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, his free hand ghosting over her hair. While the blood was all-consuming, she vaguely felt him toying with a curl. “That’s it…”

      Her eyes fluttered closed, lips lifted dreamily; Ella Thomas had found her happy place.

      Malachi’s blood had a saltier taste to it than the human blood she had guzzled that first day—salty like a breath of fresh coastal air.

      In the middle of a hurricane.

      With storms raging and lightning crashing and waves as tall as skyscrapers. It tasted of power and calamity. Not sweet. Nowhere near sweet. And yet it was heavenly nectar all the same, her tongue assaulted with so many nuanced flavors that she couldn’t describe beyond the feeling of an apocalyptic storm.

      Fuck human blood. This was her poison.

      And this was her salvation.

      Slowly, Malachi steered her against him, lifting his forearm up—and Ella just went along for the ride. Her back molded to the peaks and valleys of his chest, a roaring river of demon blood spilling down her throat. Warmth spiked within her, between them, sharpening from something cozy to something dangerous, and she did nothing to stop it. In fact, Ella welcomed the flame, her nails digging into his flesh. She moaned again, long and low and feral. Malachi growled back, his nose in her hair, his free hand clutching at her thigh.

      And his arousal digging into her ass.

      “All right,” he rasped, lips brushing against her ear. “That’s enough.”

      Yeah. That tone totally sounded like he wanted her to stop. Ella ignored him.

      “You’ll make yourself sick,” Malachi growled, firmer this time, like he had finally put his foot down. When she sunk in deeper, the chaos demon cupped her chin none too gently and unlatched her from his arm, removing it from sight immediately. Thick, powerful fingers gripped her cheeks, keeping her lips parted as blood dribbled down her chin, her back still tucked firmly against his chest.

      At long last, her body had gone quiet, as quiet as the house around them, but the storm continued to rage in his arms. Encased in the chaotic hum of his being, Ella was free. Safe. Wild.

      Was this how it always felt to feed?

      It hadn’t been this way when she consumed human blood. Guilt. Disgust. Self-loathing. They sunk their hooks in deep and refused to let go. But this—Malachi’s blood was freedom.

      And it would damn her if she wasn’t careful. She twisted her head out of reach, fully aware that his other hand still clutched at her thigh, his cock like a—huge—steel rod against her backside.

      It didn’t surprise her one bit that whatever moment they’d just shared had made him hard.

      It surprised her that she wasn’t offended by it.

      In fact…

      Was that—was that pride?

      Malachi breathed her in one last time, his nose in her curls, his hand sliding up her bare thigh, firm as anything, bold as sin. A tremor skittered through her, and she sagged forward, catching herself on one hand when he stepped away.

      “We’ll do this every three hours until tomorrow evening,” he informed her, voice gravelly and low, drenched with uncharacteristic restraint. “By then, you should be able to speak to Moira face-to-face without wanting to rip hers off.”

      She nodded, unsure of how to feel, what to say.

      Aware, acutely, that she was trembling, and not with fear or hunger.

      It was desperation—desperation of a different kind.

      Seven days of nothingness, and suddenly… a goddamn inferno.

      He crossed to the door, shoes clicking with every step, and paused. Slowly, Ella lifted her gaze to him, and something in her chest lurched when he smirked.

      “Go shower, little vampire. You look like hell.”

      She sat back on her heels, wiping the blood from her chin. “Isn’t that a compliment?”

      “Not this time, dearest.” Malachi chuckled, and that wicked sound delved between her thighs as firmly as she imagined his fingers might. “Not this time…”
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      The internet told her that sunset today was at 4:44 p.m.

      And Ella waited, pacing a path into her floorboards, back and forth, showered and clean and satiated. She counted down the hours, with Malachi popping in and out every three to break up the time, and then eventually she counted the minutes. Seconds, now. Ten seconds. Six. Four. Three. Two. One.

      Her phone’s alarm beeped up at her, and she stabbed at the screen with the pad of her thumb, careful to keep that damn talon out of reach. After a very long, luxurious shower last night, she had tried to trim all her nails back to something reasonable, but within hours they had returned to their former glory, white and sharp. At least they had the decency to look purposeful, like she had gone to a salon and paid someone to inflict them on her. In fact, in the right light, they had an opalesque quality to them that she didn’t hate.

      Dressed in a pair of skinny jeans and a deep purple cardigan, Ella shoved her phone in her back pocket and marched right up to her bedroom door. While a tremor skittered up her arm, she lacked the telltale physical signs of pulse-pounding anxiety; the only times she had felt anything remotely like that was in Malachi’s presence, and she couldn’t understand why.

      Nor did she care to ask. If the guy’s ego inflated just a smidgen more, it would burst.

      Nibbling her lower lip, she turned the knob—and opened the door.

      A seated Moira toppled into her, collapsing against her knees with a little squeal, a video compilation of cats knocking things off counters streaming on her phone. Even though the sun had dipped below the horizon, the world outside her bedroom had a brightness to it that made her squint, but Ella pushed through, helping her best friend to her feet.

      Her eyes welled with bloody tears when she realized she could touch Moira without wanting to eat her. Just as Malachi had said—progress. A dozen hits of his blood had quieted the bloodthirsty beast inside.

      “Are you…? What…?” Moira’s wide-eyed gaze swept up and down her figure as she grasped Ella’s shoulders. Wearing a pair of old FHU sweats and one of Ella’s grey workout tees, the hybrid appeared as disheveled as ever, white hair greasy and sticking out of her bun at odd angles.

      The best Ella could manage was a nod, so beyond thrilled to be able to hold her again—all the while acutely aware that she couldn’t feel the excitement, the relief, the elation. Sure, logically she knew all three had settled into her unbeating heart, but she wished she could feel the familiar trembling hum of giddy adrenaline. She had become a living example of Telling vs. Showing, and she fucking hated it.

      But never mind.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, “for everything. I just—”

      “Oh my god, shut up.” Moira yanked her into a bone-crushing hug, and Ella gripped her back just as fiercely, face buried in her friend’s neck. This time when she heard the whoosh of blood through veins, the thump-thump of a hybrid heart, her body only responded with lukewarm interest. Positively full to the brim on demon blood, Ella found the closeness tolerable, even if her mouth did water a little. Her fangs poked out her gums but didn’t stab at her lip—more progress.

      They held each other for an eternity. Moira shook, her breath hitched: a vision of normal human emotion. Ella’s body stayed still and dead in her arms, but bloody tears trickled down her cheeks, her heart happy for the first time all week. Malachi may have elicited something from her that she still didn’t understand, but the sheer joy of hugging her best friend and soulmate was unmistakable.

      When they finally did peel apart, Ella’s cheeks were sticky and wet, the blood slowly drying and caking across her skin.

      “Ugh, I’m so gross now.” She wiped at her face, red smeared across her palms, wilting just a little under Moira’s bright-eyed scrutiny. “I cry blood, and everything in my fucking bedroom is stained red, and I—”

      “You look beautiful,” her bestie insisted, her tone leaving no room for argument. Moira lifted the hem of her baggy grey tee and started wiping down Ella’s face, cleaning her like a mama cat cleans her kitten. Gripping Ella’s chin firmly, she even had the audacity to lick the shirt and really dig in on a troublesome spot by the bridge of her nose. When she finally stepped back, her smile made Ella’s dead heart even happier. “And you look like you, Ella. Seriously. I know this is a huge, scary change. I know how it feels to have your body flip you the bird and suddenly everything’s different. But… You still look like you.” She pursed her lips for a moment, then chuckled. “I mean, maybe a bit more angular.”

      Ella snorted. “A bit?”

      One of the first changes Ella had noticed when she finally examined herself in the mirror was her skin tone. The biracial beauty she had proudly sported her whole life had dulled, replaced by depressing drabness, lacking in human vitality and vibrance, save for the few stubborn freckles that refused to extinguish. With the proper contouring and foundation, she suspected she could fix it, maybe find some semblance of her old self.

      What she couldn’t fix was the sharp line of her jaw, the point of her chin, the severe rise of her cheekbones, her collarbones jutting out as they never had before. Ella still wasn’t sure if that was just a vampire thing, or if it came from the fact that she had shed at least thirty pounds during the week she’d refused to eat.

      Outside of all that, however, Moira was right. Excluding a few of the more obvious changes, Ella still looked like Ella. Her hair hadn’t fallen out. Her eyes hadn’t changed color, though the whites were slightly more bloodshot than usual. Her skin, despite its lack of a human glow, still possessed the same tawny undertones it always had. If there was nothing else she could take comfort in with this whole fucked-up situation, at least her friends would recognize her out on the street.

      If she ever made it back to the street, of course.

      The threat of spending the rest of her newfound immortal life inside her bedroom, inside an invisible house, chilled her to the bone.

      “I’m sure you don’t feel the same,” Moira murmured after another quick perusal, gently entwining her fingers through Ella’s. No comment on the talons. She appreciated that. Shaking her head, Ella pushed her mountain of curls back over her shoulders.

      “I kind of don’t feel much of anything, actually.”

      “Cordelia says some of your more human feelings will come back in time, along with a few of the old aches and pains,” Moira told her, giving her hand a little squeeze. “Overall, the more you feed and adjust, the better, I guess.”

      Finally, an iota of good news. “Like… I know I am happy to see you and hug you without attacking you—” They exchanged a quick smile, the one reserved just for them. “—but my insides feel… nothing, you know?”

      And cue the bloody tears. She tugged her hand away to catch them before they fell, cursing under her breath. Without a word, Moira moved in again, armed with her T-shirt to do some damage control.

      “This is a victory,” she said firmly, wiping under Ella’s eyes one last time. “I know it doesn’t feel like one, but last week we couldn’t spend more than thirty seconds together without…” She cleared her throat. “Anyway. This is good. You and me—it’s a win. And we’ll just take it one step at a time, okay?”

      Ella nodded with a sniffle. “Okay.”

      “We’re all here for you.”

      “Thank you.” She managed to blink back her tears this time; Moira’s shirt didn’t look like it could soak up any more blood. The hybrid redid her bun, lips pressed together in a stiff line, looking very much like she was holding back. In fact, Ella swore her five-beats-per-minute heart actually picked up to a record seven thump-thumps.

      “Just say it,” she said softly, offering a tired smile when Moira sighed.

      “Is it true? Has he been… feeding you?”

      Ella shrugged, knowing she ought to feel shame, embarrassment, maybe even guilt. Inside, it was the same old nothing. “Better than human blood. I just couldn’t come to terms with it. I couldn’t… I couldn’t eat people.”

      “I imagine it’s unsettling,” Moira said cautiously, “but… Malachi?”

      The implication screamed back at her: the chaos demon was no good, and a week and a half ago Ella would have stuck him with another steak knife if he so much as brushed up against her. Now… Well, things were different now, and not by her doing.

      “He says it doesn’t hurt him.” Which was key. She couldn’t imagine the human blood Cordelia acquired for her had been given willingly. “And it tastes fine, I guess, and I feel better. So… Whatever, sure, he’ll do, you know?”

      “Your compliments move me.”

      Both women flinched at the drawl of velvet steel from the top of the nearby staircase. How Ella had managed to miss such a hulking figure confounded her, but there he was, chaos, in the flesh, leaning against the bannister with crossed arms and a smirk. Still sporting the full black getup she had seen him in a few hours ago, a mischievous darkness glinted in his icy blue gaze.

      A darkness that finally made her feel again. Ella swallowed thickly, her body acutely aware of his presence. The hairs on her arms stood on end. Heat flared between her thighs. Her mouth watered, her need spiked, and it wasn’t just the hunger driving her anymore. All that nothingness melted away whenever Malachi came knocking, his presence, the hum of his chaotic aura, doing something dangerous and wonderful to her.

      He made her feel.

      And in Ella’s books, that counted for something.

      “We need to build up her tolerance,” Malachi mused as he pushed off the thin metal railing and strolled toward them. “Continued feedings at regular intervals is key. She won’t last long until she’s over that hill.”

      Moira squared her shoulders. “Okay. She can feed from me, then.”

      “I might hurt you,” Ella said, brows furrowing. She couldn’t stand the thought; this new body had strength, but it was wild and unpredictable. Ella would never forgive herself if she lost control with Moira. Malachi, however, seemed totally unfazed at the thought.

      “I’m more concerned about her hurting you,” he remarked when their eyes met. Moira’s expression hardened, her gaze fiery as she rounded on the spot to glare. The chaos demon held up his hands, wearing the smirk that Ella knew—and he probably did as well—always ruffled her bestie’s feathers. “Your angel light is designed to protect you, defend you. That’s its sole purpose. If she drinks too much, or gets too aggressive, you could instinctively hurt her—or worse.”

      Moira cleared her throat, arms folded defiantly. “Fine. Alaric, then?”

      “Whatever human blood he has left in those veins could elicit the same response, and we still don’t know the full breadth of his power.” Malachi smoothed a hand down his button-up, every inch of him oozing haughty bastard. “I’ll continue to feed her myself.”

      “Severus can do it—”

      “Is there something fundamentally wrong with my blood?” His eyes narrowed. “Does it not meet your rigid standards?”

      Moira sucked in her cheeks for a moment, scowling. “It’s not your blood, per se, but—”

      “Ah. Perhaps with me, then.” The chaos demon chuckled coolly. “Are these your truest feelings, sister mine?”

      The asshole might make Ella feel again, but it wasn’t all happy, sexy, sunshine-and-roses feelings. Frustration gathered in her core, ripening with every second the pair stood arguing at one another and ignoring her completely.

      “Can we get back on topic?” Ella snapped, hands in tight little fists on her hips. “And stop talking about me like I’m not even here?”

      A sheepish look crossed Moira’s angelic features, and she drifted toward her with a sigh. “Sorry, honey, I’m just trying to do what’s best for you.”

      “I know.” The hybrid had been protective of her from the moment Ella entered this secret supernatural society, and that protectiveness had flared exponentially the night Malachi waltzed out of the hell-gate and into their lives. Still, none of this was happening to Moira. This was happening to her. Her bestie may have been able to empathize, but it was Ella’s body, Ella’s hunger, Ella’s life—she called the shots, no matter what a certain chaos demon thought. “Look, if it isn’t hurting him, or me, then I’ll just keep feeding from Malachi. It’s the simplest solution to this fucked-up situation.”

      Malachi rolled his eyes, busying himself with his nails. “What great honor you bestow upon me, little vampire.”

      Little vampire. The nickname ought to make her bristle, so why did her entire body seem to catch on fire every time he said it?

      Moira jumped to her defense as though it had made her bristle, snapping back at the chaos demon, her tone cutting—her words too, probably, if Ella had heard them. In that moment, however, the world tipped to one side. Or maybe she did, because no one else listed sharply to the left, her feet carrying her a few steps closer to her best friend. The steady thump-thump of Moira’s heart spiked, pounding like thunder, and the underside of her arms shimmered with a tantalizing array of bright blue veins. Ella blinked furiously to shake it off, but her fangs had already extended and her mouth swam with saliva.

      Frowning, Moira faced her. “Ella? You okay?”

      She flinched back when her bestie reached out to steady her, trying to retreat, only for her treacherous feet to shuffle closer. Hunger howled in her gut, appearing just as suddenly as everything else, and panic made her throat tight.

      “She’s hungry.” Malachi consulted an antique gold pocket watch he’d pulled out of nowhere. “It’s been about three hours.”

      He snapped the contraption shut, then swept toward her like an oncoming storm, a black sheet of tempestuous rain capable of drowning all in his path. Still battling with her body, Ella shambled to the side, a protest on the tip of her tongue. She could handle this. She was fine. All the blood he had given her had to count for something, and she would never overcome this stupid test of will if she didn’t try.

      “She’ll be back once she’s fed,” Malachi said—a statement of fact, not a question. Apparently Ella had no choice in the matter, not when he locked a huge hand around her forearm and hauled her toward her bedroom.

      “Wait!” Moira charged after them, her hands already starting to pulse with angelic light. It was an assault, same as before; Ella attempted to withstand it, to look directly at it, but it was like looking straight into the sun during an eclipse. If she stared too long, it would burn her eyes out. Chin quivering, defeated tears on the horizon, she looked away, back to her dark, cozy bedroom—a vampire’s den.

      “I have a process,” Malachi argued, thrusting Ella through the doorway but still holding her. Numbly, her gaze went from his iron first around her wrist to his pinched expression. A part of her wanted to demand he let go—now—and yet a very small, oddly logical voice whispered that this was for the best. Because without meaning to, Ella’s feet were still trying to carry her back to Moira, fangs out, belly screaming.

      “Malachi, look—”

      “Normally her sire would do this, but the fucking coward fled when we found her,” the chaos demon growled. “She needs to be satiated, then weaned. I estimate feedings every three hours throughout the weekend. On Monday, every four hours. Tuesday, every five. We’ll come to a point where it will be once a day, then once a week, then eventually at her leisure. This will help her, Moira.”

      Her eyes narrowed as they slid from Ella to Malachi. “Why? Why are you doing this?”

      “You bloody women are driving me mad.” Malachi scoffed, thrusting Ella deeper into the bedroom when she lunged for Moira, a growl clawing up her throat. “I am capable of the occasional bit of altruism, you know.”

      Moira offered a cold, noticeably fake laugh. “Right.”

      “Did I not assist on the raid of Seraphim Securities, at great risk to my well-being? Did I not put myself in harm’s way to rescue your beloved, my brother?”

      “Yeah, you did.” Moira nodded, her heart a steady, enticing drumbeat that Ella couldn’t fight a second longer. The great big block of chaos demon between them was the sole reason she hadn’t ripped into her best friend’s throat. Moira, however, seemed not to notice her struggle, glowering at Malachi like he was something she’d just scraped off her shoe. “Funny how wiping out all the demon mob bosses in Farrow’s Hollow just happened to work in your favor, right?”

      “What exactly are you implying, sister mine?”

      “You know what I’m implying.”

      Holy fuck if Ella didn’t feed in the next thirty seconds, she was going to start screaming like a goddamn banshee.

      A tense beat passed before Malachi all but threw her across the bedroom. She landed in a heap on the floor, her shoulder taking the brunt of the fall, and her talons bit into the hardwood as Ella dragged herself back toward the door. Through her tunnel vision, there was only Moira, only the tantalizing glow of her veins beneath that porcelain skin, the sweet scent of blood a desperate siren’s song.

      “Believe what you want,” Malachi said softly, his voice muffled against the high-pitched whine screeching between her ears. “When I’m through with her, you’ll have your darling sister back, whole and healthy again.”

      The last thing Ella saw before he slammed the door in her face was Moira’s fear, her arms limp at her side—helpless.
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      Ella had always loved food.

      The smells, the tastes, the textures—all that was the obvious stuff, but what she had enjoyed most about food was its ability to make you feel. Had a horrible first date with a jerk? Cookie dough ice cream could erase it. Want your crazy family to act civil for fifteen glorious minutes? Shepherd’s pie with a dollop of homemade mashed potatoes and gravy. Girls’ night in? Chips, chocolate, and wine. Food made everything better. It capped off celebrations, and it softened the sting of failure.

      Ella had been cooking since she was old enough to stand on a stool and mix cookie batter, just her and her grandma in the kitchen, accompanied by the croon of Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin, big-band records humming from the living room. Food—food was everything. It was an expression of love and appreciation, joy and celebration. Spicy, sweet, savory, sour. She was the one to coax her friends into trying pop-up eateries and foreign delights. She had always been bold, brave, her palate open to any and all newcomers. Very seldom had food ever let her down.

      These days, her tastes were quite singular. Blood. Demon blood kept her full and sane, quieting the beast within. Slowly, over the course of the last week, blood had allowed her to spend more time with her roommates. It had given her the ability to explore the four-story home in her new body with her new heightened senses, no longer confined to a bedroom that had slowly started to feel like a tomb, strangling the life out of her, bit by bit, hour by hour.

      Once more, food had set her free.

      Sure, it lacked seasoning and flare. The cooking process, something she had once loved almost as much as the meal itself, had gone out the window. After she’d been turned, Ella feared that her loving relationship with food had, like most other things, shot straight to hell with no hope of redemption.

      Food might have had a different definition now. It came with a whole host of feelings courtesy of her chaos demon supplier, but at the end of the day, it was still just food. It was a piece of her old life that came back once she finally let it in, and Ella intended to make the most of it—for as long as Malachi would let her.

      And you know what? It helped. Period. It helped make the transition from human to vampire easier. It helped her be around Moira and Alaric, her tolerance to their humanity growing with every feeding. She continued to love food, and even though she couldn’t share her new preferences with the others, Ella could still season a roast and mash some sweet potatoes, bake biscuits and lather them with homemade chive butter. Even if the food she had once loved so dearly choked her now, the sentiment was still there. She could cook, bake, and serve a generous portion of love to her whole household. She could watch them eat it, love it, with happy tears in her eyes.

      Tonight, food had told Moira, Severus, Alaric, Cordelia, and, fuck it, even Malachi that she appreciated their time, energy, and patience with her since the incident. Without them, she would have wasted away to nothing. And even though she said as much over the toast she’d made, her coffee mug half-full of Malachi’s blood, the wound on his arm healed within minutes, it was her food that spoke the loudest.

      Today was the first day where things had almost felt normal. Ella had cooked a veritable feast for dinner, enjoyed by all parties, blackout curtains hanging over the first-floor windows just to be certain no wayward rays bounced in. Afterward, Alaric and Cordelia had been called away for a visit with Verrier. At Ella’s insistence, Moira had finally left for her first meeting with Zachariah that month, and Severus had disappeared into the night to see to an old client. The incubus had been dreading it for days, but the poor guy looked half-dead by now; Moira had finally put her foot down, with Malachi and Ella as backup, and demanded he go see at least one client to reenergize himself. He didn’t need to have sex, but he definitely needed a human’s touch soon or—well, Ella wasn’t sure what would happen, but it couldn’t be good.

      And then there was Malachi. He had helped clear the table as the others got ready for their various outings, but she had shooed him off when he started loading the dishwasher.

      “It isn’t a thank-you dinner if you do all the cleaning. I’ve got it,” Ella had insisted, shoving him away with a teasing grin. Dark circles rimmed the chaos demon’s eyes, and he had disappeared upstairs without a fuss, likely to crash on the second-floor pullout couch where he had been sleeping for the last few weeks.

      Although he had told her repeatedly that the feedings were nothing to him, that he would heal in no time, that it certainly didn’t hurt, little vampire, Ella knew the blood loss took more out of him than he would ever admit. He might have gotten hard every time. It might have been intense and intimate and heavy, heat rising between them, his hand wandering, her dead heart racing and her sex dripping with desire, but a full week of it had worn him out.

      Severus assured her that his brother would bounce back, that he wouldn’t do it if he didn’t want to. Still, even with that reassurance, a little nugget of guilt had hardened in her gut, refusing to budge, growing each time she noticed the physical toll Malachi’s altruism inflicted.

      He was mostly back to his usual snarky self, thank goodness. Ella looked forward to his private visits with increasing urgency, not just for the sake of his blood either, but she still hoped she would be ready to space the feedings out soon. They were already down to twice a day, and once a week couldn’t come soon enough.

      A warm, cozy quiet filled the house as she finished wiping down the counters. Bathed in the soft yellow glow from the light over the stove, Ella hung her damp cloth on the hook by the sink, the five wineglasses and one mug sitting on the dish rack to dry. Behind her, the dishwasher hummed, its heat rolling out across the first floor. After giving the spotless kitchen a quick once-over, she crossed to the main windows and pulled the blackout curtains back, greeted by Farrow’s Hollow in late November.

      While winter was her least favorite season, she could appreciate the beauty of freshly fallen snow, unblemished by a day’s worth of traffic, the nighttime air cold enough to keep it from melting to slush. Fat, fluffy flakes descended from a dark sky, clouds thick with a full two days’ worth of expected snowfall.

      A little smile played across her lips: she couldn’t wait to get back out there.

      Sure, she’d had to bow out of her new job and put her schooling on hold, but Ella was antsy to be among people again. Malachi estimated she would need another day of regular feedings before she could test her willpower against the general public, but seeing as she hadn’t felt the urge to rip into Moira or Alaric since last weekend, things were looking promising.

      One step at a time, just as Moira had said. Even the smallest ones counted.

      She lingered in front of the window a couple of minutes more, watching the snowflakes drift down, the peace broken by the odd passing car, wheels noisy over the wet concrete. When the longing kicked in, the loneliness stirring, she drifted upstairs.

      And sure enough, there was Malachi—passed out on the pullout couch, an arm thrown over his face, softly snoring away.

      Ella paused when she knew she shouldn’t, watching him from the railing, feet glued to the spot. For all the crap that came out of his mouth, Malachi Saevitia was probably the most stunning creature she had ever seen, and in that moment, with his golden hair splayed around his head, he looked positively angelic.

      He would balk at the compliment, sure, but it shouldn’t surprise him. After all, he was sex on legs, the epitome of masculine. Gorgeous. Breathtaking. On Earth, his name meant my angel, and while neither he nor Severus had confirmed it, she couldn’t help but wonder if his parents had chosen it as some twisted joke. Here was this beautiful creature, my angel, rising up from the pit to unleash bloody havoc on humanity. He was far from angelic, but in many ways, he was her deliverance from darkness, and Ella would never forget it.

      Her body responded viscerally to him, same as always, like someone had looped a golden string around her heart—her sex—and slowly but surely tugged her toward him. She felt the pull so much stronger as a vampire than she had as a human, but she had the strength to ignore it.

      Even if it made her tremble to walk away.

      Even if that golden rope tightened around her dead heart with every step in the opposite direction, the sharp bite making her question herself more than once.

      Holding herself in a solo hug, Ella darted up to the third floor, her sanctuary, in a determined silence. Without Moira around to distract her, she needed to find something to keep herself busy with—because idle hands were the devil’s playthings, or whatever.

      Idle hands that longed to trail up Malachi’s torso and bury themselves in his hair.

      Shaking her head, she closed her bedroom door and got to work. There was laundry to fold and tidying to do. She whiled away about an hour with busywork, forcing herself to sing under her breath whenever Malachi’s handsome face popped into her mind’s eye. Bathroom clean. Bed made. Clothes folded and put away. Social media loitered on and pillows fluffed.

      She had done all she could to keep distracted, but it wasn’t enough.

      Because here she was, wearing the same loose tee and tiny shorts she always wore for housework, padding back downstairs to the second floor. Ella had planned to tuck in for the night with a movie by herself, snuggled under the covers with an old rom-com favorite that always made her laugh. She had dipped out of her bedroom with the intention of grabbing her laptop off the couch—and now she was here, standing at the bottom of the stairs, staring at a sleeping Malachi like a creep.

      A horny, horny creep.

      Little vampire. His new pet name nibbled across her skin, and she shivered, gripping the railing so tight the metal warped in her palm.

      Why was this happening?

      Ella had always been physically attracted to Malachi, and while that alone wasn’t enough to mean anything, his colorful personality had grown on her—clearly. She might have been a social butterfly from birth, but she didn’t go around kissing men, drunk or not, if she didn’t feel something for them.

      This was different. Her body responded to Malachi’s presence with an intensity that both scared and thrilled her. With him, Ella almost felt human again. Almost. Even though it wasn’t beating, she swore her heart thundered the nearer they stood to one another. In his arms, heat licked down her body, pebbling her nipples, pooling between her thighs. While some of her humanity was coming back around the others, genuine emotion catching like a struck match, Malachi brought it out to the moon and back—and then some.

      She took a step toward him, then forced herself to stop.

      Ella, bella, come outside…

      Scowling, she wiggled a finger in her ear, then shrugged off the purr of that invasive manly whisper that called to her a few times a day. Once she had started feeding, the voice was clearer again, more present in the forefront of her mind. It had to do with the blood, she was sure of it, but she had been too nervous to confirm her suspicions with Cordelia, who possessed the best know-how on vampire transitioning. Because maybe the blood was doing it to her, or maybe she was just going crazy. Maybe it was something more sinister. Whatever the reason, usually she could ignore it, and that was what Ella intended to do.

      If only the same could be said for the chaos demon before her. Sighing deeply, Malachi shifted about on his back, eyes dancing beneath their lids, and tucked the arm thrown over his face under his head. Every cell in her body seemed to hold its breath as he made himself more comfortable, shirt open one button too many, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, shoes tucked neatly under the pullout.

      When he settled again, snoring faintly, she let out an unnecessary exhale and pushed at her curls. Go back upstairs, Ella. Go watch your movie and forget he’s even here.

      Another step toward him.

      Logic demanded she turn around and go.

      But her dead heart won, dragging her the rest of the way until her knees touched the wooden bedframe. A dull ache kissed her gums as she lowered herself onto the mattress—a mattress nowhere near plush enough for a drama queen like Malachi, and yet he had slept on it for weeks without complaint.

      Slowly, painfully so, she crawled across the huge pullout, pausing at his crossed ankles. What was she doing? Why was she here? His head lolled to the side with his next deep breath, the enormous bulge in his throat bobbing as he murmured something nonsensical in his sleep.

      Something not in English.

      Not in Latin either. Something dark, dangerous and demonic. Her stomach looped, pleasurable little waves cruising through her veins like the surging tide.

      Kneeling beside him, fidgety hands in her lap, she was here to… to…

      Her gaze drifted up to his exposed neck. The golden scruff stopped just at its peak, trim and neat, the perfect length for dragging her talons through as an obsidian gaze tracked her every movement.

      Ella swallowed thickly as her fangs extended just a fraction farther.

      That had to be it—she was here to feed.

      Because, you know, she hadn’t fed in…

      Oh. An hour. At dinner. Demon blood from a mug—

      Damn it.

      Sunrise and sunset had become her daily mealtime over the last two days. Fairly simple to keep track of, and certainly easier on Malachi’s body. So, really, hunger wasn’t an excuse for any of this.

      At least, not hunger by its most basic definition.

      She had only ever sampled his arm before, and as his pulse flickered slow and steady beneath the thin, smooth flesh of his throat, Ella couldn’t help but wonder if it tasted any different there.

      Maybe… Maybe he wouldn’t mind if she tested that theory. Malachi had always encouraged her growth as a vampire. This was just… growth.

      Keep telling yourself that, honey.

      Ella rolled her eyes; all these excuses were pathetic—weak at best.

      And yet weak and pathetic were enough to justify her crawling up his body, careful not to touch him, careful not to cause too great a dip in the mattress. She knelt in the crook of his arm, which sat nestled under his feather pillow, the other folded under his head. Her fingers grazed up his chest, barely a touch, the expensive cotton tickling her tips.

      Ella hesitated at his collar, standing at the precipice.

      She could still leave. Once she did this, there was no going back.

      Lower lip snagged between her teeth, she gripped his stiff collar firmly, forgoing gentle caresses and tentative grazes, and pounced. Piping hot nectar of the gods filled her mouth and spilled down her throat the moment her teeth broke skin, and Ella moaned in wild abandon, twisting the lux material in one hand, nudging his head aside for better access with the other.

      Heaven was probably out of the cards for a creature like her—but feeding from Malachi tasted like a pretty phenomenal substitute.

      The chaos demon startled awake with a groan, his body rousing beneath her, chest swelling with a hissed breath, knees popping up, arm snapping around her waist. Eyes closed, she sunk in deeper, clinging to him, riding out the movements like she had just mounted the world’s sexiest mechanical bull. Demon blood pounded through her limbs, filled her belly—made her feel alive. More than alive. More than human. Like she was floating. Like she was goddamn invincible.

      “Ella?” Malachi’s hand sunk into her hair, gently at first, wading through the mountain of curl and cupping the base of her skull. “W-what…?”

      Her body positively hummed at his sleepy rasp, and her right hand snaked up his chin to rake her talons across his scruff. Harshly. Violently. Enough to draw blood, maybe—enough to make him hard, definitely. Malachi growled, the guttural vibrations in his chest teasing her pebbled nipples, sports bra be damned, and he sat up swiftly, dragging her with him.

      His grip tightened painfully around her hair as he yanked her away. Any gentleness he may have reserved for her when she was human had been dead and buried for weeks—and it thrilled her. She could withstand his strength. She even welcomed the slight twinge of pain, because at least she could fucking feel it again.

      Blood dribbled over her lips, down her chin, stained the neckline of her ratty old tee. It streaked down Malachi’s neck, disappearing beneath the button-down, already staining through the heather-grey fabric. She had no excuses, no quip locked and loaded. Malachi always seemed to enjoy sparring with her, verbally or otherwise, but tonight she had nothing but a defiant arch of her brow and a smug lift of her lips.

      Her eyes screamed So what?

      Her mouth oozed a bloody challenge.

      Her body begged to be punished.

      For a few roaring beats of his heart, Malachi’s expression straddled the razor-thin line between rage and desire.

      But then she saw fire ignite in the black, his demonic gaze obvious as sin—so damn transparent that Ella actually moaned. Mouth curled in a snarl, Malachi steered her to him by the hair and claimed her with a bruising kiss. While her eyes threatened to flutter shut, as though this were some innocent first kiss sweet enough to make her leg pop, Ella forced them open, drinking in the brutality shimmering behind his full-black stare.

      Her fangs nicked his tongue, his lips, as she matched the ferocity of his mouth, toe to toe, tit for tat, and blood trickled down her throat. But it wasn’t about the blood—not anymore. It was about the way he consumed her, the way the darkness swelled between them, and the way she drank it all down like a woman starved. Her hands slid into his golden halo as he scooped her onto his lap, her thighs spread wide, a steel rod of desire stabbing between them. Another one of her desperate moans coaxed a growl from him, and he ground her down against his cock, straining against his slacks.

      Could he feel the wet heat pooling at her center? Not blood, like her tears. Arousal, desire, the same slickness as before, a welcome relic of her humanity. Could he feel it just as surely as she did? Given her thin little shorts were practically painted on the generous swell of her thighs, her ass, there was no room for panties—not even her skimpiest pair. In fact, it was like she was wearing nothing at this point, each rock of her hips brushing her clit just right against his shaft, bolts of pleasure firing on impact.

      While Malachi fought for breath, she needed none. Ella could kiss him like this, tangled in a hurricane with no end in sight, for the rest of her immortal days. She soon rolled her hips without his guidance, riding him fully clothed, shorts hiking higher, pleasure soaring right alongside them. Malachi’s hands were—oh, here, there, and fucking everywhere. In her hair. On her neck. Down her sides and cupped over her breasts. She paid him back in kind, memorizing the dips and grooves of his body with her greedy hands, this demonic Adonis, masculine perfection. When she reached the break in his collar, she ripped one hand straight down, tearing all the buttons, exposing him as she never had before.

      And it was about damn time.

      Just as her hands delved beneath the fabric, questing over heated skin and dangerously hard pecs, Malachi shoved her. No finesse. No care. He just lashed out, hand on her chest, and she tumbled over with a surprised squeak, landing back-first on a mattress with approximately zero give.

      He lunged after her with all the strength and tact of a prowling panther. The chaos demon blanketed her well before she had the chance to squirm away, capturing her mouth in another punishing kiss that had her toes curling.

      Somehow he had found a way between her thighs; she felt the fluttering movements of his hand at work—undoing his belt, popping open the button, sliding down the zipper. Ella scored her talons across his chest, snapping at his tongue when it dared dart between her lips. She wouldn’t let him take her like this, pinned on her back. He laughed darkly against her mouth and cupped her over her shorts, the delicious sweep of his palm forcing her back to arch.

      Ella thrust an elbow up, catching him in the throat just as his cock dropped onto her belly like a hammer. The chaos demon choked, coughing, and she seized the opportunity to roll over and crawl away. She’d almost made it to the couch’s armrest when he caught her by the waistband of her skintight shorts. Malachi tore them clean in two like they were nothing, ripping straight down the seam before yanking the two halves down her thighs.

      Exposed, vulnerable, Ella gripped the armrest for leverage, but his palm found her ass before she could scurry over and flee. One hard spank had her yelping; the second made her skin sing with heat.

      “Malachi—”

      “Don’t do the crime if you cannot take the fine, little vampire,” he growled back.

      No one had ever spanked her before.

      Guys had always been interested in her ass; her stringent squats routine made it round and perky, and big butts were supposedly all the rage these days. But no one had ever had the gall to—

      He did it again, catching both cheeks in rapid succession, a jolt of pain rippling through the thick haze of lust swirling around them. Ella groaned, torn between slashing at his face and putting a stop to all of this, or arching her ass up and begging for more.

      Malachi made the decision for her, the presumptuous bastard.

      A pair of large, strong hands gripped her hips, fingers bruising flesh, and she barely had the time to brace herself on the armrest before he filled her in one swift, powerful stroke. Her shocked cry intermingled with his groan, the sounds colliding, entwining, changing each other. Ella’s became wild, Malachi’s deep and primal. She had felt so little these last two weeks, but, fuck, did she ever feel him.

      It was no surprise that he was huge; pressed up against her with every feeding, she had basically mapped him by now. Malachi’s cock lacked mystery. Actually, it had lacked mystery long before she’d been turned; every inch of his persona suggested he either had something enormous between his legs, or something painfully petite. Her eyes widened—most definitely the former. It stretched her, filled her, pushed her to the brink of pain as she bent over the armrest. His hipbones dug sharply into her ass as he thrust just a hint deeper, his brisk exhale dancing across the skin exposed by her crumpled shirt.

      She relished the pain.

      In fact, she almost welcomed it.

      It made her feel alive—and it made the pleasure so much sharper. He pumped in and out slowly, hands still gripping her with punishing firmness, and every inch lost or gained inside her made her sing like a bow drawn expertly across taut violin strings. She shivered, arching her back, lifting her hips to meet him.

      “I’ve always wondered what your little cunt would feel like,” he rasped, every word strained, teetering on the brink of madness. Swallowing thickly, she glared back over her shoulder, both disliking that word and the implications behind it. But Malachi’s impish smirk sent heat soaring across her skin, and she swore she had goosebumps, honest to goodness goosebumps, when he smoothed a hand up her back to the base of her neck. The chaos demon towered over her, god of carnage, god of destruction, god of pleasure, and tipped his head to the side, eyes black and smirk sharp. “And now I know: it’s fucking perfect.”

      That wandering hand of his found its way into her hair, and he fisted tight in the mountain of curl, yanking her head back as he withdrew and then pounded into her. Ella yelped, the sound dripping with desire, her body clamping around him so desperately that it made her want to scream. He fucked her hard and fast, setting the tempo of his choosing—cruel, relentless, powerful, perfect.

      And Ella took every harsh thrust like she was born to do it. Pleasure bloomed, a slow burn that seeped out from her core, spilling through her every limb with the torturous pace of an oozing volcano. Slowly. Thoroughly. No part of her untouched. Hazy and smoky and so damn fiery that she could burn up right here and now, nothing left behind but a pile of ash stinking of lust and need.

      Her talons plunged into the armrest, piercing the leather and padding straight down to the foundations. Every snarl uttered from the chaos demon pounding into her drew more goosebumps, her skin prickling and burning with the sweetest heat, so fucking wonderful that she couldn’t imagine existing without it.

      When his hand left her hair, she slumped forward, elbows folding, no longer capable of keeping herself up. She bit into the armrest to muffle a scream of delight, her sex aching deliciously, dripping with desire, taking him in to the hilt with every vicious thrust.

      Thank goodness no one was home, because with Malachi she just couldn’t contain herself—and she had no interest in trying. A very small, very human part of her brain insisted she quiet down, really make him work for those sounds. For all the sexually charged crap he’d drawled at her since their first meeting, Malachi Saevitia needed to earn her pleasure.

      Yet here she was, tumbling toward a climax that she knew would be so raw, so sublime, that it would knock her straight on her ass—one from which she might never recover.

      And you know what? She was fine with that.

      So close to implosion she could taste it, Ella pushed back against him, grinding, circling her hips, chasing that lover’s high with everything she had. Until he stopped.

      The cruel bastard actually stopped just as she stumbled onto the green, bliss closing in on all sides, nothing but ecstasy ahead. Malachi fucking Saevitia had the nerve to still his hips and pull out, taking that enormous cock with him. He caught her ass with an open palm just as she started to sag, moaning, which left a biting sting on each cheek.

      Fury washed over her like a great charging wave, drowning whole villages and quashing anything in its path. Because what the hell? After all those dangerous smirks and burning glances and cunt-talk, he figured now was the time to stop? Right on the brink…

      Malachi Saevitia was a tease, and she hated that the realization didn’t surprise her. Ella rounded on the spot, quivering with pent-up anger and desire, pulsing with all the rage of a Greek Fury.

      Only to find Malachi on the far side of the couch, settled in the corner, sprawled like a king on his throne, like the sun god Apollo surveying his legions of admirers. Shirt open, ripped torso exposed, cock in hand. He pumped his shaft lazily, the thing harder than steel and twice as deadly. The smirk got to her, ruffled her feathers, and she didn’t care if he saw it.

      “Malachi—”

      “Come here,” he beckoned, eyes black and so intensely focused on her that she swore he could see straight through to her—well, lack of a soul. “I want to watch you come properly.”

      Her jaw dropped. The nerve of this guy… The sheer fucking arrogance—

      “And take that horrendous thing off,” the chaos demon added with a nod to her shirt. Old Ella wouldn’t have put up with this. She wouldn’t have bowed to his commands—she wouldn’t submit. But then again, human-Ella wouldn’t have even been here. When sober, human-Ella had refused to let Malachi so much as brush up against her.

      But there was power in the way she controlled him now, just a little vampire capturing his stare, his hand pumping faster, as she slowly peeled off her T-shirt and tossed it aside. Next came the dark grey sports bra, breasts free, nipples pearled. He tracked her every movement, every nuance, as she crawled across the pullout—slowly, because now he deserved to wait.

      Deep down, they both knew the truth. Malachi might bark the orders, but Ella called the shots.

      His cheek twitched as she climbed up his legs, gaze unflinching. Ella settled in front of that steel rod, nipples grazing his chest, and brushed her still-stinging ass up against it; two could tease, Mr. Saevitia. Jaw set firmly, Malachi traced a finger up her belly, over the generous swell of her breast, around a nipple. The noticeable bob in his throat caught her eye, as did the bloodstained collar, the faint marks of her previous bite, and her gums pulsed with a familiar ache. Her tongue swept across her lips as she lunged for him, fangs primed—

      Malachi tsked when he caught her by the throat, his powerful grip compressing her windpipe. “Come for me, then you can have your reward.”

      She dragged one talon down the back of his hand, from the middle finger to the muscular crest of his wrist. Blood dribbled in its wake, the wound superficial but telling. The corners of his mouth kicked up, but the display did nothing to loosen his hold on her. Lips pursed in a pout, Ella let out an extra-long sigh, the kind suited for a dramatic fuck like Malachi, then lifted her hips, teasing the head of his cock with her slickness.

      While he could certainly do the teasing, Malachi refused to be teased. He thrust up hard just as he pushed her down, one hand bruising her hip, the other her throat. Her teeth chattered when their bodies collided, fangs nipping the inside of her lower lip, and she whimpered as pleasure bloomed once more.

      It quickly became clear, however, that that one move was all he intended to do until she climaxed. Still gripping her throat, Malachi settled into the corner of the L-shaped pullout couch, then stretched his other arm out along the back. A slight flicker of his golden brow told her everything she needed to know: if she wanted his blood, she’d have to work for it.

      Fine. Ella had been making herself come since she was thirteen. With his gaze scorching across her body and his cock filling her sex, this would be a cakewalk.

      She clutched his wrist with one hand, then slipped the other between her thighs, toying with her clit as she rocked against him. The chaos demon exhaled sharply, jaw clenched tight again, muscles twitching with each swirl of her hips. For a few moments, she stared right back, matching his black-eyed gaze with an unflinching one of her own, until it was just too much. Her eyes fluttered closed, her fingers worked faster, and she rode him hard to an earth-shattering climax that tore clean through her.

      “Good girl,” she heard him growl over her cries. Pinwheels of color and light exploded behind her eyelids, her whole body trembling through a sharply intense orgasm that assaulted her over and over again. Pleasure rippled and churned, sparking an unnerving ecstasy that she felt in her teeth, in her bones—unlike anything she had ever experienced before.

      And god help her, she wanted more. All this feeling, the sensations of life pounding through her veins. More, more, more.

      Steering her to his neck, Malachi gave it to her. He hissed her name when her fangs pierced his flesh, fire spilling into her mouth, down her throat. Ella drank greedily, clinging to him, unsure if she would ever let go again. The chaos demon arched beneath her, body taut and hard, then dragged his hands over her curves, his touch one of possession, ownership.

      Her bite much the same.

      Malachi cupped her ass in both hands, tilting her forward, encouraging her to drink deeply as he peppered her shoulder with harsh, biting kisses, the kind that should leave her marked and bruised. Disappointment plucked at her heart when she realized come tomorrow, her body would look just as it had before all this started—unblemished, unclaimed.

      But not Malachi’s. His skin would heal, yes, but for a few hours at least, she could admire the marks she left on his neck and remember the way he growled her name.

      His hips bucked once, twice, searching for their rhythm—and there was no stopping them once they found it. Gripping her tight, the chaos demon pounded home, each brutal thrust driving him that much closer to his own pleasure. She struggled to keep hold of him, his brute strength dislodging her from his neck, so Ella claimed his mouth instead.

      Her second climax lacked the fire of the first, less dramatic and showstopping, but exquisite all the same. It slithered through her like a creeping fog, slow at first until it consumed every part of her. Arms wrapped around his neck, she moaned his name into the shell of his ear, and Malachi choked a few words back as he came undone, a dark and dangerous prayer that chilled her to her core. He shuddered beneath her, spilling himself inside, until the chaos demon slumped back onto his pullout couch throne, spent.

      A thin sheen of sweat coated his skin, and his broad chest rose and fell quickly as he chased his breath. Ella sat on top of him, watching, wishing just for a moment that she too could feel his breathlessness, that her heart could race just as desperately. Wiping the blood from her lips, she climbed off him and knelt at his side, wrangling her wild mane back with a frown.

      Waiting for the guilt to strike.

      For the self-loathing.

      The regret.

      After all, this was Malachi. He had bossed her around, used her for pleasure, handled her so roughly that her human body would have been a heap of flesh and broken bone right now.

      Yet the guilt never came, nor the self-loathing, nor the regret.

      Ella just felt—at peace.

      Satisfied.

      Not exactly whole, but slightly less fractured than when she’d tiptoed out of her bedroom earlier.

      Her self-preservation insisted she get up and get out. Malachi had a reputation in Hell, according to Moira and Severus, for bedding women, for doing as he pleased. Ella Thomas wasn’t about to be just another notch on his bedpost. If he planned to brush this off, then so would she.

      And she’d do it before he had the chance.

      She crawled across the pullout stiffly, standing on shaky legs in silence. Her body yearned to curl up like a cat in a sunbeam, basking in the warmth of his skin, the afterglow of two stunning climaxes. Instead, Ella stumbled toward the staircase, ready to scrub away all evidence of what had just happened.

      Only she didn’t quite reach the staircase—not by herself.

      Behind her, a shuffling across the rock-hard mattress. Heavy footfalls on the dark hardwood.

      Then an arm snagged her around the waist and tossed her over one broad shoulder. She went with a giggling squeal, gripping the back of Malachi’s torn shirt, a smile on her lips as he carried her upstairs, deposited her in the shower, turned on the water—and climbed in alongside her.

      Eyes black.

      Cock raring for round two.
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      A crisp, all-black suit.

      A spritz of his favorite cologne.

      A final ruffling of his golden mane.

      And Malachi was officially ready for his mysterious meeting with the angels of Farrow’s Hollow. He gave himself a once-over in Ella’s bathroom mirror, eyes narrowed, assessing every detail for any perceivable flaws. While there had been a bit of fine print on the summons that suggested by attending the summit he was agreeing to not butcher anyone present, there was still a very real chance that this could be a trap. Malachi had weighed all the options before accepting any of this, but as the sole demon with the paperwork to support his claim of this city, he decided he had no choice but to see what the winged bastards wanted.

      After all, going forward they would have to play nice with one another to maintain the balance between all the good and evil circling Farrow’s Hollow like a pack of supernatural buzzards. Chaos lurked in his heart, but Malachi understood the finesse of demon-angel-human relations on Earth. Demons were permitted to corrupt—to a degree—because the big man upstairs had given his least impressive children free will. Temptation, vice, and sin were a part of their existence, and should they wish to become entangled with the darker forces of this world, then that was their decision.

      The angelic garrisons assigned to every topside city with a hell-gate were to monitor and dole out appropriate punishments. Demons couldn’t run around blathering about the existence of the supernatural to humanity, nor could some hopped-up thrill seeker go on a killing spree just because. Balance. Malachi had sworn to uphold it when he paid his dues in Hell and acquired the deed to Farrow’s Hollow and its hell-gate.

      Still, perhaps the angels would rather a less interesting demon occupy his position, a creature who didn’t deal in chaos and blood. Some ordinary sap, some boring fuck, who would be more inclined to bend to angelic will. Who knew. Malachi intended to assert his position by any means necessary—so long as his efforts didn’t get him flambéed.

      He smoothed a hand down the front of his suit, pleased that he looked the part of demon overlord. Not a hair out of place, every inch of him—from the family rings to the ruby cufflinks to the kiss of chaos twinkling in his eyes—had been tailored with a specific image in mind. All rulers had a part to play in this great game, and sometimes looking like you belonged was half the battle.

      Should Malachi survive today, and by Lucifer’s will he would, he planned to finally advance to the next round of said game and name his lieutenants. No more roving demon mobs for Farrow’s Hollow. No more gangs saddled with thugs and rogues. He much preferred a crime family model, with high-ranking demons from powerful clans pulling the strings in his stead.

      For months in Hell they had all been vying for his favor, as soon as Malachi announced legal possession of Farrow’s Hollow. The city was ripe for demon activity, its humans subconsciously accustomed to the darkness, to the sin, to the danger; he needed to ensure the demons he left in charge would do a better job than their predecessors, and so he limited his pool of applicants to superior stock. Only the absolute best for the city his brother had chosen to call home.

      For now, however, his sole focus was not getting obliterated the second he walked through the door today at Styx, the same demon-run luxury hotel wherein Malachi had coaxed the former mob bosses of this city to sign their lives away mere months ago. That was key.

      After all, he had made some exceptional headway here last night, and the thought of never again pounding into a squealing Ella Thomas from behind, his hand buried in her hair, feeling ever the god of lust and blood and screaming orgasms, certainly dampened his spirits.

      A high, clear little bell sounded from his new telephone. A quick glance at the touchscreen device—so fascinating—told him that the car he had scheduled last night was on the way. With only about six minutes to spare, he snatched up the device and tucked it into the small inner pocket of his tailored jacket. It would be the only physical item he’d bring to this meeting; the summons hadn’t specified anything else, and the likelihood of harming an angel topside with a weapon, even one forged in the flames of Hell, was slim. The only worthwhile defense against an angel, beyond waves and waves of demon cannon fodder, was magic.

      Or an angel’s blade. As far as he knew, retired old Prince Verrier carried one around with him everywhere he went, disguised as his onyx walking stick. The absolute bloody fortune Malachi would spend to get his hands on one of those…

      Well, never mind. Besides the fact that weapons were downright useless against this particular foe, Malachi went without because he wanted to look like he was ready to play ball with these bastards.

      When really he wanted to put a dagger between each of their eyes for what they did to Severus. Yes, Aeneas had done the torturing, but the rest of them had allowed it.

      No matter. This was step one of a multilayer endeavor that would see him on top. Revenge tasted best when you let it simmer.

      Flashing a smirk at his reflection, Malachi swept out of the bathroom, catching the light on the way. He slowed his step and lightened his tread when he crossed from tile to hardwood, pausing at the end of Ella’s bed. There she lay, dead to the world. Unmoving. Unbreathing. Nestled beneath her linens—and smiling.

      Contrary to popular belief, vampires did need sleep, especially those who were formerly human. The bloodsuckers who carried on, day after day, night after night, no rest for the wicked and all that, usually went mad before the end of their first century. Ella needed her sleep; ordinarily, six hours a day would do, but after all the delicious fun they’d gotten up to before sunrise, perhaps eight, maybe even ten, would suit her best today.

      Heat flared in his chest, and not the usual flame of a bored inner chaos demon. Soundlessly, he crossed to the head of the bed, adjusting the blanket so that it covered her bare shoulder. Then, for the first time in his very long life, he ducked down and planted a chaste kiss on a sleeping woman’s cheek. Something soft and subtle, nothing to rouse her from whatever dreams might produce such a satisfied smile across her pale lips.

      Soft, sweet, endearing—they weren’t exactly adjectives he would have ever associated with himself. Sure, Malachi could put on a show if the outcome benefited him, but what benefit had he here? No one could see him. Ella wouldn’t know that he had stopped by to kiss her, to brush her hair aside, to tuck her in rather than kick her out. Malachi always kicked them out. Never stayed the night. Never invited them to. One and done. Always.

      Last night, the sheer, unadulterated debauchery that they had brought out of each other…

      Ella Thomas had broken the pattern Malachi had spent the last several hundred years engaged in. Just like that, with no persuading on her part, she had flipped his usual routine on its head—and then some.

      And that made him feel, what, sentimental? Was that why he was all sweet kisses and pounding hearts and desperate longings to crawl back into bed beside her?

      Malachi Saevitia didn’t do cute.

      But here he was—soft as silk—and his inner demon said nothing. No claws ripped up his throat, no twisting of his intestines. No pain. No agony. No protest to this utterly bizarre behavior.

      Perhaps that was because for the last many hours, he and this little vampire had delved into some of the most violent, bloody, exhilarating sex of his life. They’d broken the legs of her bed, along with half the tiles in her shower. So much blood—tasted, given, received. He ought to feel drained, sucked dry, yet as he slipped out of her bedroom and gently closed the door behind him, Malachi walked with a fucking spring in his step.

      No guilt. No remorse. Not even a hint of shame for the way he had just babied a sleeping vampire. Just—buoyancy.

      Paired with a touch of apprehension and curiosity, but neither were specifically related to Ella.

      Chin lifted, shoulders back, head almost in the game, Malachi drifted down the set of thin, steep stairs between the third and second floor. He slowed as he crossed to the next stairwell, noting Alaric’s bedroom door was still shut—and the pullout couch remained untouched from his and Ella’s tryst last night. Bedding rumpled. A few droplets of dried blood on the leather. A chunk taken out of the armrest courtesy of two sharp little fangs. The chaos demon paused, taking the scene in with an all too smug grin.

      Malachi had always thought that when he bedded Ella—not if, although the possibility had been murkier since he’d returned from Hell this time around—he would have to seriously hold back. As a fragile, breakable human, there was no way she could have handled everything he had to throw at her, every dark desire swirling around the chaotic, calculating maelstrom of his mind. It wasn’t like he hadn’t fucked a human before, but not one he had any sort of affection for—not one he feared breaking.

      As a vampire, she would withstand him, possibly even match him. Almost, anyway. He had seen it weeks ago when he had accidentally caught her in his thrall: touched by chaos, Ella Thomas was a carnal creature, a precious little thing of unbridled lust and desire. She took what she wanted. She lacked boundaries. She succumbed to the animalistic undertones hidden deep within every human. Although Malachi certainly didn’t approve of what had been done to her, for the sake of hours of unencumbered fucking, it certainly worked in their favor.

      What he appreciated most was the lack of tears. Her pesky humanity hadn’t fully resurfaced just yet, as it did for most vampires of human origin. Yes, the little vampire was capable of feeling and emotion, yet self-doubt and fear hadn’t once reared their ugly heads in the last ten hours. Just… fucking. Glorious, immensely satisfying fucking.

      With a dash of sentiment on his part toward the end. He pressed his lips into a thin line, unsure now in the cold light of day how he felt about that.

      Never mind. He had no intention of ignoring her while he figured it out. Should he survive this summit uncharred, Malachi would be right back here in a few hours’ time, climbing into bed beside her.

      The scents of bacon, eggs, and slightly burnt toast greeted him as he descended the final staircase to the first floor. Curtains drawn back, pale sunlight bathed the space. Outside, mounds of white lined the street, made taller by the truck that came trundling by, pushing more into the piles.

      “Off to your super-secret meeting?”

      Moira’s tone hadn’t softened much toward him since he had started regularly feeding her best friend, but some of the frost had melted over the last few days when Ella was finally able to interact with the rest of the house. The hybrid stood in the kitchen this morning, a pan of sizzling, snapping bacon behind her on the stove, greasy spatula in hand as she surveyed him in baggy, utterly unflattering attire.

      His darling brother sat between them at the main dining table, perusing what looked like a news site on his laptop. He glanced Malachi’s way, his eyes dark and satiated once more. Good. If only the stubborn, lovesick fool would see a client weekly again, Malachi—and Moira—wouldn’t have to worry.

      “Yes,” Malachi said with a sniff, fiddling with his cuffs. “Should only last an hour or so.”

      He couldn’t imagine the angels of Seraphim Securities would tolerate a demon’s company for much longer. Moira gave him a scrutinizing sweep, some of her previous hardness returned.

      Not hardness. Protectiveness. He had the tact to recognize the difference.

      “How’s Ella?” she asked coolly. Malachi stilled, then slipped his hands in his pockets. There were two ways to play this: respectfully and not.

      “How should I know?”

      Severus exhaled a long, annoyed sigh, returning his gaze to his laptop’s screen. Malachi shot him a narrowed look, then squared off with Moira, expression as innocent as he dared muster. She smacked the spatula down on the counter, glaring.

      “Well, you spent the night in her bed, so—”

      “That was her choice.” Ordinarily, the chaos demon suffered no criticism for who he chose to bed. After all, sexual prowess was a point of pride in Hell for both male and female demons. If incubi needn’t rely so heavily on humans to sustain their existence, they would have been much, much further up the demonic hierarchy.

      But that was a contention for another day.

      In general, Malachi had never felt the need to explain who he fucked or why, but Moira was his little sister now, so desperately enamored with Severus, so obviously good for him, and he knew she was just being protective of Ella. He owed her an ounce of decency, even if his inner demon bristled at the unspoken accusation.

      Moira remained unmoved by the statement, staring him down from the kitchen like he had broken every rule in her book—and then some. A quick prompting glance from Severus, one that begged him to do the right thing, had him rolling his eyes.

      “Ella is fine—better than. She’s sleeping soundly,” Malachi insisted, then, unable to help himself, he grinned. “Soundly… and thoroughly satisfied.”

      “No!” Moira hoisted her greasy spatula like a broadsword and charged around the granite peninsula, headed straight for him. “No gross sex innuendos!”

      “Mind the suit,” he growled, imagining what all that bacon grease would do to the finely crafted material. But she didn’t stop. Didn’t even slow. Moira pulled no punches with him—not ever—and Malachi had enough sense to just get out of her way. Still, he did so with a smirk and a chuckle, which only seemed to incense her more, and he shot her a wink before darting out the front door and all but falling into the awaiting black town car.

      The driver flinched at his sudden appearance, but said nothing to the fact that Malachi had materialized out of nowhere at the mouth of a dingy alleyway.

      Likely because the low-level demon was on Verrier’s payroll, working for the former prince’s new upscale car service. According to Alaric, they had completely disrupted the human taxi monopoly held over downtown Farrow’s Hollow. Good. Malachi intended to create more such businesses over the next few years: respectable demonic business, like the Inferno and Rose’s Corner, that would entice humans to spend, spend, spend.

      Perhaps more than money, at that.

      A short, silent drive through the snowy streets delivered him to the primly maintained steps of the hotel Styx, where a doorman in a red uniform greeted him by name. Given the establishment was also demon-owned and operated, Malachi had hoped his reputation would finally warrant a little fucking respect around this city. After all, he did own it.

      Gifted with a gold key card, he was then escorted to the elevators across the sprawling lobby and instructed to go to the top floor; the same conference room he and Alaric had scheduled to schmooze the old demon mob bosses would play host to today’s summit. Perfect. Familiar territory.

      After swiping the key card through a little machine reader on the inside of the elevator, Malachi was whisked up, alone, on a smooth ride to the top floor of the hotel. As the doors peeled back to reveal a long, dark corridor, he could still recall the panoramic sights of the conference room, its slightly curved floor to ceiling windows offering a spectacular view of all of Farrow’s Hollow.

      His city.

      Squaring his shoulders, he marched down the hall with purpose, refusing to let the winged fucks waiting to see so much as a hint of unease. While Malachi still hadn’t the faintest idea what they wanted with him, his carefully cultivated mask suggested he didn’t care—that he was only here to humor them.

      The door opened unhindered, not a guard in sight, and Malachi staggered to a halt at the collection of beings inside. There were angels, yes, all clad in near-identical suits; half the garrison appeared present, including Cassiel, new head of the warrior angels manning the local Seraphim Securities office. The angel studied him from the far side of the conference room, a sprawling mahogany table between them, surrounded by his entourage. Hawkish features pinched, Cassiel made no move to greet him, and instead turned his back on the chaos demon a moment later, murmuring something to his companions.

      Angels, however, were not the only creatures present. On this side of the enormous conference table, the same table upon which Moira had both brutalized a demon and lost her memories, stood Verrier.

      And fucking Cordelia.

      Clad in one of her custom crimson dresses, the garment muted by a layer of black lace, her waist cinched with a sinfully tight corset and her bustle unnecessarily large, his cousin tipped her head to one side when their black eyes met, her smile a little too knowing.

      “Hello, cousin.”

      Malachi so loathed to be surprised—but he despised it far more when others knew they had bested him. So, he schooled his features, all the while wondering what this summit was really about.

      Because it certainly wasn’t about him. That much was painfully clear.

      Classical music tinkled from the quartet of overhead speakers, cutting through what would have been a rather tense silence. Smile strained, he strolled over to join the pair. Cordelia met him halfway, standing up on her toes to kiss his cheek.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he grumbled. The witch patted his chest with a gloved hand, the intricate black lace covering the gruesome scars she had left exposed that morning.

      “You seemed to enjoy all the delicious secrecy,” she purred back. “All those questions you left unanswered back at the house—it caused quite the stir with the others. I didn’t want to quash your fun.”

      Her fluttering lashes sealed the deal: she had bested him and she knew it. But then again, Cordelia Atropa had been besting him since they were children, despite his best efforts.

      It was one of the reasons he loved her so dearly.

      “Hmm. How kind of you.” Begrudgingly, Malachi offered his elbow for her to link her arm around, and he escorted her back to Verrier with several pressing questions brewing deep inside.

      His inner demon, meanwhile, seemed fixated on a single thought: Could angels still fly after you plucked all their feathers?

      Maybe—maybe, maybe, maybe—they should test that theory.

      Malachi glared down at his chest; the bugger really was a distraction at the least opportune times, but he couldn’t fault him for the invasive thoughts. They were, after all, thoughts Malachi shared.

      But he was in control.

      No chaos—for now.

      Unhooking Cordelia’s arm from his, he greeted Verrier with a sweeping bow. “My lord.”

      Verrier stood at roughly Malachi’s height, swathed in black Armani, his bright white hair drawn back in a low ponytail. As a fallen angel, Lucifer’s chosen, and a former prince of Hell, he outranked all topside demons, Malachi included. For all his bravado, it was a fact the chaos demon would never forget.

      Ice-blue eyes swept over him briefly, cold and calculating, those high cheekbones especially severe in this light. Then, with a tap of his walking stick, the trio of silver skulls on the handle a little too lifelike, Verrier’s lips spread into a thin smile.

      “Malachi Saevitia. Your bid for Farrow’s Hollow was a surprise.”

      “I saw it as a necessary move,” he remarked, back to his full height yet deferring to the former prince with a slight dip of his head. “My brother has made his home here, and so I intend to run it far better, far more efficiently, than the last regime. Perhaps I too shall call it home someday.”

      Verrier’s bright white brows twitched up, and he gave Malachi an appraising once-over that he felt in his marrow. “Time will tell, I’m sure.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      With a dismissive tap of his walking stick, Verrier left their huddle, drifting over to the open bar and fixing himself a drink. Malachi watched the creature for a moment, then rounded on his cousin with a smirk.

      “Well, cousin—is he to be your new father anytime soon?”

      Given how much time she and the former prince had been spending together lately, plus her relationship with Alaric and the fact that she was exclusively contracted to provide paid spellwork for Verrier and Verrier alone, it wouldn’t surprise him if the pair had—what was the word?—carpooled together. His cousin’s cheeks flushed a delicate pink, and she peered around him with a sigh.

      “I should be so lucky,” she told him, tone a little too dreamy for his liking. “He’s such a dear.”

      Malachi rolled his eyes, not bothering to hide it. Cordelia had been the type to cuddle the prickliest of Hell’s beasts as a child, drawn to danger and oddity like a moth to the flame; it didn’t surprise him that she thought a former prince of Hell, a creature who could rip them in half, literally, without breaking a sweat, was a dear.

      Behind them, another batch of new arrivals strolled through the door without a hint of pomp or ceremony: a trio of willowy humanoid creatures, their waist-length locks pulled back to reveal sharply pointed ears.

      “Elves,” Cordelia mused, studying the group with barely contained excitement. “Children of the old world—the old god. So rare these days.”

      Although he knew of their existence and had the most basic understanding of their history, Malachi had never seen an elf with his own two eyes. Not in Hell, not on Earth—not in any supernatural realm, in fact. They had ruled the planet before humanity, before angels and demons, but their numbers had dwindled to near nonexistent. Had anyone asked him before today, Malachi would have thought them extinct.

      Yet here they were, in Farrow’s Hollow—in his city. How extraordinary.

      Pushing just shy of seven feet, the trio strolled around the table, so graceful that they all but floated, and settled before one of the massive windows. At no point did they address those around them, paying no mind to the light or dark. Two men, one woman. All three could be considered beautiful, though Malachi found them somewhat severe—alienesque even, despite their obvious similarities to mankind.

      Perhaps they were the original template, phase one, for all that followed.

      They couldn’t have lived in the city. There was no mistaking them; the stir just one might cause amongst the humans made integration near impossible. It seemed they preferred to leave their supernatural appearances unaltered.

      “Must live in the forest,” Cordelia muttered, as though she’d read his mind. She shrugged when he glanced down at her, positively brimming with naked interest. “I think they’re fascinating.”

      “Naturally.” But why the fuck were they here? Cassiel and his cronies seemed just as perplexed by their appearance, their mutterings hurried and foreign—Enochian, most likely. “This isn’t what I… expected.”

      “Me neither, but then again, I’d no idea what to expect.”

      “But you accepted the summons anyway?”

      Cordelia shot him a barbed grin. “Same as you, cousin.”

      The door whooshed open once more, revealing not another group of primordial beings, but a demon.

      A lone demon.

      Malachi stiffened, sensing the dead prickle of the creature’s aura.

      A hell-born vampire.

      One who had apparently missed the memo about dress codes. Sure, it hadn’t been on the summons, but surely one knew that ripped jeans, a black cotton T-shirt, and an old leather jacket was woefully inappropriate for the occasion. Black-eyed and smirking, the demonic vampire swept a hand through his raven waves, half a head shorter than Malachi, young and pale and handsome.

      No wonder humans had such a fanatical pop culture surrounding the bastards. Little did all the squealing, swooning women realize just how low vampires sat in Hell’s hierarchy.

      “Who is he?” Malachi growled, his inner demon snarling with instant dislike. Abandoning her study of the elves, Cordelia scrutinized the vampire briefly, her arms crossed, then shook her head.

      “I don’t know.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I don’t like that.”

      “Nor do I.” Cordelia nudged him with her bony elbow. “But perhaps not quite for the same reason as you, cousin.”

      She needn’t expand on that; he could see it in her eyes. Ella. As far as he knew, there were no demonic vampires operating in Farrow’s Hollow, and now one had emerged from the shadows mere weeks after Ella’s forced transition.

      Coincidence or not, the very idea had him gnashing his teeth. The urge to march over there and rip the vampire’s fangs from his mouth only intensified when the bastard toasted Malachi and Cordelia with a black flask. Uncapping it released the metallic scent of human blood into the air, setting off the angel brigade in a way that Malachi’s arrival hadn’t. One even had the audacity to reveal his wings, the enormous white pair bursting from the back of his suit, but he settled after a few curt words from Cassiel.

      The vampire didn’t seem to care about the effect he had on anyone in the room. With a noisy slurp, he strolled toward Verrier to greet him properly, bowing as low as Malachi had. The former prince simply stared back, his gaze hard, his mouth lifted in a barely concealed sneer.

      Near the window, the trio of elves observed the interaction with bored expressions, yet as the clouds shifted and sunlight spilled into the conference room, they had an oddly ethereal quality about them. The vampire’s smugness faltered when the first beams of sun kissed his pale flesh, but as a hell-born vampire, he could withstand the UV rays to a degree. His human-turned children, however, weren’t quite as fortunate.

      Ella would never see the sun again. Not on Earth, anyway.

      His hand tightened to a fist, but Malachi only managed a few stiff steps toward the creature when the door opened once more, revealing a band of fae. Slighter in statute compared to the elves, their pink, purple, and blue hair was a dead giveaway, as was the entire fabric roll of tulle used to dress them from top to bottom. The group of five drifted into the room, all smiles as they digested the undeniably tense scene.

      “My lords, my ladies, welcome,” the helm of the group greeted, a purple-haired fae with copper eyes and a dozen glittering piercings up one pointed ear.

      Surely they hadn’t strolled through Farrow’s Hollow like that—multicolored wings on display, tattooed and stuck with glittering gemstones. After all, if fae and elves could look like this, then why the fuck did demons need the hell-gate’s magic to disguise themselves? He glanced at Cordelia, who seemed less impressed with the new arrivals than she had been with the elves. Apparently fae and their ilk were old news to his beloved cousin.

      “Thank you for your punctuality. We appreciate you all responding to our summons, and extra thanks to the angels for submitting our request into Hell when we could not. Please, be seated,” the fae continued, her smile bright as the midmorning sun. She gestured to the conference table, and in an instant it filled to the brim with food and drinks. Sunlight glinted off the silver chalices and plates, each bedazzled with emeralds and sapphires. None of the colorful, supple fruit appeared familiar to Malachi, but the enormous whole pig roast in the center smelled exquisite. His stomach gurgled appreciatively at the enticing smells filling the space, smothering the lingering scent of human blood from the vampire’s flask.

      Slowly, haltingly, the room drifted toward the table. Verrier settled at one end, unchallenged by Cassiel and his garrison. Cordelia sat at his right, Malachi beside her, and the trio of elves descended gracefully into the seats beside him. Across the table, the angels settled nearest to the seated fae, the food and drink untouched, and with two seats of space between, the vampire plopped down next to Verrier. Malachi’s eyes narrowed; was that dirt on the creature’s leather jacket? Had he not an ounce of dignity?

      While Cordelia filled her plate with a selection of fruits, Malachi went straight for the bottles of fae wine. Similar in texture and taste to a very floral champagne, it bubbled in his chalice and tickled his nose when he brought it close to smell. The chaos demon hesitated before his first sip, for he could still taste Ella on his tongue.

      Well. No matter. If he had it his way, he would taste her again soon.

      Immediately after he walked through the door, actually. He’d march upstairs, lock them in her bedroom, rip off the blankets, and settle between her thighs, that delicious cunt far sweeter than any fae wine. Given the turn of events, he had serious doubts Cassiel and his men would kill him.

      Not today, at least. Today he would return to her—starving.

      “Welcome,” the fae continued. “I am Aiwen, daughter of the high king of the Seelie Court.”

      “One of many,” Cordelia muttered, tapping a sapphire on her chalice with one long nail as Malachi smirked. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Verrier shooting them both a slightly reproachful look. He cleared his throat and refocused. Aiwen stood at the head of the conference table, fingertips resting on the mahogany, her entourage of slightly less elegant fae fanned out behind her. Positively beaming, she went on to greet each creature by name. Cassiel. His trio of angel stooges. The elves, whose names seemed downright impossible to pronounce. Malachi Saevitia. Cordelia Atropa. Verrier.

      Malachi sat up a touch straighter, like a hellhound straining against its chains, when the fairy princess finally came to the vampire.

      “Serafino Lutum. Welcome, all.”

      Serafino Lutum. A hell-born vampire without a clan—low-ranking enough to warrant the common name shared by all demons in the slums. Lutum. Dirt. Malachi sat back, sensing Cordelia’s confusion just as vividly as he felt his own. Why the fuck was he even here?

      Yet that name…

      There was familiarity to it, and not just because of the commonplace Lutum. It was the combination of the two, first and last, that triggered something in the dark recesses of his mind. In that moment, however, Malachi couldn’t place it—and it was driving him fucking mad.

      “You are all the heads of your respective species in Farrow’s Hollow,” Aiwen continued warmly, her fond gaze touching each of them. “And we—”

      “I wasn’t aware we had a vampire colony in Farrow’s Hollow,” Malachi mused, his tone light, conversational, yet his black gaze screamed infuriated subtext. Serafino smirked and propped his booted foot up on his knee, legs crossed, chair pushed back.

      “What you aren’t aware of, Malachi Saevitia, could fill this whole bloody tower.”

      Cordelia’s hand fell to his forearm when he lurched forward, ready and willing to leap across the table and cleave that low-born scum in two. He’d use one of these stupid sapphire-encrusted plates to do it—easily.

      “We are aware of the colony’s presence,” Cassiel interjected smoothly from the far end of the table. “He is watched and monitored… as you all are.”

      Serafino rolled a pair of bright green eyes, his black gaze gone, and uncapped his flask for another swig. Rage simmered under Malachi’s skin, crackling and hissing, his inner demon demanding destruction, but he swallowed every last drop of it. He reclined back in his chair with a small, unfazed grin. If the bastard wanted to play this game of nonchalance in front of the others, fine.

      But should he be such an insolent little shit when they were alone, Malachi wouldn’t hesitate to paint the walls with his innards.

      “All settled?” Aiwen kept her tone light and airy, glancing between Cassiel and Verrier as if silently asking them to muzzle their hounds. The angel gave a solemn nod, whereas Verrier merely took a long, luxurious sip from his chalice, eyes alight with mirth. She blinked at them both, waiting, then cleared her throat and smoothed a hand down the periwinkle-blue tulle adorning her slim figure, as if to collect herself. Pretty little thing, this princess. “We’ve called you all here today as representatives of the Farrow’s Hollow supernatural community because we would like to put our proposal to a vote.”

      Malachi’s eyebrows shot up. A proposal? Please be something scandalous—

      “We would like to open a Nocturna Resort and Spa right here in Farrow’s Hollow.”

      Oh. Malachi refilled his drink, then downed it in a single gulp. How fucking anticlimactic.

      Aiwen detailed her pitch with the assistance of visual aids, charted holograms hovering over the untouched roast pig in the middle of the table. Apparently the supernatural resort had fae roots, and the few they had opened across North America were so successful that they wanted to open a location in every city with a hell-gate. Throughout the presentation, Aiwen stressed that a local branch would lessen supernatural-on-human violence, allowing creatures like vampires and lust demons a private place to feed that was sanctioned, safe, and consensual.

      “Communities with one of our resorts report higher supernatural satisfaction here on Earth than those without,” Aiwen remarked some thirty dreadfully boring minutes later. The hologram over the table shifted to yet another spreadsheet and graph display, and Malachi battled the urge to jam one of those gold forks in his eye. Cordelia, meanwhile, had finally helped herself to a pig leg while Serafino watched her from across the table. His lips curled with disgust as she bit into the pork, juices spilling down her gloved hands.

      “Memberships are expensive, but we are willing to work with clans, families, and colonies to offer discounts to those who cannot afford our usual prices. Serafino, as head of your colony, should you become an elite member, your children will receive deep discounts on all applicable vampire services.”

      The vampire grunted in a noncommittal sort of way that had Malachi rolling his eyes.

      “We provide jobs and stability for supernatural communities, and with Farrow’s Hollow in flux after the, er, demonic purge earlier this year, we believe this is the perfect time to install an institution like Nocturna.”

      “When will you break ground if approved?” Cassiel inquired, the angels around him studying Aiwen with rapt attention. No surprise that an establishment like this would appeal to them; anything to keep the darkness in check.

      “In the spring,” Aiwen told him with a bubbly smile. “We have several locations in mind—”

      “Enough of this.” Verrier pushed back from the table and stood, boredom all but weeping from his pores. “I lend my vote in support of the institution. I believe Farrow’s Hollow would be better for it and support the decision to build a Nocturna location. Should you wish to develop on my land, I implore you to contact my associates—not me directly.” The fallen angel drew up to his full height, snatching his walking stick from its place against the table as his eyes narrowed at the fairy princess. “In fact, I don’t believe this summit required my presence to begin with. A letter with a yea or nay checkbox and a mandatory blood signature would have sufficed.”

      And with that, the former prince of Hell swept out of the room, accompanied by the clipped footfalls of Italian leather and the ominous clunk of onyx. The conference room fell silent until the door closed behind him, and, cheeks speckled pink, Aiwen cleared her throat and clapped her hands together.

      “Right. Well. That’s one vote. What say you all?”

      Much to Malachi’s surprise, the vote was unanimous in favor of building a Nocturna resort—which certainly changed things. After all, with a legal, regulated establishment in place to curb some of the more destructive demonic appetites, an obscenely bright spotlight would shine on all other seedy activity, even with the elite crime family model Malachi had in mind.

      No matter. He could adapt. Corrupting humans required a subtle, insidious hand. That hadn’t changed. His vote of support showed that he was willing to play nice with the rest of the city’s substantial players. Beyond that, a resort that offered services for lust demons meant Severus would never have to escort again. He could pay a fee, fill up on human essence willingly given, and that was that. Moira would be thrilled.

      With the votes tallied, the summit came to an abrupt end. While the angels busied themselves with Aiwen and her counterparts, the elves stood and drifted back to the window, whispering amongst themselves in a language so ancient it was lost to even Malachi.

      “Shall we?” He pulled out his cousin’s chair and helped her up, her figure weighed down by the ridiculous brocade bustle on the back of her dress. “I’ve sent for a car.”

      “I want to stay,” Cordelia told him, her gloved hands spotless courtesy of whatever cleansing spell had made her nose bleed. Eyes fixed on the trio of elves overlooking the cityscape, she flashed a quick smile. “I’ve questions for the pointy-eared ones.”

      “Of course you do.” Far more than they could handle, probably. He slipped his hands into his pockets, watching her toddle off to address the elves, sashaying right into the middle of their huddle like they were age old friends. Classic Cordelia.

      With nothing else tethering him here—and unable to disembowel Serafino while in this building without breaking his blood oath—Malachi departed, carrying on down the corridor and tapping the elevator button. In an instant, the machine whirred to life, the numbers overhead racing by in rapid succession—only to pause halfway up the tower. Malachi huffed, checking his phone for the car’s estimated arrival time. Four minutes. Good.

      “I know you have one of my children in that invisible house of yours.”

      He flinched at Serafino’s sudden appearance at his side. Half a head shorter, the vampire stood studying the golden elevator doors, the pair’s warped reflections staring back. Malachi’s inner demon snarled, bubbling up his throat with such pungent heat that it ached. Had he no self-control, the hell-born vampire would have found himself without a head—for he had just admitted to attacking Ella.

      Could the demon sense the shift in his aura? The buzzing, humming, violent chaos swirling around him?

      Despite all that, Malachi held his tongue, savoring the fire raging within, waiting to unleash it at the opportune moment.

      “I can sense her, you know,” Serafino continued, his tone light, casual, like they were accustomed to amicable conversations. “Ella Thomas. Exquisite creature. I’ve watched her for the better part of this year. Her beauty. Her intellect. Her mouth. Her ass.”

      The vampire chuckled. Malachi’s rage skyrocketed. The elevator started up again, hurrying to meet them.

      “I think she will make an excellent addition to the colony,” Serafino continued, fiddling with an unlit cigarette. “I’ve waited so long to find a beauty like hers. Utter perfection.” The bastard had the nerve to face Malachi, those bright greens burning a hole in the side of his head. “You can’t keep her from me. I’m her maker, after all, her master, her sire, and I will take what I am owed.”

      The elevator dinged. The doors peeled open. And Serafino huffed an insufferable little chuckle as he strutted forth like he had the right to enter first—like he had won this pitiful little bout with a few incendiary words. His threats were idle, pointless, like a gnat bellowing at a mountain.

      And yet he should be punished for them all the same.

      Malachi caught him by the back of his neck, one large hand snapped tight around ice-cold flesh. He then slammed the vampire’s face into the wall next to the elevator, over and over again, all his strength engaged. Serafino yowled, flailing but unable to break free. Physically weaker, a hell-born vampire was no match for a chaos demon.

      Perhaps this would teach him when to shut his fucking mouth.

      And Ella…

      Ella belonged to him, and Malachi, firstborn son of the Saevitia clan, chaos demon, legal ruler of Farrow’s Hollow, wouldn’t hesitate to kill for her.

      Only he had vowed not to kill today by accepting the summons. He had agreed to it with a bloody fingerprint pressed to the summoning parchment. Serafino’s presence in that fucking conference room was the only thing keeping him alive.

      He pounded Serafino into the wall until it broke, until he hit drywall and splintered wood, until the vampire was more blood than flesh, every bone in his face shattered. Broken teeth littered the ground between them, and after a quick count, Malachi knocked the last of them out with a few more precise hits.

      The elevator dinged. The doors trundled closed; Malachi blocked them with his free arm. They bounced off and peeled back, the cabin empty and waiting. Wordlessly, he tossed the bloodied vampire on the floor; then, still holding the doors open, he ground every fucking tooth into the floor. Fangs and all.

      With that sorted, he smoothed a hand down his jacket and sniffed, pleased that not a speck of vampire blood marred the fabric. His inner demon rejoiced, foaming at the mouth for more as Serafino lay groaning at his feet, brutalized but alive, blood pooling around him. Malachi strolled into the elevator to spare his oxfords the mess, then pressed the button to take him to the ground floor.

      Serafino glowered at him, trembling, shattered, and Malachi waited until the last possible moment, just before the doors closed, to smirk.

      Because that—that was how you won a bout, motherfucker.
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      Leaning over the bathroom counter, Ella gave herself one last scrutinizing look, from the lip color to the eyeshadow to the brown mascara she had never used before, confirming that her face matched her neck. When every element met her exacting standards, she straightened with a grin, then high-fived her hazy reflection.

      Land of the Living status—unlocked!

      It had taken her almost two hours to get it right, experimenting with the mountain of product Moira had picked up for her this morning. Tonight would be her first outing since the attack; the entire house had given her the stamp of approval to be around the general public again, and Ella didn’t intend to go to Rose’s Corner, one of the most exclusive restaurants in Farrow’s Hollow and owned by Alaric’s dad, looking like she had crawled out of a crypt. Of course, Moira had insisted she looked fine before, but the pallid, bloodshot raccoon eyes thing just wasn’t a style she wanted to rock outside the house.

      Now, however, using shades of makeup that would have looked wrong with her skin tone before, she had found her sweet spot. A faint flush in her cheeks. A light brown eyeliner dotted over her cheeks to make her freckles pop. Skin contoured to suggest she had at least an hour of sunlight a day instead of living like some basement dweller. Before her makeup experimentation had begun, Ella had showered, then straightened her hair and worked it into twin fishtail braids. Taking a step back from the mirror, she decided that in that moment, she almost looked human.

      Actually, no. She fiddled with her mustard-yellow sweater, smoothing out the rolls and tugging down the hemline. Ella had worked hard on her appearance all afternoon, counting down the hours until sunset after Moira left for her usual Friday evening meeting with Zachariah. She had started over, fresh-faced and frustrated, more times today than she had in years.

      This had taken effort and skill.

      And you know what?

      She did look human. Ever since that night with Malachi, she had been feeling more her old self, like her mind had finally unlocked all the emotion and feeling this damn curse had tried to suppress. Gone was the purely reptilian brain, completely fixated on feeding and biting and fucking. In its place, some semblance of her old self. Cordelia had told her it would come back, and now her patience was finally starting to pay off.

      Physical feelings had started to trickle in as well; today when she had caught her foot on the corner of her bed, she’d actually felt the twinge of pain blooming in her angry little pinky toe. Bit by bit, Ella was finding herself again.

      Tonight would be a big test for her, being around so many beating human hearts, and she needed all the battle armor she could muster. Hence her favorite yellow cardigan and her most flattering pair of jeans. A full face of makeup. Hair done. A subtle perfume spritzed. Confidence climbing.

      Her phone alarm sounded from the bedroom, and she padded back in to shut it off, tripping over one of Malachi’s discarded boxer briefs along the way. Shaking her head, Ella scooped it up and tossed it in the laundry hamper next to her closet. One of his shirts also caught her eye, a sleeve poking out from under her duvet cover. Before that one joined the silky black briefs in the pile, she brought it to her nose and sniffed, long and deep, a swarm of butterflies fluttering to life in her belly.

      The chaos demon had been gone since Saturday, almost immediately after his top secret meeting downtown. Ella had snorted when she’d realized all his dramatics had been for nothing, all that secrecy a waste, because Malachi had been summoned for a presentation about a resort proposal. Confirmed by Cordelia, said presentation had been bureaucratic and not even remotely worth the air of intrigue he’d crafted around it beforehand.

      Unfortunately, there hadn’t been much time for teasing, not when Malachi and Cordelia stated that they needed to return to Hell somewhat urgently. Neither had offered any real explanation, leaving Alaric just as thrown off as Ella—though at the time, she had felt considerably worse. After all, this wasn’t the first time Malachi had up and left without explanation.

      This time, however, he hadn’t disappeared in the dead of night, not even the early hours of the morning. He’d sat down with her for a final feeding—only from his arm, which was nowhere near where Ella wanted to feed from—and let her drink way more than usual. Then, with an expression far too serious for her liking, Malachi had taken her by the chin and forced her to meet his gaze.

      “I’ll explain everything when I find the proper answers,” he’d insisted softly, fiercely. Ella had swallowed her frustration, clutching his wrist with both hands, eyes dipping down to his lips on their own accord.

      “Can’t you give me something?”

      “We’re investigating a demon we met at the summit. I personally don’t believe he’s a threat, but that’s all I can say until I’m completely certain. You’ll be perfectly safe with Moira and Severus in my absence.”

      “But—”

      “This is your first test, little vampire,” Malachi had murmured, sweeping her hair back before stealing a kiss, deep and slow, the kind that made her toes curl. When he broke away, he did so with palpable reluctance, the strain obvious. “I will be gone for several days, perhaps even a week, but I will return for you. Keep your bloodlust under control.”

      Despite her eyes narrowing, Ella had smirked, one hand falling to his chest to toy with a shirt button. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      And then he’d kissed her again before disappearing into the sunlight with no further explanation. That had been almost a week ago, and while the hunger pains came and went, Ella felt in control. Drinking from him, curbing her appetite with Malachi’s help, had given her the confidence that she could survive a night out.

      Or, more likely, that the humans around her could survive her night out.

      Rather than tossing Malachi’s button-down into the hamper, she folded it neatly and set it at the end of her bed. Keep your bloodlust under control. Honestly, if he walked in the door right now, she would have gone full leech, but without him, Ella almost found it easier to keep her appetite in check. Sure, she could drink from Moira or Alaric, but she had grown accustomed to a chaos demon blood diet—to the sensual high it brought out of her.

      Human blood just didn’t have the same appeal.

      Now, if Malachi was gone until Christmas, the holiday three short weeks away, then maybe all those gains made might just—poof—disappear. For now, she would make the most of her newfound self-control.

      Hell, Ella planned to celebrate it with all her favorites in approximately… She stood up on her toes to see her bedside clock over the curve of her pillow. Two minutes. Two minutes to a completed sunset. Two minutes until she was out the door and into the real world again.

      She let out a giddy little squeal, then hunkered down in front of her closet’s shoe rack, on a quest for just the right pair. Too snowy for heels. Too dressy for galoshes. Black boots it is. Tying the outfit off with a maroon infinity scarf, she was ready by the time two minutes had rolled around, and with the sun well below the horizon, it was finally safe to…

      Go outside.

      Three weeks in the house. Three weeks of change and upheaval and disappointment and heartache and confusion.

      Bundled up in her olive-green winter jacket, the hood lined with faux-fur, Ella hurried down all the staircases and threw herself outside. For a few moments, she clung to the doorknob, staring, trembling, breathing in the frigid evening air—something she didn’t need to do, just like wearing this huge jacket. But she did it to feel alive, to confirm that even though she had dropped out of school and quit her job and forsaken just about everyone she knew, the world hadn’t stopped turning. Life would—and could—go on.

      The air tasted exquisite. Cold and crisp and dry. Two-foot mounds of snow lined the street, piled up at the curb and kissed with a topping of gravel and salt and muck. It was a typical night in early December: cold but not as cold as it was going to get. Dark, biting, boring.

      And Ella loved every second of it.

      She stilled when a couple strolled out of the apartment building next door, arm in arm, wrapped up in scarves and toques and thick jackets. They meandered by, chatting, smiling, not paying Ella any mind. Her senses, already on high alert, ramped up a notch—to the point that she could hear their hearts beating, the oxygen filling their lungs, the blood pounding through their major arteries.

      Panic kicked in—and then subsided when the pair passed unharmed. At no point did her body respond without her consent. No sudden appearance of her fangs, though her gums ached with interest. Her mouth filled with saliva, but a few gulps and a calm, reassuring little speech under her breath had things settling again. Ella was hungry, but not hungry enough to attack two random people on the street.

      Not hungry enough to go after the trio of women who strolled by shortly after, crossing the street at a break in the snowdrifts and jogging over to the shoe shop.

      She let out another purposeful exhale, watching her breath briefly fog and then vanish. This was doable. Tonight would be a success, even if she only made it through appetizers at the restaurant.

      Appetizers she had no intention of eating, of course, but she loved watching her friends eat, savor, and enjoy food for her.

      With Alaric handling some business at the Inferno, Severus had left a half hour ago for campus, like he always did on Fridays, to pick Moira up from her session with Zachariah. The incubus had offered to wait, to escort Ella to Rose’s Corner and have Alaric meet her before he popped over to collect her bestie, but she had shooed him away with a smile. She could do this—walk down the street, go inside a restaurant, ask the host for Alaric’s usual table—all by herself.

      She had to, for her own sake.

      Excitement threatened to turn her legs to jelly, to make her hands tremble at her side. Without issue, Ella walked half the distance to the restaurant, passing humans along the way, and successfully crossed the street amidst the obscene glare of car headlights. Just up ahead, the great black awning for the Inferno looked like it could use a good brushing, about three feet of snow piled on top—not that the university kids who were already lined up outside at the velvet rope cared about a bit of snow.

      “Well, well, well… Look at you.”

      Ella stilled, fear tickling the back of her neck. That voice—that deeply masculine rumble, a teasing whisper that caressed the inside of her skull. She had been blocking it out for days now, the whisper growing louder in Malachi’s absence. Once again Ella had kept it to herself, not wanting the others to think she was losing her mind to bloodlust, to the vampiric monster inside.

      But the voice wasn’t in her head this time.

      It was… here. Outside.

      In her periphery, a shadowy figure rose from the candle shop’s stoop. Christmas decorations lined the front windows, their little white lights welcoming, beautiful against a backdrop of peppermint-swirl candlesticks and holiday wreaths. The shadow descended the two concrete steps with a chuckle.

      “If I didn’t know better, I might have thought you’d changed back.” An icy finger drifted down her cheek. “But we both know that’s impossible. Surely you’ve been told, Ella, bella…”

      Something reminiscent of adrenaline finally kicked in as she staggered away. Deep in the recesses of her mind, the old Ella urged her to run. Run toward the crowd. Lose him in the restaurant.

      But she wasn’t her old self. Not really. Even if snippets had crept back into her life over the last few days, she wasn’t the running type.

      So she faced him, shoulders back, chin lifted. A slight tremor touched her hands, her lips, but she stood every inch of her five foot four, on the verge of screaming get the fuck out of my head…

      Her bravery faltered when she saw his eyes. Bright green and flecked with gold, impish yet ancient.

      She remembered those eyes.

      Finally, she remembered.

      “You…” Words failed her. The best she could manage was an accusatory point of her rigid finger. “You…”

      “Bella, why have you been ignoring me?” he crooned. He swept a hand through his raven-black locks, and a predatory grin kicked up his lips as he strolled toward her. “Can’t you hear when I call? Can’t you feel it?”

      The backs of his knuckles ghosted along her cheekbone, and he tipped his head to the side, handsome features wounded—manipulatively so, the hurt nowhere near enough to etch out the mischief in his bright greens.

      “Y-you were in my class,” Ella stammered, her voice returning in a frightened rasp. “I-I remember. The adult literature class, you—”

      “I was in your university courses too, bella, but I’m afraid I couldn’t make myself known to you yet.” Spidery fingers curved around her chin, and he drifted closer. “I had to be sure.”

      She swallowed thickly, the familiar ache in her gums oddly comforting now. “Sure of what?”

      “Sure of you, sweet girl,” he whispered, his words wrapped in a seductive purr that resonated in her core, tingled between her thighs. She rolled her shoulders back, a hot rush of anger outpacing the interest.

      “You bit me.”

      “I did.”

      Flashes of that night came crashing back. This man—this vampire—sitting in her classroom at the old elementary school, staring at her instead of the teacher. Watching her correct assignments, brushing his fingers along hers and smirking when she redistributed them. Calling her name in the corridor, jogging after her when class ended. Her cheeks had flushed with a painful, hot prickle—because when had a man this handsome ever paid her any attention?

      Besides that, she’d needed a palate cleanser after Malachi and all the conflicting feelings he brought out in her, and some gorgeous English lit enthusiast would do the trick. Maybe even warranted her number—

      The shift in his gaze, friendly one moment, destructive the next. His hand on her arm, snapped tight like a steel trap. Hauling her away from the main doors. Throwing her through the metal ones out back. Landing hard on the concrete, skinning her palms. Her head colliding with brick when he shoved her up against the wall. Stars dancing behind her eyelids. Pain when he bit into her. Fear when she realized she had no voice, nothing to cry out with.

      Agony when he abandoned her.

      “Who are you?” she hissed, trembling harder now—but no longer in fear. Because fuck this guy. Fuck this pretentious asshole who had ruined her life. The look on his face suggested he took her flustered demeanor for something it wasn’t, his smile twisting with desire.

      His teeth… His fangs were gold. Permanently displayed, sharp and dangerous, nestled between a row of other teeth that were almost too white, too perfect.

      “My name is Serafino… I am your master, bella.” He shook his head with a grimace. “And I never meant to leave you there. When we finally merged, my blood on your tongue, yours on mine—” Fucking gross. “—I was so enraptured by you… The chaos demon and the hybrid caught me off guard, but never again, my bella.”

      “Cool,” Ella remarked flatly. She then grabbed his shoulders and slammed her knee into his crotch. The vampire’s imposing frame buckled, and he groaned when she moved in closer, lips brushing the shell of his ear, fangs at the ready. “Fuck you, Serafino—for everything.”

      She tried to shove him aside, but it was like trying to move a mountain, even with her new strength. Teeth gritted, Ella ducked down and darted away, untangling herself from him and stumbling along the sidewalk. Shaking. Shaking so horribly that she thought she might just topple over into the snow.

      Why had she rejected Severus’s offer? If the incubus had been here right now, he’d probably know what to do.

      Or, at the very least, two on one offered better odds.

      “Get back here.” A hand coiled around her arm, his grip cutting through the padding of her jacket and straight down to the bone. Ella swallowed her indignant scream when he jerked her away from the Inferno, hauling her down the sidewalk like she was a wayward toddler.

      “Let go of me,” Ella snarled, slashing her talons at his bare hand to no effect. When he stopped with a brisk exhale, she snarled properly, lips peeled back, fangs exposed defensively for once, not just for hunger. Every muscle in Serafino’s handsome face tensed at the display, and his eyes snapped to black as he snarled back.

      Fucking ridiculous—like two cats hissing at each other over territory. Before she could sneer the sentiment at him, the world around her blurred, and suddenly she found herself thrust up against the grey-brick wall of the candle shop, empty alleyway in either direction. The vampire’s hand snapped around her throat, and Serafino hauled her up and off the ground, features contorted with rage, with insult, as he closed in on her.

      “How dare you bare your fangs to me?” Spittle sprinkled her cheeks, and his willowy hand crushed her windpipe to nothing when she kicked him hard in the knee. Pain jolted up her neck like the bare reaching branches of a winter maple, like a lightning bolt stretching across a black sky. Serafino inched closer, mouth brushing her skin with every awful word. “You may have been raised these last weeks in a house of supernatural oddities, but I will teach you appropriate vampire etiquette from here on out.”

      Ella kneed him in the side, ignoring the strain in her neck and hating that he had wormed between her thighs. Panic tried its hardest to creep into her system, but disgust and rage battled it back to the depths as she glowered into those hollow black eyes.

      “Too little too late, Master.” She spat the term at him, pleased when a bit of saliva peppered his nose, his cheeks. Tit for tat, fucker. “I’m all grown up.”

      His laughter filled the alley, all that anger melting away in an instant. Somehow, his laughter was more unsettling than the fact that he could manhandle her with ease, toss her around and pick her back up like a rag doll.

      Serafino stroked his free hand over her hair, coiling one of her braids around his finger.

      “Not yet, my bella,” he murmured, his tone almost affectionate, like her little outburst was nothing. Par for the course. Ella squirmed against him, her efforts to physically dislodge him futile. Not that she didn’t try, of course, but shoving at his chest, pounding her fists against his arms, snapping at his smug face got her nowhere. She didn’t need to breathe, but as pain found its place again in her new body, being throttled by some psychotic demon didn’t exactly feel good either.

      When she stilled, contemplating her next moves, Ella turned her head away, eyes cast down in what she hoped read as begrudging submission. His lips trailed from her chin to her ear, crossing paths with her mouth along the way. No more ghosting caresses—his touch was firm now, possessive.

      This asshole actually thought he owned her, didn’t he?

      As though him biting her and fucking up her life meant he had stuck a flag of conquest in her back.

      “Now, my bella, will you behave?”

      His touch, his voice, everything he stood for made her skin crawl. But she swallowed hard against his palm and fluttered her lashes all the same, as if she hadn’t the courage to look him in the eye anymore.

      “Yes, Master.”

      Something rumbled in his chest—just as something hardened against her thigh. Ugh.

      “Good girl.”

      She gritted her teeth again. Good girl. There was only one demon out there who could say that to her, and Serafino paled in comparison. Still, she stayed limp and loose as he lowered her to the ground; Ella even let him fix her braids and straighten her coat.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured, eyes green and hungry again as they swept over her. “I always knew you’d be mine. From the moment I saw you, I had to have you.”

      Barf. “Really?”

      He rumbled back, drifting closer again to run his nose along her neck. Ella glanced to the end of the alley, to the scantily clad gang of undergrad girls chatting and laughing as they hurried toward the line outside the Inferno. He hadn’t taken her very far. She had an ally nearby. Hell, maybe even the bouncers loitering around the front doors might be useful—

      “What have you been drinking?” Serafino demanded, grasping one braid and roughly yanking her head to the side. Ella winced as he purposefully sniffed along a vein in her neck, growling. “You smell… odd.”

      “I’ve been drinking blood,” she said, catching her flat affect halfway through and forcing a smile when he straightened. Serafino released her braid with a roll of his eyes.

      “Well, obviously, but what kind?” He flashed the tips of his gold fangs as he spoke.

      “The kind that’s none of your business,” Ella fired back with her best Malachi-sneer. She then headbutted him with everything she had, and it was a fucking miracle her skull didn’t just shatter into a dozen pieces, because holy hell did that ever hurt. Agony sliced down her face, her neck, her spine, and Serafino reared back with a snarl. Seizing the opportunity, Ella zipped down the alley, forgetting the brutal sting of headbutting granite, her gaze fixed on the snowdrift ahead.

      “Ella, stop.”

      His voice echoed around her, yet it rattled around inside her skull too. To her shock—and dismay—her body responded, slowing from a sprint to a brisk walk.

      “Now, Ella.”

      From a brisk walk to a shuffle. She glared down at her treacherous legs; what the hell?

      “Good girl,” Serafino muttered, his chuckle whispering down her back. “Now, turn around and come here.”

      Something tugged at Ella’s core, like he had lashed a rope around her and tethered her to him. And his words—his words were the tug of that rope, beckoning her, summoning her so intimately that it felt like her very soul responded to him.

      Only Ella didn’t have a soul.

      But she turned around all the same, brows knit, hands in fists. While her left foot moved toward him, she buckled down, refusing to let the right follow. Serafino stood where she’d abandoned him some twenty feet away, his hands in his pockets, dark crimson blood oozing from his nostrils. She could smell the metallic tang from there, his blood’s scent fusing with that of his leather jacket—a combination she would remember forever.

      “No, don’t stop.” He snapped his bony fingers at her and pointed to the spot directly in front of him, as if ordering a dog to come. “Right here. Come along, Ella.”

      Another step, a sharper tug of that rope.

      She shook her head. No. No. Whatever this influence was, it stopped tonight. She had been able to block out his voice for weeks now; she could overcome this too.

      With a deep, unnecessary breath, she forced herself back around, fixated on the snow at the edge of the alley, on the salt-covered sidewalk. While it felt like wading through quicksand, she moved, step by step, closer and closer to freedom, that invisible rope cinching her in the middle and threatening to rip her apart.

      “As your master, I order you to my side!” Serafino bellowed. When she stumbled a few more steps, fighting the pull with everything she had, heavy footfalls stomped down the alley after her. “You will not refuse me. I am your master! Ella!”

      She clamped her hands over her ears even as his voice screamed inside her head, groaning through the pain, and ran. Something snapped inside her, the rope wrenched too taut at last, and she all but collapsed onto the sidewalk, catching herself on her knees. Down the way, the shivering university crowd was finally being let into the Inferno, the line moving at a steady clip with bouncers checking IDs—and Alaric watching over them, dressed in a black trench coat like he was on his way out.

      To meet her.

      At Rose’s Corner.

      “Alaric!” His name seared up her throat, slicing through the otherwise muted winter evening. His head snapped in her direction, and out of the corner of her eye, Ella spotted Serafino storming toward her. She pushed up, salt crunching underfoot, just as Alaric beelined for her, human heads rubbernecking when he sprinted by.

      “Ella!”

      “I should have known you’d be difficult to break.” Serafino’s hand slammed onto her shoulder, forcing her around to face his raw, striking fury. “But it shouldn’t be this trying, bella. No vampire refuses her master—”

      Alaric shouldered between them in a flash of red and a whirl of black cashmere. Sputtering, Serafino released her, his expression suggesting he’d been so focused on Ella that he hadn’t even noticed Alaric until the hybrid bodychecked him away from her. The vampire collided hard with the candle shop’s glass window, splintering but not shattering it, light grey spiderweb patterns skittering out from the point of impact.

      “Are you all right?” Alaric demanded, an arm around her shoulders as he hurried her away from Serafino, warm emerald greens assessing her from top to bottom. “Ella?”

      “T-take me home,” she managed, her tremors back and muddying her words. Serafino snorted behind her, glass crackling as he climbed off the ledge and brushed a hand over his leather jacket.

      “Your home is with me, Ella Thomas—with the colony.”

      Alaric’s eyes flicked to dark grey, full and stormy as he nudged her behind him. “Come one step closer and I’ll involve my father.”

      Serafino’s lip curled into a sneer, but at the sound of a squadron of bouncers approaching from the Inferno, he held up his hands and retreated a few paces.

      “Your father has lost his touch, abomination.”

      Scowling, his eyes black and hateful, the demonic vampire darted into the alley, footfalls vanishing a few moments later. When Ella peered around Alaric, she found herself staring into an empty alleyway. Gone. Gone, but certainly not forgotten.

      “Ella—”

      “I-I need to go,” she whispered, a tear slicing down her cheek. She brushed it away on her coat sleeve, glaring at the red smear. Just before she could take off, however, Alaric locked a hand around her elbow, keeping her firmly in place.

      “No vampire speed here,” he murmured, waving off the bouncers. “Not in front of the humans.”

      Although he wouldn’t let her zip off at the supersonic vamp speed she had been gradually testing around the house, Alaric marched her along at a steady clip. Ella kept pace easily, despite her far shorter legs, and spent half the walk wiping at her face, not wanting anyone to see her crying tears of blood.

      To see her shaking.

      To see the shock written across every inch of her, plain as day.

      “Bet you wish you didn’t have all those pesky human emotions now, huh?” His cheeks dimpled when she glanced up at him, and Ella let out a watery laugh.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry—stupid joke.” Alaric shook his head as he fished his phone out of the inner pocket of his trench. “Let me call Severus… Tell him the change of plans. Are you all right?”

      “Shaken. He… He said he was my master. I…” The tears started up again, and she let Alaric hold her hand as he ushered her across the street, their home just a few buildings down. She needed the physical contact, the support.

      Most of all, Ella just needed a hug.

      If only Malachi had been with her tonight; he would have pounded that creep into the pavement, then laughed over his corpse.

      Not that she wanted that…

      Well, maybe.

      “I’m sorry, Ella. This shouldn’t have happened. We’ll get it sorted, I promise.” Alaric’s eyes were still dark grey when he brought the phone to his ear, unfazed by the fact that the few people they had passed along the way had been giving him double takes. “Sev? Hi. Look, change of venue. I need you and Moira to come home immediately. Yes, we’re fine, but there was a bit of a situation…” He huffed, breath fogging in front of him. “Moira, she’s fine. Just come home, not to Rose’s Corner. Hmm? Yes. I’ve got her here. She’s fine. I can assure you— For goodness’ sake, I’m looking right at her.”

      Ella, bella. You belong with the colony.

      She ripped her hand from Alaric’s when Serafino’s voice echoed in a cruel, biting whisper inside her head.

      Ella, bella, you belong with me!

      “Oh!” The whisper swelled to a roar, to a scream that knocked her off balance, reaching its brutal crescendo as she grabbed at the nearby brick wall for support, then plummeted to her knees. Over and over again, Serafino shrieked at her—that she belonged to him, that he’d take her soon, that she would never be rid of him. “Stop! Stop!”

      Alaric dropped down in front of her, taking her firmly by the shoulders, his face crinkled with concerned confusion. While she could see his mouth moving, possibly saying her name, she couldn’t hear him over the thunder inside her head. Panic soared. Tears flowed freely. She clamped her hands over her ears, sobbing. Serafino’s voice was relentless, an ever-present battering ram pounding at her skull, threatening to break through at any moment.

      “Make it stop, please,” she begged, grabbing at Alaric’s coat, frantic. “Alaric, make him stop!”
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      “I just wish you would have told me, that’s all.”

      “Honey, I thought I was going crazy. Hearing a creepy guy’s voice inside my head?” Ella snorted, then brushed her bare hand over her hair when she caught her muddled reflection in a storefront window. It came away cold and snowy. Beside her, Moira’s white locks were also crowned in snowflakes; there was no escaping the onslaught of fat flecks, the kind that drifted down languidly from puffy grey clouds for hours and hours. To her right, pure white drifts towered to about four feet, doomed to melt in this weekend’s forecasted double digits and showers. “Yeah, no way was I telling anyone about that.”

      Moira fiddled with her plum-purple mittens, the pair Ella had knitted for her in tenth grade home economics class. The complex stitch pattern had gotten her an A; Moira wore them every winter. “Still though. We could have addressed it sooner if you’d said something—then you wouldn’t have spent all this time thinking you were going crazy.”

      “I know,” she muttered, forcing a sigh for emphasis—to express an unspoken emotion, something apologetic and contrite. Sharing with the household that she had been hearing Serafino in her head had been unsettling at best, but after her run-in with the vampire who had destroyed her life, she couldn’t put it off anymore. Much to her surprise, Severus had been the one to offer the most comfort; apparently hell-born vampires liked to pick and choose who to speak to amongst their offspring. She wasn’t crazy—Ella had just been chosen.

      Not that that made her feel any better, but at least she wasn’t slowly losing her mind. Her whole world had been turned upside down. She had a new body that craved blood and went savage should she lose control, but at least Ella was sane.

      Mostly, anyway. She had decided months ago that you needed to be a little nuts to live in this supernatural world. You had to accept the crazy, or you would go crazy—period.

      “Anyway, how are you feeling?” Moira threaded her arm around Ella’s. Somewhere a few streets over, a car raced by, the wet tread tickling her ears and spoiling the thick, blissful quiet that had surrounded them since they’d slipped out the front door. Still, it was three in the morning in Farrow’s Hollow, a city where the supernatural operated every second of the day. Absolute silence was a pipe dream.

      “Hungry,” she admitted without hesitation, “but I can handle it.”

      For how much longer was anyone’s guess. Two painfully slow days had crawled by since her encounter with Serafino, and Malachi fucking Saevitia was nowhere to be found. Although she had kept her blood cravings in check around her two favorite hybrids, no one could deny that she was spiraling into an agitated, stir-crazy, hangry monster. Severus and Alaric had thought it best to keep her in the house until Malachi and Cordelia returned, but she was losing her mind in there. Sure, television and social media could distract her—but staring at all the humans on the TV only made her hungrier, and ghosting through her old social accounts just made her sad.

      Alaric was right: it had been much easier to get by without her human emotions. But they were trickling back in, piece by piece, growing stronger each day, making her feel again. She wanted that, but starving would have been more manageable without fear and anger and pain and soul-crushing anxiety.

      Her best friend had once again stayed home with her. Forgoing assignments and group projects from her social work program, Moira had spent the last two days trying her best to keep Ella busy—trying to keep her mind off blood. Sneaking her outside while the boys were asleep, promising to barbeque Serafino if he reared his ugly head again, had been a stroke of genius. The crisp air, the snow, the quiet, the oppressive weight of winter—it was exactly what Ella had needed to finally breathe again.

      Metaphorically, of course.

      And while she could feel the cold, it didn’t bother her. It settled her, quieted her racing mind and muted her howling belly.

      They had no final destination, strolling along side by side, letting their feet lead them through familiar streets—streets they had known their whole lives, streets they had grown up on. Unsurprisingly, they drifted southwest toward the suburbs, toward an old familiar haunt. Walking without her new vampire speed, however, meant they had quite a ways to go—another forty minutes, at least—before they reached their old neighborhood.

      Ella wouldn’t let them go that far. While she felt and relished the bitter December chill, Moira didn’t seem quite as immune to its bite.

      “Maybe you can feed from Severus?” her bestie offered, and Ella flashed her a quick smile.

      “I can wait. I just…” She shook her head, glaring up at the full sky, at the sheet of sprinkling white. “Where the fuck is Malachi?”

      “I’m still not sure how communication between here and Hell works,” Moira said as they rounded a corner and headed down a single-lane side street. Steam spiraled up from a sewer grate, melted snow drip, drip, dripping into a pool somewhere below. “But I’m sure he’s coming back soon. He gave his word, and Severus says that actually means something.”

      Ella nodded, but Moira’s unimpressed eye roll didn’t go unnoticed. For all the chaos demon had done for her since she turned, he still hadn’t won over her best friend—that much was obvious. The pair fell silent for a few minutes, neither saying a word until they were on a completely different side street, admiring the Christmas lights glittering in the windows of one of the pricier, more upscale apartment buildings. Chrome and glass, black and looming, it stuck out like a sore thumb in this part of the downtown core, far better suited for the glittering skyline of the business district.

      “So, what’s… What’s happening with you two?”

      Ella had been dreading this conversation. In the past, they had always talked boys. Always. She knew far more about Severus Saevitia than she ever wanted to, and yet when it came to Malachi, it seemed Moira had been holding back.

      Not that Ella had been forthcoming with information, but she preferred to get a grip on her feelings before she blurted something she might regret.

      “I don’t know,” she told her, hands in her pockets as she studied a flickering snowflake display six stories up. Wasn’t it annoying to have that flashing all night in your living room? “Sex is happening, I guess.” She shot her friend a wry grin. “Really good sex.”

      Moira cleared her throat, frost-kissed cheeks darkening. “Ella—”

      “And, I don’t know, feelings too?” She huffed for effect, breath fogging between them. “Oh, look at that one!”

      Ten stories up, blue and white lights zigzagged across the entire ten feet of exposed window. Fancy. Moira obliged her, murmuring that it was beautiful, but she knew the distraction wouldn’t work for long.

      “Look, I’m not putting up with his bullshit. He’s a lot of talk, and we both know that,” Ella carried on. “But feeding from him kind of… bonded us, I guess. I know he’s an asshole a lot of the time. He says things to push people’s buttons. He manipulates situations in his favor. He thinks he’s way more charming than he is. I’m not blind to his faults, and I know he rubs you the wrong way—”

      “Sometimes,” Moira agreed softly, brushing a smattering of snowflakes off her cheeks. “But he’s loyal to his family. He and Severus have really made strides to rebuild their relationship. I can see that he’s trying, and that he wants what’s best for us in his own twisted way. I just…” She met Ella’s gaze, her ethereal blues especially bright tonight. “I don’t want him to hurt you.”

      “He won’t,” she said without missing a beat. “I won’t let him.”

      Moira’s white brows shot up, and they linked arms again before moving on from the enormous black tower, its intricate—maybe even competitive—window displays behind them.

      “Seriously,” Ella said, grinning. “I don’t take shit from men, you know that.”

      In the past, guys had tried to walk all over her, only to discover that despite her shitty home life, her absentee dad, her narcissistic mom, Ella Thomas had self-esteem. She valued herself. She lovingly cultivated her self-worth—and she knew what she deserved.

      “It feels easier around him though,” she admitted, nibbling her lower lip for a moment when they paused at a crosswalk. “Now that I’m letting myself accept that there’s something between us, it feels… better. Less stressful.” And infinitely more pleasurable. “I’m not, like, in love, but I feel closer to him.” She chuckled at the thought. “I’ve probably drank his full body weight in blood by now, so I’m not surprised we’re closer. He stepped up for me when I needed… when I needed something. He doesn’t get anything out of the feedings.” Besides a raging hard-on, of course. Heat flared in her chest, between her thighs. “Anyway, he did something kind of selfless so that I could feel more myself again, and that means a lot to me.”

      “I can… get on board for that,” Moira told her slowly, the pair kicking a balled clump of snow between them as they walked. Across the street, a lone figure hurried by, bundled up against the cold. Distantly, she heard the pitter-patter of his human heart. Swallowing down the rush of saliva, Ella squared her shoulders and grinned.

      “Well, that’s good to hear.”

      “I just hope it isn’t, you know, like a biological response,” her bestie added, casting her a wary look. “As if you feeding from him, drinking his blood, gives him power over you.”

      “Yeah, no, the animal inside me who craves blood more than life itself has power over me—not Malachi.” If she hadn’t gotten a handle on her bloodlust, the vampiric monster lurking just below the surface would be calling all the shots. In the beginning, she had been wild, uncontrollable. If anything, Malachi’s blood had tamed the predator inside—he had given her the power back without even realizing it. “I mean, I chose to kiss him every time, and, and…” The heat rose, scorching up her throat and pooling in her cheeks. While she felt its intimate caress with burning clarity, Ella knew she wouldn’t see evidence of it in her reflection. “And I chose to sleep with him—like, a lot.”

      On the pullout couch. Against the shower wall. Bent over her bathroom counter. In her bed, in every position imaginable. His hands everywhere. His mouth hot and wanting and possessive. His eyes black and his grip bruising. Again and again, Ella had chosen blood and sin and pleasure. She had chosen that bloody mess, that bloody night. She had chosen him.

      Beyond his initial groping and leering, after she’d stabbed a knife into his hand, Ella had always been the one to initiate anything between them. Malachi hadn’t pushed them into the abyss—she had dragged him down with her.

      “Just be careful,” Moira murmured, giving her arm a squeeze. Ella squeezed back, suddenly immensely grateful to feel the fullness of her heart again.

      “I know. And I know you’ve got my back.”

      Moira grinned. “Always.”

      “Snape reference.” Ella snorted when her friend rolled her eyes. “Nice.”

      The pair giggled together, tackling a mound of snow and dashing across the street to a little neighborhood park. Beyond the white picket fence sat an evergreen dolled up in bows and balls and lights, a glittering star at its peak. Usually they attended the lighting of that particular tree together; this year, Ella had been housebound.

      And Moira had been by her side through every second of it. As they passed through the front gates, pointing out familiar decorations and a few new ones, Ella’s eyes prickled with tears. Moira had stepped up for her consistently since all this started, taking her side in every argument at the house, doing whatever she could to ensure Ella was comfortable—that she wasn’t isolated, even when she did all she could to isolate herself.

      It was time Ella returned the favor.

      “Any news on your trial?”

      They stood before the twelve-foot evergreen, its decorated branches dusted in snow. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Moira’s expression fall.

      “Soon,” she said after a beat. “Zachariah says it’s soon.”

      Panic. Anger. Indignation. Guilt. Her gut churned, and she faced Moira with a frown, taking her by the arm and gripping tight. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      The angel hybrid shrugged. “Because you have a thousand other things to worry about?”

      All that guilt turned violent, clawing at her insides. It wasn’t fair that Ella had been the center of attention for weeks—not when Moira’s life was at stake. What had happened to her, what she had become, was devastating, but not more than losing her best friend, her sister, just because some high court of angels decided Moira’s life wasn’t worth living.

      Moira couldn’t help it if her gross dad had slept with a human.

      This wasn’t her fault.

      “Okay, let’s make one thing perfectly clear.” She gave Moira a little shake, the jostle forcing those ethereal blues her way. “If my best friend is being taken to some stupid court in Heaven to be judged by a bunch of dick angels, it’s something I want to know. I don’t care what’s going on with me. Humans turn into vampires all the time, right? It’s tough, but it happens. You could die, Moira. Of course I want to know about that.”

      Moira’s lower lip wobbled and she looked away, glossy eyes catching the reflection of the nearby tree lights. “Zachariah has been prepping me. We study the laws, past verdicts, appropriate court behavior. He can’t give me any specifics, but he’s been implying that it’ll be really soon. Like. Any day, I guess.”

      Fucking bastards had no right to do this to her. No right. “Moira—”

      “And we…” Her breath hitched as she brushed her mittens over her cheeks, catching a few rogue tears. The temperature plummeted a good ten degrees, a bitter cold invading the air around them. Even if it didn’t bother her, Ella could still feel its burn. Moira cleared her throat, then sniffed. “We got the house. Severus and I… They chose us.”

      “Oh my god! Honey, that’s—”

      “But we had to pass,” Moira told her, hiccupping as a few more tears spilled down her cheeks. She let out a watery, humorless chuckle. “I don’t know if I’ll even be alive a month from now, so what’s the point of buying a house together, you know?”

      Fuck. Ella had known that all this was happening in the periphery, but she had been so focused on just surviving, on learning how to adapt to the hand life had dealt her, that she hadn’t really been able to see. Moira’s world was falling apart around her—again—and they had been so focused on her…

      It wasn’t fair.

      And it wasn’t right.

      “Oh my god, Moira…” Grabbing her sleeve, Ella dragged her crying best friend into a hug, the guilt making itself permanently at home. At this proximity, her nose to Moira’s throat, she could smell the blood pumping—human blood tainted by an angel. Not only that, but she could hear it all, coursing through her veins, firing from her heart and back around.

      A month ago, it would have driven her mad.

      A week from now, maybe it would again.

      This morning, however, Ella could ignore the siren song. She could live in the moment, feel her soulmate’s anguish.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, glowering up at the sky, all the way to that heavenly court. “This supernatural stuff is literally the biggest crock of horseshit I’ve ever experienced.”

      Moira laughed, the sound high and clear and sweet—genuine. She pulled back with a nod, removing her mittens and stuffing them in her pocket before she scratched off the tears freezing to her porcelain cheeks.

      “Yeah, it really is, isn’t it?”

      “Seriously,” Ella said, her throat tight, her eyes bloody as she pushed Moira’s thick white locks away from her face. “The biggest load of bullshit ever.”

      “Sister?” A nasally voice sliced through the moment, forcing the hairs on the back of Ella’s neck to rise, her gums struck by a familiar ache. Out of the corner of her eye, a wall of dark shadows loomed. Moira’s confusion quickly mirrored her own, and they turned in unison—only to discover a crowd had materialized, seemingly out of nowhere.

      A crowd of vampires.

      Cold, dead auras hummed faintly back at her from the sea of unfamiliar pale faces. A few appeared gaunt, their cheeks deeply hollow, their eyes sunken, like they hadn’t fed in months. Ella shifted her weight between each foot; had she looked that bad back when she’d refused human blood?

      Never mind. Bigger issue at hand.

      “What… the fuck?”

      A pair stepped forward from the front of the group, their clothes the nicest of the lot; everyone else looked like they’d just crawled out of the gutters. Maybe they had, but they lacked the scent of sewage, instead surrounded by the briny metal tang of dried blood. The front two, however, smelled of… cologne. Perfume. Her fiery red hair up in a high pony, his almond-brown eyes bright and focused. A pretty pair. Ella and Moira’s age, from the looks of it.

      But she could be completely off base with vampire ages. After all, they lived forever.

      “Ella Thomas,” the woman greeted, placing a hand to her chest, mouth stretched wide in a beaming grin. The tips of her fangs protruded beneath her top lip. “Sister. I am Grace Abbot. This is our brother Flynn Jameson. We’ve come to take you home.”

      “I think I made my position on home pretty clear to that fuck Serafino,” Ella snapped, and the entire group flinched, perhaps at the way she spat the bastard’s name. “I have a home, and it’s not with him. Or, you know, you.”

      Moira stood stock-still beside her, expression tight yet focused, her bright blues sliding from vampire to vampire, assessing each one in a single glance.

      “We were sent by our master to collect you,” Grace remarked, words lacking her previous warmth. Flynn placed a large hand on her arm with a gentle smile, his eyes fixed on Ella.

      “We know you crave family—belonging. We are your family, sweet sister,” he insisted, gesturing to the loitering, deadpan vampires behind him. “Here you belong.”

      “I’ve got my family,” she said thickly. Her hands tightened to fists when Grace snorted and Flynn’s smile turned patronizing.

      “Her home is right here,” Moira added, “with me. Now, step aside and let us pass.”

      “Master said you would be resistant.” Grace tugged up her sleeves, dressed in a pink cashmere sweater and puffy white vest, some gaudy sparkly thing of fake crystals hanging around her neck. “We understand. The change is hard, but we can make it easier.”

      “We will make it easier,” Flynn clarified. He too tugged up his sleeves, like they were both gearing up to get their hands dirty. If they wanted a fight—fine. Ella tossed her head from side to side, eliciting a beautifully deep crack from her neck with each toss.

      “It’ll be a cold day in hell before I go anywhere with you.”

      “Not a great metaphor,” Moira mused, shooting her a wry grin when their eyes met. “I mean, it does get pretty cold in Hell.”

      “Oh yeah.” A prickle of old familiar adrenaline tickled her belly. “The snow.”

      “If you want to call it that, sure.”

      “Okay, we can get technical about it, I guess, but—”

      “Enough of this,” Grace snarled, snapping her fingers in Ella’s direction. “Brother… Collect our sister so we can deliver her before sunrise.”

      The ache in her gums sharpened as her fangs slid into place. While Ella had always weighed the options of fight or flight seriously in the past, even more so since entering the supernatural world, her new body was all about fight—and she could appreciate that. Sure, her fangs were a raging pain in the ass whenever they showed up to the party uninvited. But this was twice now they had leapt to her aid in a tense situation, ready to tear flesh and viscera.

      Ready to defend her.

      The innate protective mechanism was almost endearing.

      Unfortunately, just about every other creature in the small park had fangs too—all sharp, all lethal. Flynn even had the nerve to flash his as he lilted toward Ella, dress-shirt sleeves jerked up to his elbows.

      “Don’t you dare touch her,” Moira growled. The vampire shot her a bitch, please look, the kind that made Ella’s blood boil, and then charged headlong toward her at full vamp speed. To Moira, Flynn was probably just a blur of dark and light; Ella tracked every step. Tensed, she waited until he had grabbed hold of her arm—waited until smug triumph stretched across his face—before rearing back and slamming her forehead into his nose. The vampire released her immediately, cold blood spurting across her skin, and retreated with a hiss.

      Ha. Broke that huge nose right in the center.

      She was getting good at this headbutting thing. Maybe it could become her signature move. And it definitely hurt a lot less hitting one of these suckers than it did Serafino. Apparently vampires who had once been human weren’t built of the same stuff as their demon makers.

      Totally unfair.

      Like most in this supernatural world, however, Flynn wasn’t down for long. Snarling, he snapped his nose back into place, then charged again. Ella added a little bend to her knees, ready for the next round, only this time the vampire didn’t reach her.

      Couldn’t reach her.

      Not when Moira darted between them and latched onto his bare left forearm, her hands aglow. Flynn’s screams echoed violently as his flesh sizzled and crackled, lights from nearby buildings flickering on. Teeth gritted, Moira held him there until everything below his elbow disintegrated, no more than a pile of black dust at their feet, and the vampire staggered back across the snow to his sister. The rest of the pack hissed when Moira raised her glowing hands to them, a few retreating through the park’s main entrance and vanishing in a burst of vamp speed.

      While the angel light wasn’t directed at her, Ella still felt its cruel sting. She shuffled aside, wincing, and brought a hand up to protect her watering eyes.

      “You tell your master that Ella Thomas is her own vampire,” Moira barked, her voice strangely deep and full, swelling to fill the space. The wind whipped up around them, creating little whirling tornadoes of white, the tree ornaments jingling in protest. “She is my sister. My name is Moira Aurelia. I have killed demons, and I have killed angels—”

      Ella pressed her lips together, swallowing a snort. Not exactly true, the last bit: Severus and Malachi had technically been the ones to kill her dad—but never mind. The threat landed, the bulk of the remaining vampires scattering. Grace, meanwhile, crouched beside her wounded brother, scowling.

      “—and the next one of you Serafino cultists who comes near her is getting charbroiled to nothing. Do I make myself fucking clear?”

      Grace flashed her fangs, and Moira responded by intensifying her light and taking a menacing step forward.

      “You’ll regret this, half-breed,” Grace hissed. Another step from Moira had her and Flynn scrambling across the courtyard just like all the rest of them, a shadowy band of rats fleeing into the night.

      They waited for the blanket of silence to descend once more, thick and heavy and muted by the snow. Slowly, the gusts of swirling, angry winds settled, as did the ornaments on the prickly green branches of the evergreen. When Moira’s hands extinguished, Ella straightened out of her defensive posture, eyes still aching from the light. Her fangs retreated slowly into her gumline, the pain similar to what she’d endured during her three miserable years of braces in middle school.

      “He’s been a busy little beaver, my master,” she muttered as Moira approached her. “Seems like he’s made a lot of, uh, kids.”

      “Yeah.” Her bestie’s brows furrowed, and she glanced back to the little park’s entryway. Not a soul in sight, but who knew what was lurking out of sight. “A lot of them.”

      “Probably too many.”

      “Definitely too many.”

      The last thing Farrow’s Hollow needed was an infestation of vampires—especially vampires who blindly served that fucking psychopath. Ella wrapped her arms around herself, a shiver coursing down her spine. This was Serafino’s second attempt to sweep her into the fold. The first had been bold. This was just a mess. The third could be devastating.

      Was he this intense about all his wayward children coming home to roost, or was she just that unlucky?

      Ella didn’t want to know the answer.

      “We should get back to the house,” Moira said, sheathing her deadly hands inside her mittens, then grasping one of Ella’s firmly. “I think this is officially above our pay grade…”

      Halfway home, Serafino started screaming inside her head again. Vicious, horrible things, threats and promises pounding at her skull as she sobbed in Moira’s arms—all the while wishing a certain chaos demon would just rip this guy’s throat out already.
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      The car awaiting their return from the hell-gate was exceptional. Luxury at its finest, with perfectly monitored temperature settings, a bottle of sweet and bubbly chilled and waiting. Cordelia had taken care of everything, not wanting to bother the household with an unnecessary trip to the north end of Farrow’s Hollow on such a bitterly cold December night.

      Seated in the back, his cousin humming some old children’s nursery rhyme under her breath beside him as the bright lights of the city raced ever closer, Malachi found he didn’t give a damn about the luxury. In fact, upon stepping out of the hell-gate, he would have much preferred to see his brother waiting in the snowy clearing, the bright high beams of Severus’s new SUV slicing through the chill.

      Strange. He had only been in Hell a little over a month—a mere week and a half on Earth—yet somehow he had grown nostalgic in his absence. Perhaps after spending a full year apart from his brother and then experiencing but a taste of his company again simply hadn’t been enough.

      And, of course, there was Ella.

      All of this had been for her—for her safety, for her survival, for her. He had marched forth from the unfrozen bog confident that he now knew Serafino Lutum, from birth to the demonic vampire’s impending death, and would do what was necessary, with great pleasure, to protect his little vampire.

      The car slowed to a gentle stop across the street from Alaric’s invisible home. Even though the driver worked for Verrier, no one save the residents of the four-story building—and Verrier himself—could actually see the place. Still, all the former prince’s cronies had an eye and an ear out for this neighborhood. The Inferno and Rose’s Corner situated at one end, their master’s son dwelling at the other. To them, this two-lane strip of pavement was the most important in the city.

      After adding the evening’s fare to her personal account, Cordelia wrapped her furs around herself, shielding her face from the cold, and climbed out of the car. While Malachi saw to their bags, she teetered across the street, road salt crunching under her delicate heels, snow collecting on her pelts. His cousin all but skipped to the front door, falling through it to a chorus of greetings inside. A soft yellow light filled the first-floor windows, and something equally warm and cozy pulsed in his chest as he crossed the street.

      His inner demon balked at the idea. Warm and cozy?

      It wasn’t just nostalgia that plagued him, apparently. Something about this house, about the occupants inside, made Malachi Saevitia soft. When he had acquired the deed to Farrow’s Hollow, Malachi had been utterly ruthless. Cruel. Savage. He pitted demons against one another and bullied his way through the rungs of Pandemonium’s bureaucracy. He cut down his enemies without shame or remorse.

      Even this last month, Malachi had been brutal in his quest for information about Serafino Lutum. Tearing slums apart, his cackling cousin at his side, Malachi hadn’t stopped until he knew all there was to know about the vampiric fuck. He had charged headlong into the black, crushing those who dared stand in his way. More than once he had ripped a low-born’s heart from their chest—just because he could, because he was well within his right to as a high-ranking chaos demon.

      And now he was struck by the cozy simplicity of soft yellow light slanting onto a snowy sidewalk?

      Pathetic.

      He adjusted his grip on the bags, kicking through the dusting of snow in front of a seemingly empty alley, and then shouldered his way through the front door as it slowly drifted shut. The warm yellow that bathed the snowy sidewalk spilled over his face as he crossed the threshold, followed swiftly by the scent of meat and spices, garlic and melted cheese and freshly baked bread.

      Nudging the door shut with his foot, Malachi made quick work of the scene before him: Moira and Severus in the kitchen, his brother wearing a white apron smeared with red—not blood though, more likely the sauce bubbling in a pan on the stove. The dining table set for three, a bottle of wine already uncorked, a trio of glasses half-drunk. Alaric and Cordelia stood nearby, all hands and smiles and soft murmurs.

      “Brother,” Severus greeted from the kitchen’s peninsula, his eyes dark and his flesh vibrant—someone had touched a human recently. “Good to see you.”

      “You as well, brother,” Malachi said as he set the luggage off to the side of the front door, then dusted the wet from his shoulders. His wool peacoat felt too thick now, the entire floor smothered with the oven’s heat. Moira sidled up to her lover, slurping a bit of sauce off the end of a wooden cooking spoon. She lifted her eyebrows when Malachi dipped his head in her direction. “Sister.”

      The hybrid greeted him with a long, slow, disapproving huff. For Lucifer’s sake, what had he done now?

      “Malachi, you’ve been gone for-fucking-ever,” she told him, arms crossed, white brows furrowed. The spoon nudged Severus’s arm, smearing the light grey knit with a bit of red. Just as Moira drew another breath, more chastisement at the ready, there was a crash somewhere above, followed by the firm, rapid thumps of feet trundling down the stairs. Malachi grinned, hands in his pockets as he faced the staircase in front of the door, listening, waiting, his heart beating just a touch harder as Ella rounded the corner, using the bannister for anchorage, and all but threw herself down the remaining set.

      “Well then,” he purred, cock twitching with interest at the sight of her skintight jeans and figure-hugging teal cardigan. All those gorgeous curls weren’t the only tantalizing distractions bouncing along with every step. But her eyes threatened to steal his breath away: bloodshot, and just below them sat gaunt cheeks. Fuck. “Hello, little vampire—”

      Ella launched off the bottom step, straight into him like a fucking catapult, leaving Malachi no choice but to catch her. In an instant, her legs snapped around his waist, her fingers bit into his shoulders—and her fangs sunk hard and furious into the meat of his neck.

      Malachi stumbled back against the front door, inhaling sharply at the brief sting of pain. She growled against him as one hand crept up his neck and into his hair, tugging hard as if to wrench his head to the side. Grimacing, he obliged, opening himself up for a deeper feeding, all the while cupping her perfect ass with both hands under the guise of hoisting her up for better access.

      Across the room, Moira looked horrified, mouth hanging open, eyes wide, cheeks flushed. Severus eventually tugged her back to the stove, whispering in her ear, and she stood there rigidly without a word. Alaric and Cordelia seemed far more interested in each other than the bloody display, for which he was grateful; no need for anyone else to notice that he had gone from half-mast to hard as a rock within seconds.

      “Really, Ella,” Malachi murmured when she snarled against his skin. “Let me at least get my coat off. It’s only good manners.”

      One hand still cradling that glorious ass of hers, he unbuttoned his coat with the other. The wool slid down both arms to the floor, and he abandoned it there as he crossed over to sit on the stairs. As soon as her knees touched the wood, Ella readjusted her angle, straddling him and his raging erection. The wiggle of her hips as she fed had to be accidental—or, perhaps, a cruel punishment for his lengthy absence.

      And all things considered, it had been a lengthy absence. A week and four days—too long for her to go between feedings at this stage in her young life. Malachi trailed a finger up and down her back, settling in for the long haul; he owed her as much blood as she needed.

      Given the ferocity of her bite, however, he assumed she hadn’t sampled anyone else in his absence. Possessiveness flared in his chest, his inner demon chuckling darkly at the thought. Good. Should she ever feed from anyone else, Malachi might just shred the bastard to pieces on principle.

      The room drifted in and out of focus when Ella finally pulled away, taking those sharp little fangs with her, and he reclined back on one elbow, waiting for the light-headedness to pass. To their left, the rest of the house’s occupants had found ways to busy themselves with the clink of dishware and boiling of water, the snapping of raw pasta. Clearing his throat, Malachi fished a silk pocket square from the depths of his black suit jacket. Ella’s gaze tracked his hand as he wiped the blood from her lips, catching the dainty dribble that streaked down her chin. She looked better now, the whites of her eyes clear, her honey-brown irises bright and curious.

      Malachi popped the cream-colored silk to the wound on his neck, appraising the delectable vampire still straddling him with a smirk. “I take it you’re pleased to see me?”

      Her jaw tightened noticeably. Her eyes narrowed.

      And before he could rectify whatever egregious error he had just committed, Ella slapped him—hard—clear across the face. He blinked through the shock of the searing sting.

      “You said one week,” she hissed, voice wobbling with barely restrained emotion. Ella brought her hand up again, but this time he snatched her wrist before those talons made contact, before she scored his heated flesh for all to see. He caught her other hand too, just for good measure, the bloody handkerchief crumpled in his grasp.

      “I’m sorry,” Malachi told her, gaze black as he held the petite hellion at bay. His smirk had fallen to the wayside, along with the sensual teasing he usually reserved for Ella alone. He allowed her a moment to settle, lowering her hands to his chest when she sagged somewhat, then softly added, “Truly, I apologize. My task took far more time than expected.”

      She studied him a moment longer, lower lip trembling, and then glanced toward the kitchen as her eyes filled with bloody tears.

      “Ella?”

      “It’s fine,” she muttered, wiping at her cheeks when she faced him again, this time with a slightly manic smile. “I’m fine.”

      Clearly her humanity had come home. He could only imagine the internal confusion: feeling such things, such potent emotions, all the while struggling to get a grip on her new, far stronger, far stranger physical body. Disconnected from her old world, yet the worst of it, the most perplexing of it, thrust back upon her mere weeks later. So much to come to terms with. So much to endure.

      He twined a curl around his finger, searching the part of himself that had been so taken with the light through the window for some words of comfort, something to stem the flow of those bloody tears permanently. Ella leaned into his touch, but only to gently guide his hand from her hair.

      “You just… You finally shut him up,” she remarked, her laugh thick but pure. Real. Still, the mention of a him had his hackles up, and he curved an arm around her hips with a frown.

      “Him?”

      “Him… In my head,” she stammered, eyes flicking up to her forehead. “He—”

      “Ah. Yes.” Realization hammered Malachi from all sides, and he ground his teeth together at the thought of his own stupidity. Of course Serafino Lutum had found a way inside Ella’s head. He had probably done it just to be cruel, to pitch a squalling fit, spiteful and bitter after Malachi knocked out all his fucking teeth. Hell-born vampires had the ability to do so with all their sired children, but many only honored their favorites with such attentions.

      How long had he been tormenting her? Long enough, if her previously bloodshot eyes suggested anything. Tears. Anguish. Exhaustion.

      What a fucking idiot he had been. He hadn’t taken Serafino seriously—not as a worthy opponent in battle—but Malachi also hadn’t considered that the bastard wouldn’t retaliate against him directly. His arrogance, his absence, had put Ella right in the line of fire.

      “I should have realized,” he said tightly, shaking his head when Ella sighed, her smile soft and pliant now.

      “It’s fine. I’ve talked it out with everyone else already.” She shifted about on his lap as a timer dinged from the kitchen, cutting through the hushed conversations of the others. Ella tucked her hair back with a shrug. “I mean, I didn’t say anything when I first heard him. I thought I was going crazy, honestly. Voices in my head…”

      “Oh, my little vampire,” Malachi hummed, cupping her face. His rage lingered, broiling, scalding in his core, yet he still managed to flash a charmingly goading smile. “You’ve always been at least a little crazy.”

      Scowling, Ella pinched the undersides of his biceps, the sharp nip of talons making him twitch, but before she could land a firmer hit, he twined his one hand into her hair, tipping her head back, and used the other to guide her hips over his aching cock.

      “I like crazy,” Malachi murmured, their lips a mere breath apart. “Keeps life interesting, no?”

      Desire sparked in those brilliant honey-brown eyes, dark and delicious, the kind that tempted him to whisk her away for a few hours before they did anything else tonight. His black gaze tore across her face, her cheeks faintly pink from the feeding, some of that vampiric paleness kept at bay—with makeup too. Bronze shimmered up her cheekbones, her natural scent mingling with a floral perfume, perhaps jasmine and lily. The soft heat of her core made his inner demon desperate to play, vivid memories of bloody, violent fucking coming to mind as he tipped his head up for a kiss that would make her squeal with unbridled—

      “Dinner’s ready,” Moira announced, slamming a heavy ceramic bowl of something in the middle of the dining table. Ella flinched, blinking hurriedly as she untangled herself from Malachi’s grasp. He let her go with the knowledge that they could pick this up later—that they would pick this up later.

      After tucking his erection out of the way, his inner demon furious at the interruption, acid scorching up his throat, Malachi stood and trailed after Ella. She sat across from Alaric at the table, Moira to her right. Severus added a plate of cheesy, garlic-scented crispy bread to the mix, his apron tossed haphazardly on the counter, and then settled at the head of the table. Clearing his throat, Malachi stole the other head, thinking it only fitting, and stiffened when his legs collided with—someone. Ella? Alaric? The hybrid gave no indication that they were nudging feet, loading up his plate, his attention squarely on Cordelia at his side. Ella, meanwhile, sat there without a plate, without cutlery, without a wineglass.

      But she wore a shy little smile, and suddenly the foot he’d nudged trailed up his calf. Up and down again before resting beside his. Chest tight—and warm and full and utterly pathetic—Malachi helped himself to the noodle dish. Spaghetti, if he remembered correctly, which included enormous balls of meat and paired quite nicely with the expensive red wine Alaric uncorked. From the smell of things, this garlicky cheese bread might just become his new favorite topside delicacy.

      “Well, brother,” Severus started, the table silent save for Alaric and Cordelia’s very hushed murmuring. “Cousin. Are we permitted to know your business in Hell, or is it the summit all over again?”

      “All that secrecy for a building project,” Moira added as she swirled her noodles around her fork, glancing between Malachi and Cordelia with a smirk. Perhaps she had finally warmed to him, but from the horrified way she had watched him with Ella at the door, Malachi had a feeling he was in for a patronizing lecture sometime soon.

      “We traveled to Hell to investigate Serafino Lutum,” Malachi stated. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted how Ella’s flustered gaze snapped to him, which couldn’t be good. “Cordie and I met him at the summit—head of a vampire colony in Farrow’s Hollow, which I was unaware even existed. I wanted to look into him before I squashed him like the gnat he is.”

      “Yeah, he’s a real charmer,” Alaric grumbled as he swirled his wine and took a quick sip. “Ella and I had the misfortune of meeting him a few nights ago.”

      “And we met the rest of his children this morning,” Moira added. Together, they told their tales: of Serafino confronting Ella on the street and torturing her with the brutal details of the night she turned, in front of dozens of humans awaiting entrance to the Inferno, followed two days later by a run-in with a gang of vampires sent to collect her. Malachi watched Ella throughout the entire explanation, the way her expression fell and tightened, her eyes briefly swimming with bloody tears before she blinked them back. Her foot retreated as well, and she fiddled with her talons—painted green and red, he realized, and patterned with white snowflakes—as if to avoid eye contact.

      Attacking her on the street, with an audience of vulnerable, ignorant humans nearby. Crooning filth in her ear. Admitting to ruining the life she had worked so hard to build. Sending his vampire hoard to kidnap her. Just as he’d suspected: Serafino Lutum was a fucking coward—and Ella meant more to him than he let on. To fight this hard for a single vampire, one of many it appeared, was damning evidence that she mattered to Serafino, to his very purpose here in Farrow’s Hollow.

      Malachi should have just killed him at the Styx.

      But he had been bound in blood not to butcher the other summit attendees while on the premises. And, deep down, the chaos demon had wanted to know the bastard. It was always infinitely more satisfying to know thine enemy, to wriggle inside their head—to anticipate how they would feel as they tasted a stunningly ruthless defeat at Malachi’s hands.

      Beyond that, he had wanted to ensure that should he cleave that arrogant head from Serafino’s shoulders, another vampire far worse wouldn’t spring up to take his place—to torment Ella further. Malachi had needed to understand the vastness of his organization, the breadth of his reach, not only for the sake of his new city, but for Ella’s too. Cordelia had agreed with him at the time. While the majority of demons operated by brute force alone, knowledge was power. That short month in Hell had given him the upper hand. It allowed him to play this game ten steps ahead of his opponent, and that was where Malachi preferred to operate.

      However, hearing the stories now of Serafino’s cowardice, his aggression—the fact that he wouldn’t stop screaming inside Ella’s head, devolving into an infantile tantrum when she refused him… Malachi should have killed him and dealt with the fallout later.

      Or, at the very least, warned Ella about him. He just hadn’t thought the gnat would be so bold. Malachi hadn’t considered him a proper enemy because of his low birth, his social status, his weakness.

      That was his first mistake in regards to Serafino Lutum—and it would most certainly be his last. He owed it to Ella not to underestimate the villain who could ruin her.

      “Well, I suppose that confirms what we’ve learned,” the chaos demon muttered, his grip steadily tightening around his drink until the damn thing splintered in his palm. All eyes darted to him as he set it down, blood and shattered glass dusting the table.

      Ella disappeared from her seat in a flash, then reappeared just as fast with two new wineglasses. Without a word, she refilled a glass for him, then steered his bleeding hand over her own glass. She perched on the edge of her chair, watching as blood drip, drip, dripped; Malachi made a tight fist, then released it to encourage flow. Beside the little vampire, Moira watched on, horrified.

      “Serafino Lutum is an absolute stain,” Malachi carried on as though nothing had happened. He even sampled a bit of his wine with a sigh, finding it rather oaky. Ella fidgeted beside him, a quarter of her wineglass full. He made another fist, then stretched his hand wide, reopening the healing wound. “He’s a rabble-rouser, even by Hell’s standards, fighting for vampire rights outside of the legal channels.”

      “A terrorist,” Cordelia added, “with a far more extensive network than we’d anticipated. His colony in Farrow’s Hollow is but the tip of the, what is it—mountain?”

      “Iceberg,” Alaric offered with an affectionate smile. His cousin fluttered her dark lashes at her paramour.

      “Yes, thank you, darling—iceberg.”

      “He operates under an alias,” Malachi said with a roll of his eyes. “The Dark King. Honestly… Ridiculous. It took us weeks of interrogation in the slums to finally make our way to him. He uses figureheads to do his bidding, and when the enforcers take that demon away, he finds a new one. They rile up vampires, encourage them to break laws in Hell and on Earth. Bombings. Assassinations. From what we understand now, nothing directly links back to him—always keeps his hands clean.”

      “A puppet master,” Cordelia agreed. His jaw clenched briefly. Malachi intended to be the only puppet master at work in this city.

      “His current whereabouts to his followers in the pit is unknown,” he said. After many, many bloody interrogations, it still baffled Malachi that he and Cordelia knew more about their victims’ rebellious leader than they did. “There is an active warrant under his name. Dead or alive—Asmodeus and his boys want Serafino’s head.”

      A head Malachi was all too happy to serve up on a golden platter. Not only did he intend to curry favor from Lucifer’s lieutenants, but the sooner he rid Farrow’s Hollow of scum like Serafino Lutum, the better.

      “He’s dangerous and violent. Unpredictable. Brazen,” he admitted after another sip of his wine, hating to give the bastard compliments. By now, the wound on his palm had fully closed over, but he had managed to fill just over half a wineglass for Ella. She sat back in her chair, nursing it slowly as she observed the discussion. Perhaps it was still too raw for her to comment on Serafino. Good. The thought of that filth’s name on her tongue had Malachi seeing the world through a red haze.

      “He’s utterly mad,” Cordelia added. Smirks erupted around the table: his beloved cousin was currently looping her individual strands of spaghetti into pretty little bows, which she arranged around her plate, fingers covered in sauce.

      “He isn’t someone I will permit to live in Farrow’s Hollow,” Malachi said firmly. He picked up his cheesy bread, holding it but not taking a bite as he looked to Alaric. “I intend to discuss ousting him and his colony from the city with your father—tomorrow, preferably. Perhaps you could arrange that?”

      “Doubt you’ll get any resistance from him,” the hybrid insisted, delicately cutting through one of his balls of meat. “He’s furious that Serafino made such a spectacle in front of his Inferno patrons.”

      Ella bit her lower lip, eyes cast down when Malachi glanced her way. Honestly, he didn’t give a fuck that the wretch had put on a show for the humans; it was that he dared touch Ella. Frightened her. Attempted to intimidate her into submission.

      When Malachi next saw him, he would crush that fucking vampire’s skull into itty-bitty shards. His inner demon roared at the thought, a surge of energy flooding his system, preparing his body for battle.

      “Ella fought his influence, you know. She defied her master. It was brilliant,” Alaric said after a moment of tinkling silverware. Moira wrapped an arm around the vampire’s shoulders, giving her a quick squeeze and a smile.

      “It’s because she’s amazing.”

      “Actually,” Cordelia said, hoisting up one of her noodle bows to interject, eyes alight with the same gleam they always had when she could share her findings, “I’ve done a great deal of research on vampires this last month—consulted some of the ancient texts in Pandemonium. The library there really is the most magnificent in all the realms. Did you know that they use a faceted classification system and a—”

      Malachi cleared his throat; his cousin could talk about that damn library for hours. In fact, she already had—with him as her captive audience while they traveled around Hell in one of the Saevitia family carriages. “Cordie.”

      “Right, right, no matter.” She straightened, lace creeping up her delicate throat like ivy, eyes flicking to black in her excitement. “On the subject of Ella’s refusal to do her master’s bidding—it isn’t unheard of, but it certainly is rare. And I think it’s because she’s been feeding from another demon. Ordinarily, a master would feed their vampire offspring directly, at least for the first few crucial months of development. It cements the bond between them, much as a mother bonds with her newborn via breastmilk. Yet because Ella has fed strictly from Mal, the bond was never created. It remains tenuous simply because Serafino turned her, but it will fade if she continues to drink from other demons. In fact, I hypothesize that it will disappear entirely, along with his ability to slip into her mind.”

      “Okay, so, if she fed from Serafino, that would mean he could control her like all the other vampires,” Moira said as she refilled her glass to the near brim, pinning him with a hard look. “What does that mean about Malachi? Can he control her because she feeds from him?”

      Ella spoke up before he could dismiss such a ridiculous accusation. “Malachi doesn’t control me.”

      “The control stems from a master-offspring connection,” Cordelia clarified, one of her noodles snapping when she looped it through. Frowning, she dropped it into the pile on her plate. “The control of which we speak can only be exerted over human-turned vampires by hell-born vampires. Malachi is a chaos demon. He can influence her…” She cleared her throat, directing her gaze to Ella. “You. He can influence you just as he can influence all demons. It’s simple biology. He cannot dictate your thoughts or movements as a hell-born vampire can with his offspring. From all I’ve read, it simply isn’t possible.”

      Moira exhaled sharply, nodding as relief trickled across her features. His brother patted the top of her hand, wearing the sort of smile shared between lovers, the kind hinting at private conversations behind closed doors.

      “Well.” Moira’s gaze darted between Ella and Malachi, much of its stony intensity gone. “That’s good to know.”

      Malachi fought the urge to roll his eyes. Dramatically. Because. For fuck’s sake, woman—

      “Yeah, it is,” Ella murmured, downing the rest of her drink and setting the glass on the tabletop. She slowly dragged her finger around the rim, studying Malachi from beneath her lashes, her expression annoyingly unreadable.

      Until their eyes met.

      In hers, he saw fire. His snapped to black at the thought of mounting her right here, right now, somewhere between the enormous bowl of noodles and the cheesy bread.

      She blinked and turned away, offering a comforting smile to Moira instead. Fine. Malachi had come to terms with the fact that should he ever claim Ella for his own, he would have to share her with the white-haired hybrid for the rest of her life—however long that might be. And from the look on Severus’s face, it was clear his brother had concluded much the same. Bit annoying, really, but certainly not a deal breaker.

      “Hmm. Yes. Rather thrilling,” he said, leaning over his plate of untouched food with a grin. “We should continue the feedings until the master-offspring bond is completely broken.”

      The notion that his blood was giving Ella the strength to withstand that fuck’s pull positively delighted him.

      “I think that would be best,” Cordelia said as she licked her fingers clean. “Naturally, Ella has her choice of demon donors—even more so once Nocturna opens in the spring.”

      Traitor. Malachi shot his cousin a glare, and the witch met his silent fury with an impish little giggle, then popped a pair of her spaghetti bows into her mouth.

      “Might not be a bad idea,” Ella said lightly as she wiped the inside of her wineglass with her finger, collecting what little blood remained in a single sweep. “Never hurts to sample all the flavors.”

      “I can assure you, dearest, none will leave you as thoroughly satisfied as mine,” Malachi growled, then finally chomped down on his cheesy bread. Severus sighed noisily from the other end of the table, but not even his brother’s dramatics could distract him from the way Ella shivered.

      After an awkward beat of silence, it was Severus who steered the table’s conversation elsewhere—back to the mundane, to which Malachi only half listened as he shoveled delicious noodles into his mouth. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Ella watch him, until the topic of Moira’s heavenly trial reared its ugly head. For that, Malachi listened; most demons would slaughter legions for a glimpse into the comings and goings of the Silver City. While angels were privy to Hell’s secrets, Heaven had been watertight against outsiders since the dawn of existence.

      Unfortunately, no new information surfaced regarding the trial. Cordelia had her say based on what she’d gleaned from ancient scriptures and crumbling scrolls, but the discussion mostly centered on Moira’s feelings, which Malachi could appreciate, sure, but they weren’t particularly interesting. Fear. Anxiety. Restlessness. Nothing novel, really.

      When the meal came to a close, Ella assisted Alaric and Severus with the cleanup: one rinsed plates and glasses at the sink, another loaded them into the dishwasher, and the third scrubbed down the splotches of tomato sauce from the stove. Malachi loitered nearby, nursing his wine and passing dirty dishes to whoever manned the sink, until Moira asked him to bring the leftover produce back to the pantry. Wineglass abandoned, he gathered half-cut green peppers and onions, cloves of garlic, the container of raw pasta. Why make two trips when one would do?

      He crossed to the far back corner of the first floor, just under the staircase, and through the pantry doorway, which was barely wide enough to accommodate his shoulders.

      “Where shall I…?” He trailed off upon finding the long, narrow, cool space empty. The shelves on either side overflowed with product—and the dozen locks on the door at the far end were undone. Seconds later, the main door slammed shut, and suddenly a very insistent angel hybrid was shoving him toward the exit. He dumped his armful of nonsense onto a shelf along the way, scowling. “All right, all right—no need to push, you ridiculous creature.”

      But push she did, right out the back door and into the night. Snow gathered in the alleyway behind the magically concealed house, cresting his shoes and seeping into his socks. His scowl deepened as he marched toward the narrow strip of road that connected the backs of all the surrounding apartment buildings, for at least that had been cleared. He stomped about once he was free of the drifts, fat flakes gathering on his shoulders, in his hair, the bitter chill of a northern winter sinking into his bones.

      “Moira—”

      “No, you listen to me.” She materialized in front of him, already shivering in her thin little shirt and slouchy, faded jeans. Her slippers were utterly soiled, and the wind cut pink tracks across her porcelain cheeks, but the hybrid looked positively on fire as she stabbed him squarely in the chest, that bony finger like a knife. “I know I’ve been busting your balls a lot lately.”

      He snorted. Busting one’s balls? What a ridiculous turn of phrase. Another sharp jab to the chest had him disguising his laughter as a cough. Malachi folded his arms for good measure, a shield of muscle and cashmere.

      “And, look, I haven’t forgotten what you did for Severus and me—not at all,” she told him, her words falling like the crisp click of heels over marble. “But Ella is my best friend. She’s the best person I know.”

      Her eyes watered with undeniable passion, which, again, Malachi could appreciate—but did it really need to get any fucking colder out here?

      “And I don’t want to see her hurt,” Moira continued forcefully, refusing to blink lest her tears fall. “I don’t know what you do with women usually, but what I gather from all of Severus’s stories, you aren’t really a relationship guy, so—”

      “If all I wanted to do was fuck her,” Malachi purred, the added emphasis illuminating how little Moira seemed to think of him, “then I would have, ages ago, and it would be done.”

      Did he get no credit for trying to do the right thing? Malachi had bucked all his natural instincts and refused Miss Ella Thomas several times before he finally succumbed to the storm brewing between them. Surely that had to count for something.

      But from the tremble in Moira’s pale lips to the hard glint in her ethereal gaze, he suspected she needed more. She needed to hear it from him.

      She needed to know her beloved sister had nothing to fear from him.

      For Malachi had no intention of hurting her.

      And he would kill any fucker who did.

      “Moira, you must understand,” Malachi said, tone softening as he slipped his hands into his pockets, “that’s not all I desire from her, and I can assure you that I don’t make such a decision lightly. Take my word or not, but I would have moved on to far easier prey if all I craved was carnal release.”

      Moira wrinkled her nose. “Carnal release? Ugh, gross.” Another stab to the chest. “And don’t call her prey.”

      “It’s a figure of speech.” Although Malachi had enjoyed the hunt. “If anything, Ella has become the predator.”

      A predator with a voracious sexual appetite the most compatible with his own that he had ever experienced. The look in that woman’s eyes as they came together, bloody and vicious—the sheer fucking revelry…

      Well, his mother would have loved Ella.

      Moira exhaled sharply, her breath clouding as she glanced down the vacant alley, snowflakes catching on her eyelashes.

      “I would never hurt her,” Malachi insisted, risking a step closer. “Not intentionally, anyway. I know I can be… trying sometimes—”

      “Do you… Are you in love with her?”

      The question rendered him speechless. In love—him? While he couldn’t define the possessive flare in his chest when he thought of Ella feeding only from him, or the intense burning rage that ripped through him and his inner demon alike at the thought of someone else touching her… Malachi wouldn’t call it love.

      Not yet.

      But maybe one day.

      “I don’t think so,” he admitted. No point in lacing the omission with purple prose—she would see straight through that. “Do I have to be?”

      “No, I’m just…” Moira tucked her hair behind her ears, hands trembling, teeth starting to chatter against the chill. “She’s all the family I have left—”

      “Nonsense. You have Severus. And you have me.” Malachi cocked his head to the side, grinning. “And by extension, Cordelia, I suppose… If you want her.”

      “Why do you do that?” She shivered, much of her earlier fire diminished. “Why do you call me your sister?”

      “Because I think you’ve earned the title,” he said without hesitation. Memories of that first battle in Hell danced across his mind, a skirmish where she had taken on a pack of hellhounds for him. It was right then and there that Malachi had decided Moira Aurelia was destined to become a Saevitia. “You’ve proven yourself more than once for this family. You’ve bled for us, for him, and I have no doubt you would do it again without question. I would be honored to have you as my sister.”

      The pale pink in her cheeks brightened. “I mean… It’s sister-in-law on Earth, but, sure, that… that works for me.”

      A thought suddenly occurred to him, a thought Malachi should have banished but instead let seep to the tip of his tongue. If they were having a moment, why not clear the slate completely?

      “In the spirit of this newfound truce,” he said slowly, still a touch hesitant when she lifted her eyebrows, “and sisterhood or whatever… I’m afraid there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What have you done now, Malachi?”

      “Not really a now issue, I’m afraid,” the chaos demon admitted, taking a subtle step back at the spark of suspicion in her gaze. “Before we rescued Severus, when we joined the other demons in the assault on Seraphim Securities… I… I had Cordelia alter your memory of a certain, er, meeting.”

      Well then.

      The frosty silence gathering between them couldn’t be a good thing, right?

      Opting to fill it rather than let it solidify, Malachi regaled her with all the pertinent facts of the issue—from conception to execution, he relayed his involvement in altering her memory after their meeting to persuade the demon mobsters of Farrow’s Hollow to attack Seraphim Securities. Hoping to make her laugh, he even included the bit about her breaking a demon’s arm when he had the gall to touch her, but her lips had hardened into a permanent thin line.

      “You see, it was done to limit your culpability should the angels give you a Truth Touch,” he insisted, “which, of course, they did… as I predicted.”

      The silence stretched on, frostier than ever, until—

      “How dare you alter my memories!” And then it was pain. Blinding angel light and pain. Like a Fury on a mission, Moira was on him in seconds, hands aglow, face contorted with rage. She managed to catch one of his hands and latch on with both of hers. His inner demon roared. The scent of scorched flesh filled the alley. And one swift kick to the back of his knees had him tumbling to the ground, writhing at her feet.

      “It was f-for your own protection,” Malachi forced through gritted teeth, his bloody hand on fire. Finally, after a fucking eternity, she released him, staggering into the brick wall of the neighboring building. Light diminished, Moira pressed one hand to her forehead, the other to her chest, gasping. Malachi, meanwhile, sat up and examined what ought to be a useless stump of a hand. All there, thankfully, every finger—but charred black. Honestly, when had she gotten so powerful?

      “I want it back,” she snapped, the conviction behind her words admirable, even with the wobble. “All of it.”

      “I’ll see what Cordelia can do.” Slowly, agony sluicing through his veins, Malachi stood and flexed his hand. The black had already faded to a waxy red, the top layer of flesh shedding like a serpent’s second skin. The punishment almost fit the crime. “Memory work is dangerous.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “But I’m sure Cordelia can make it right,” he continued, holding up both hands to soothe her. “It really was for your own good—”

      “Yeah, it always is with you, isn’t it?” She pushed off the wall, stalking toward Alaric’s building, only to pause and storm back, her footprints a mess in the snow. Moira leveled him with a look that screamed more exhaustion than rage, but the tip of the threatening finger pointed his way had Malachi shoving his hands into his pockets with a wince and tucking his chin down to shield his vulnerable throat.

      “Logically, I get it. They did search my memories, and I probably would have agreed to it if you’d asked first,” she said slowly, as if choosing every word with great care. “But that does not mean I forgive you for it.”

      Well, Malachi could give her that. “Fair enough.”

      “And if you ever do that to Ella,” Moira growled, taking a menacing step in his direction, “you’re done.”

      His lips twitched up. She truly was worthy of the Saevitia name. “Are you threatening me, sister?”

      “Uh.” Moira blinked back at him. “Yeah.”

      “Noted.” Upon realizing that at some point the snow had stopped, Malachi glanced up to the dark, lifeless winter sky above. “So, have I sullied our trust for good, then?”

      “No,” she said, far quicker than he might have expected. “But I’m pissed at you, and I probably will be for a while.”

      Right. He could live with a little anger, especially when warranted. “No less than I deserve, I’m sure.”

      She crossed her arms with a humorless chuckle. “Oh, I still haven’t decided what you deserve, Malachi Saevitia.”

      Full name. He was in trouble, wasn’t he? Clearing his throat, he offered his unblemished hand with a lopsided grin. “I’ve got another hand, if you’d like. May as well make a matching set.”

      She drew a breath, shivering, and he swore the hybrid almost smiled as she shook her head at him. “Do you really think I enjoyed—”

      Moira flinched when the pantry door flew open, slamming off the nearby brick and rebounding back into his brother.

      “You need to get in here,” Severus insisted, his eyes black, his expression grim. “Both of you—now.”
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      Feed, feed, feed…

      “It’s like one of those emergency alert broadcasts,” Ella muttered, eyes clenched shut. She pinched the bridge of her nose, grimacing against the throb of a headache better suited for an epic hangover.

      Just when she’d finally calmed her raging body, fed it, satiated the hunger and soothed the beast within—Serafino had to ruin everything by running some bullshit message on a loop. At least he wasn’t screaming anymore. With Malachi’s blood humming through her system, filling her, strengthening her, her master’s rasping voice had dropped to an insistent whisper. Still, she couldn’t ignore it like she usually did, not when the message was batshit insane.

      “What’s he saying, honey?”

      “I think it’s like… a blanket statement to all his vampires,” she said, finally opening her eyes and squinting against the bright lights of the first floor. Alaric, Severus, and Cordelia sat across from her at the dining table, Severus standing behind the other two, while Moira crouched at her right, an arm around her shoulders, occasionally rubbing her back.

      Malachi, meanwhile, was at the counter—getting her a refill. A slit wrist filled her wineglass within about ten seconds, and her gums ached at the sight.

      But her body ached at the sight of him.

      Finding the chaos demon at the bottom of the stairs tonight, finally back from Hell nearly four days after he’d promised… She had wanted to do much more than sink her fangs into him. Much, much more. Especially after the run-in with Serafino’s lackeys some ten hours earlier in the park. Malachi symbolized hope—and sex and fun and blood and ugh. Simply hearing his booming voice through the floorboards had been enough to strengthen her resolve, to remind her that she was capable of fighting Serafino’s grasp. Now that she knew his blood severed the ties to her master even more than her own willpower, Ella hoped he never left again.

      Sure, maybe there were a few reasons she didn’t want him to take another extended trip to Hell, but they had all fallen to the wayside the second Serafino started his broadcast some twenty minutes ago. It had appeared out of nowhere, as his voice always did, but this was different. His tone lacked the usual seductive purr, the kind that crept into her brain like a vine of insidious, coiling ivy. Tonight, the demonic vampire sounded… stressed. Strained. Amidst all the crap he’d been spewing, he occasionally murmured what she assumed was a private message, just for her.

      Ella, bella, come to me tonight and your friends will be spared. Come to me, and I shall turn a blind eye to the hybrid, to the leech, to the bringer of chaos…

      “He’s calling for an attack,” she said after another cycle of the two messages, all but snatching the wineglass from Malachi’s slightly seared hand when he offered it to her. She gulped down the entire contents as he settled into his usual seat at the head of the table, studying her with an intense black gaze.

      “An attack?” Alaric’s eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean?”

      “Nine o’clock,” Ella announced, picking through the fluff in her head for key details. Serafino started whispering directly to her again, the same message as before, and she rubbed at her ear as if she could physically block him out. “He’s telling the colony to attack. Free feed. Go wild. Go into people’s homes, businesses—nothing is off-limits. It’s… He’s demanding a bloodbath.”

      “What?” Moira retreated somewhat, tucking her shimmering hands behind her back. “He can’t do that, can he? That has to be, I don’t know, illegal, even by Hell’s standards.”

      “There are rules, of course,” Severus insisted. “And yes, he’d be breaking them. By attacking humans, he’s spitting in Lucifer’s face. We are encouraged to corrupt, to send souls down rather than up, but an outright rebellion on this scale is…”

      “Madness,” Cordelia finished for him, fiddling with her nails, her gaze a very long, long way away. Malachi’s chair legs groaned as he pushed back and stood, still clutching a towel to his wrist. She tracked his movements into the kitchen, ever the prowling predator—a big cat, a lion in his prime with that golden mane, huge paws, and even bigger teeth. There was grace in every step, elegance in his stride, but there was power too. Danger. Darkness. The chaos demon made her feel so deeply as a vampire, well before her human emotions kicked back in, but he wasn’t someone she’d want to go toe to toe with in a dark alley.

      “It’s been playing on a loop in my head,” she stated. “This, I don’t know, call to action of his.”

      Alaric flicked his wrist to bring his watch around, frowning. “It’ll probably go on for the next hour—just gone eight now.”

      Fuck. Ella slowly rotated her empty wineglass in place, then grabbed a coaster when she noticed the blood dribbling down its stem. “There’s something else. Between this, like, foghorn that I’m sure the entire colony hears, he’s telling me if I go to him, he’ll spare all of you.”

      Something crashed in the kitchen, but Cordelia’s little giggle-snort had Ella looking to her instead of whatever Malachi had just destroyed.

      “Ignore him, Ella,” the witch told her, her eyes manic, her smile beyond amused. “Like he could ever penetrate this house… He’s preying on your fears to get what he wants.”

      “Agreed,” Moira said without missing a beat. “Don’t even consider it. Everyone in this room is stronger than a vampire, hell-born or not. He isn’t a threat.”

      Well, almost everyone. As the others murmured their agreement, Ella couldn’t help but look to Severus. The incubus released the backs of Cordelia and Alaric’s chairs and started to pace the length of the table, back and forth, slowly.

      Slowly and without much confidence.

      When was the last time he had touched a human—and for how long? He looked better lately than he had in months, but would his borrowed strength last in a fight?

      A bond had formed between them since she’d turned; they both risked an epic crash and burn if they didn’t feed.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” she muttered. And so out of nowhere, at that.

      “Yes.” The sing of metal accompanied Malachi’s growl, and she spotted him removing the largest, sharpest knife from the block on the counter. He eyed the weapon, tossing it between each hand as if to test its heft. His previously slit wrist had closed, but blood stained his arms in vibrant red tracks. His lips twisted in a sneer, his eyes both black and fiery. “A vampire uprising in my city… How very bold of him.” The chaos demon trailed a finger the length of the blade. “How very foolish.”

      “If someone alerted Serafino that you were investigating him in Hell, your return may have forced him to make a move,” Alaric mused. Moira nodded as she warily eyed the enormous knife in Malachi’s hand.

      “This could have been his endgame all along,” she said. “Build his numbers, then attack.”

      “Vampires have been fighting for more rights in Hell as long as I can remember,” Severus added, still pacing, his eyes a charcoal grey—not quite dark enough for this. “Much like incubi, they are… lowly in demon society. Perhaps Serafino promised his followers a vampire paradise on Earth. It would certainly be appealing.”

      Anger bubbled in Ella’s core, threatening to shoot up her throat like an erupting volcano and spew all over the table. She swallowed it down, because no one here deserved her wrath.

      Still, this was her city. Malachi may legally own it through some twisted deed in Hell, but Moira and Ella had grown up here. They had been born here. Farrow’s Hollow had its faults, but fuck Serafino if he thought he could take it like this. Vampire paradise on Earth—fuck him.

      “I don’t really give a shit about his endgame,” Ella said, cutting through the conversations around her. “He can’t do this.”

      “And he won’t,” Malachi insisted gruffly, stalking around the kitchen peninsula and twirling his newfound weapon with the ease of a master assassin. “Alaric, I suggest you open that pretty gun collection of yours and suit up. We’re going hunting.”

      Ella shot up, her chair colliding roughly with the wall behind her. “I’m in.”

      “That’s a horrible idea.” Moira caught her wrist, her eyes pleading—her palm still burning, kissed by the lingering heat of her angel light. Ella twisted free, not unkindly, and cradled her hand to her chest. Her bestie cleared her throat. “Sorry. I just… Guys, let’s take a breath. We have an hour.”

      “Fifty-three minutes, actually.”

      She shot Alaric a narrowed look, and the hybrid smirked back.

      “Okay, fifty-three minutes,” Moira carried on, fingertips resting on the dining table as she looked from person to person, eventually settling on Severus. “The best course of action is the one that will limit human casualties.”

      “Well, that seems like his main goal tonight.” Ella rubbed the space between her eyebrows, trying to work out the tension headache gathering there as Serafino’s whispered loop started over again. “He’s literally instructing us to break into homes. Like, the suburbs are fucked. Campus housing is still full because exams are on for another week… It’s a vampire buffet out there, and no one knows it.”

      “She’s right.” Severus finally paused next to his brother, two inches shorter and noticeably leaner. The incubus gently lowered Malachi’s knife-wielding arm with a hand on his wrist. “We need to involve the angels.”

      Malachi barked something between a scoff and a snarl, shaking his head. Ella swallowed thickly as she studied the chaos flaming behind those black orbs, his aura pulsing, swelling—calling to her. Could the others feel it as strongly as she did? The siren song, the war cry, the deep, ancient bellow of a horn summoning them to battle.

      Deep down, she longed to respond.

      She longed to join him.

      Instead, she grabbed her chair and plopped back down next to Moira, hands together in a white-knuckled fist.

      “No, no, he’s right,” Alaric said, standing to face the chaos demon. “If we charge headlong into the fight, into this vampire uprising, and the angels do respond—”

      “Which they will,” Severus added.

      “Then we may be seen as coconspirators,” Alaric finished. “Cassiel warned us… Thin ice, remember, after we freed Sev? We can’t risk it. If we look like we’re involved in any of this, we’re fucked. I personally never want to see the inside of a cell in that dungeon ever again…”

      “I’m going to call Zachariah.” Moira dug her phone out of her jeans’ pocket, then set it on the table, tapping around. Slowly, her face crinkled. “Wait. I don’t have service. Severus, give me your phone.”

      “I’m afraid mine is the same,” the incubus told her, holding up the unlocked screen as evidence. “No bars.”

      Ella’s phone was currently charging on her nightstand upstairs, but when Alaric confirmed that he didn’t have any reception either—no internet, no data, nothing—she had a feeling there was no point rushing up to get it. The final straw was Malachi, whose phone looked so sleek and untouched that she suspected he’d used it maybe twice since buying it.

      “Nothing,” he rumbled. “Is this out of the ordinary?”

      “He’s done something,” Ella said, a prickly feeling making itself at home in her stomach. “I just know it… It’s starting.”

      “Then we’ll go to Zachariah’s apartment,” Moira insisted. “Seraphim Securities will be closed anyway. I know where he lives.”

      The room quickly agreed with her, despite Malachi’s eye rolls and sighs of displeasure. As soon as Ella was on her feet, however, her gums aching, gearing up to do some damage, Moira touched her shoulder in a way that suggested she wouldn’t like what her best friend was about to say.

      “Honey, I think you should stay here.”

      Nope. Did not like. How could Ella sit this out when it felt like her fault? Logically, she knew none of this was her fault, that Serafino was just a fucking psychopath hell-bent on destruction and rebirth, but for some reason he had targeted her specifically. He had threatened her loved ones. She couldn’t just sit on the sidelines.

      “But… But I want to help.”

      “He wants you to leave the safety of this house,” Cordelia mused as she smoothed out her many layers of lace and chiffon. “You mustn’t give him what he wants.”

      “I’ll stay with you,” Moira told her softly, but that had Severus shaking his head from across the table.

      “Darling, we need you to convene with Zachariah. He and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

      “Go. All of you.” Malachi stabbed the knife into the table, then folded his arms, expression verging on a stern pout. “Alaric should alert his father. Cordelia is vital for when you inevitably run into Serafino’s brats. I’ll stay with Ella.” His black gaze slid to her, and she felt it in her core, its molten heat dripping languidly down to the crest of her thighs. “Should they come here, it’ll be my absolute pleasure to paint the street with their innards.”

      As Alaric and Severus headed for the front door, grabbing keys and coats and boots, Moira hung back by her side, stubborn as ever, and Cordelia gave her cousin a quick hug.

      “Stay inside, Mal,” she murmured, her voice low enough to suggest that it was only meant for his ears, but Ella heard just about everything these days if she paid enough attention. “It’s her best hope of surviving the night a free vampire. No one can break my wards.”

      Ella bit the insides of her cheeks until she tasted the salty tang of her own blood. While everyone had her best interests at heart, along with the collective safety of Farrow’s Hollow, she just wished they would let her call at least some of the shots. Serafino may have singled her out, but she could ignore the bastard.

      And with Malachi by her side, this didn’t seem like a fight she could lose.

      But she said none of that, and they left her all the same. Moira hugged her goodbye at the door, the look in her eyes insisting she would stay behind if Ella asked. Ella loved her for it—for her loyalty, for her devotion to their bond. But Severus was right. They needed Moira to parlay with the angels; she could do more out there than inside some invisible house.

      The door shut firmly behind her, leaving Ella and Malachi alone in a weighted silence. A quick glance back told her the chaos demon wasn’t thrilled about being left behind; perched at the edge of the table, he scowled at an indeterminate spot on the window, brows furrowed and jaw set. Obviously he wanted to be out there, cutting down anyone who dared threaten his city. The guy was probably hard just thinking about all the blood, the destruction, the chaos of a vampire uprising.

      But he was here with her—babysitting—and she really did feel for him.

      Because Ella wanted to be out there too, answering the rising bloodlust inside her, defending her home with all her new supernatural strength.

      Fighting right alongside this chaos demon who made her feel so viscerally, watching him do what he did best—what he was born to do.

      “This is such bullshit,” she said hoarsely, bloody tears stinging her eyes. Tears for the pain Serafino threatened to unleash on her home, on her friends. Tears for the fact that she was holding Malachi back. Tears—just because. Stupid human emotions.

      Wiping at her face, she darted upstairs at vamp speed just as he started to say something, unable to listen to him insist that he was fine giving up chaos for her.

      Unable to listen to him play the good guy—and lie straight to her face.
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      Trust Serafino Lutum to ruin his night an hour after going topside again.

      Malachi had strolled out of the hell-gate with a strategic lead on the bastard, and now—now everything had gone to shit in a matter of minutes. With the rest of the household departed and Ella upstairs, clearly emotional, the evening had taken a turn for the worse. So much for hours of unbridled, bloody fucking to celebrate their reunion; he’d be fortunate if Ella hadn’t barricaded herself in her bedroom, locks and all, to ride out her master’s ridiculous stunt alone.

      And that was all this was: a stunt.

      Sure, knowing what Malachi now did about the vampire’s tactics, his ideology, the slavish devotion of his militant followers in Hell, perhaps an uprising on Earth truly was the endgame. But Serafino hadn’t a shot of seeing it through in a city with its own battalion of warrior angels. Really. Not only would the winged fucks at Seraphim Securities eliminate any and all dire threats facing humanity, but a former prince had made Farrow’s Hollow his home. The likelihood of Verrier just handing it all over to some Lutum vampire scum was so slim it was practically transparent.

      Still, there was always the chance that the vampire paradise on Earth wasn’t the endgame. If the colony really had grown to the size that Alaric implied over dinner, then there could be over a hundred vampires on the streets tonight, breaking into homes and businesses to feed. And if the angels intended to stop them, they would have to do so in the presence of their charges.

      The humans of Farrow’s Hollow were fucked, one way or another; their precious worldview would be shattered tonight, be it by angels or vampires—nothing would ever be the same.

      It would be a gory, ferocious rebellion.

      And Malachi had volunteered to sit it out.

      Arms crossed, he checked the time on the little digital clock over the stove. Thirty-five minutes to an uprising. Hopefully his brother had located Moira’s angelic mentor by now; perhaps he wouldn’t miss a glorious battle destined for the history books. Perhaps it would all be over before it even started.

      How dreadfully boring.

      Even more boring when he considered the fact that someone else—someone with wings—would collect on Asmodeus’s bounty. Naturally, Cassiel and his boys would either lock Serafino away or kill him themselves, but Malachi would have liked to present the fucker’s head to the enforcers in Hell for a little extra credit. It certainly never hurt to be in Asmodeus’s favor, especially when one already had two strikes to one’s name.

      Through no fault of one’s own, of course.

      His inner demon grumbled. Well, all right, fine. Malachi had raised his fair share of, well, hell in Hell over the past few centuries. It was a miracle he had only been caught red-handed twice.

      Despite the many layers of wood and concrete separating them, Malachi still heard a very distinct thump somewhere upstairs. Ella. None of this was fair for her, but then again, life was hardly fair. This was just another painful blow she’d have to brush off if she wanted to keep going, and from all he had learned about his favorite little vampire, it was that she desperately wanted to keep going. Ella wanted to live, and Serafino’s more personal demands would have shaken her. Because what was life without freedom?

      As Malachi snatched her wineglass off the table and headed for the stairs, he vowed that she would keep her freedom—that he would die before she became Serafino’s newest toy.

      His inner demon clawed at his chest, foaming at the mouth to get outside. The promise of blood and gore and destruction had gotten him all riled up; Malachi had been flying at half-mast since Ella shared the news with the household, and the chaos demon inside him was desperate for a bit of fun.

      Each staircase climbed took him farther and farther from the action, and his inner demon made his discontent known, raking Malachi’s insides until he tasted blood. Still, his resolve was far stronger than the chaos storming within—that had always been the way. He loved it, every brutal second of it, but Malachi had acquired a spark of intelligence from his mother’s side. Thankfully, he hadn’t inherited his maternal line’s penchant for madness, unlike Cordelia, but his mind had always calculated risk and reward over unchecked chaos.

      Tonight, he had vowed to stay with Ella—to protect her if need be. He was a demon of his word, and even if he’d rather be hacking vampires to bits and ridding Serafino of his head, he would stay by her side until the uprising passed.

      Longer, if she so desired.

      Much to his surprise, he didn’t find Ella in her room, its door unlocked, its bed unmade, the bathroom cast in shadow. Frowning, Malachi paused for a moment to listen to the settling of the house, breathing in her natural scent. It had changed from human to vampire, losing its faint vanilla warmth, opting instead for something floral—but the floral wasn’t sweet, hardly reminiscent of girlish blossoms and peaceful summer days.

      No, when he filled his lungs with Ella Thomas as she was now, the florals reminded him of Hell’s raging blooms, the kind that would devour a demon whole should they venture too close.

      And, to be honest, he much preferred that.

      Malachi was met with the usual sounds of the house exhaling a long, settling breath. Nothing out of the ordinary here. No sniffling. No little feet pacing over floorboards.

      Ella wasn’t inside the house.

      Panic twisted in his gut, colliding with the visceral thrill of the hunt as he marched back to the staircase. However, rather than going down and out, Malachi went up, taking the last set of stairs three at a time, all the way up to Severus and Moira’s fourth floor. Sure enough, there was the ladder sticking out of Severus’s closet; his little vampire had decided to seek solace on the roof.

      Grinning, Malachi tossed the empty wineglass onto his brother’s meticulously made bed, then clambered up the creaking wood rungs and pushed through the uncomfortably narrow door in the closet ceiling. Winter’s bitter chill assaulted him immediately, and he hesitated, the wind nipping at any bits of exposed flesh it could find. Demons relished the heat of Hell with its scorched earth and deadly wastelands; Earth’s northern hemisphere was hardly a fitting place to call home.

      But if Ella could withstand the frost, so could he.

      A light dusting of rooftop snow whooshed into his face, his neck, his chest as he climbed through the opening. His skin prickled in response, and Malachi brushed the cold damp away before shutting the trapdoor behind him.

      A quiet, muted night greeted him, the oppressive blanket of winter disrupted occasionally by the odd car horn in the distance. Ella sat where he had found her once before: right at the roof’s edge overlooking their street, legs dangling over the side, the breeze toying with her mass of curls. His fingers twitched, desperate to bury themselves in her mountain of unruly hair, right down to her scalp—preferably while he pounded into her, but never mind that.

      She didn’t so much as glance back as he approached, and Malachi did nothing to disguise his presence. Clearing his throat, he swept the spot next to her clean with his foot, about two inches of snow trickling down to the sidewalk below. Naturally, that did nothing to get rid of the wet, which seeped right through the seat of his trousers as soon as he sat down. Perfect. Scowling, Malachi made himself as comfortable as possible on the flat, freezing stone, his thigh against hers, their legs swinging in tandem.

      Without a word, he tugged up his sleeve and offered her the underside of his wrist, the same he had slit less than an hour ago so he could fill her glass again. His hand had mostly healed from Moira’s punishment, all pink and new and sensitive to the elements. Ella shook her head, flashing a quick smile as she patted his forearm, her skin just as chilly as the night air.

      “Thanks,” she murmured, rolling down his sleeve for him. “I’m… not hungry.”

      “Has he shut his ridiculous mouth yet?” Malachi inquired with a nod to her forehead. How infuriating, to have some bastard screeching inside your head. He understood the sensation, given all demons lived with a distinct entity inside while they were on Earth, their truest form separate from the humanoid shell crafted by the hell-gate. Still, his inner demon didn’t talk. There were no threats uttered, no ceaseless barrage of noise. Not that the slicing of claws up Malachi’s throat was much better, but he could withstand it because, technically, he was doing it to himself.

      Ella had to cope with a stranger inside her mind, and it wouldn’t stop until someone cut the fucker’s head off.

      “No, he’s still going,” she told him, toying with Malachi’s fingers. While she had rolled his sleeve down, neither had commented on the fact that his arm now splayed possessively across her thighs, his large hand the object of her attention as both of hers explored it. “I can tune him out though. I don’t… I don’t think I need your blood right now. I’d burst if I drank more.”

      “Hmm.”

      Below, a car crept by well under the speed limit. It wobbled along the snow-covered streets, brake lights flashing as the elderly driver battled for control.

      “Kind of a déjà vu moment, eh?” Ella said with a quick glance his way. Her smile turned shy when their eyes met, and the best he could manage was a nod. Yes, they had been here before; the night Aeneas died, Ella had also retreated to the roof. He’d been able to smell the liquor weeping from her pores the second he opened the little trapdoor in Severus’s closet. They had sat like this as well, side by side, touching. She had tasted of whiskey and sorrow, and Malachi had no regrets about how he’d handled her; turning her down had been the right thing to do.

      In fact, he had no regrets about any of their history—because it had led them to this moment, seated together before a tidal wave of blood slammed into their shores, her hands in his, her small frame tucked neatly against his side. He would have preferred it to be warmer, sure, but beyond that, Malachi would change absolutely nothing, not even Serafino.

      “This feels like my fault,” Ella admitted after a few moments of easy silence. “Tonight, with him and the colony—”

      “It isn’t your fault.” Malachi caught her chin and tilted it up so she could see the certainty in his eyes. “None of it.”

      “I mean, logically I know that.” She blinked hard, then tugged her face out of his grasp to wipe under her eyes. “I hate sitting here, waiting for it to happen. I just… I want…”

      “You want to fight.” He remembered her stubborn spirit the night of the raid on Seraphim Securities, strolling up with a gun on each hip, dressed in black and determined to do her part. That bouncy, glossy ponytail had haunted his dreams for weeks after. At the time, her presence had enraged him; a human didn’t belong in a battle of angels and demons. He had made it his mission that night, on top of rescuing his brother, to keep the foolish little thing safe—because there was no turning her away.

      Now, however, she had the stamina for war. She had the body for battle, the mind for bloodshed. If she could resist her master, then Malachi saw no reason for her to sit home like a child while the others disappeared into the night to fix this problem. She belonged out there, in the streets.

      By his side.

      “I’m afraid I would have been outvoted had I spoken my mind,” he rumbled, his large hand settling over her thigh again, fingers digging in and staking his claim. She made no attempt to escape him, to shy away from his touch. Malachi’s hand drifted upward, his little finger a twitch away from her center. “I think you belong out there. This isn’t your fault, but it’s wrong to deny you the opportunity to confront him.”

      Of course, Malachi wouldn’t send her out there alone, not as Serafino’s obsession with her became more and more apparent. Sure, she was stronger, faster, more durable now than she had been as a human, but that didn’t mean she innately understood combat, that she would know what to do, how to defend herself, should her master make a real move to take her. Moira had needed some guidance with hand-to-hand fighting, and Ella would be much the same.

      Still, he had no doubt that if left to her own devices, the little vampire at his side could wreak havoc.

      And he would enjoy every beautiful second of it.

      “I appreciate that,” she said, her smile ridiculously infectious. Malachi shrugged, the cold burning his throat, his lungs, with every breath he took—a pain he could endure, easily, by her side.

      “Well, you aren’t as breakable as you once were.” If she could blush, perhaps she might have. Instead, Ella averted her gaze, still smiling, and Malachi brushed a rogue curl back to join the rest. “Besides, who am I to deny anyone their right to tear an enemy asunder?”

      Much to his surprise, she giggled, the sound paired with a roll of her eyes. “Uh-huh.”

      Her laughter was paradise, an oasis in a bleak, black desert. Malachi racked his brain for something else to say, something to elicit that sound again, but before he could utter it, Ella dug his hand out from between her thighs. Rather than return it to his lap, she lifted it instead, snuggling under his arm and burrowing into his side, and he let her. Not necessarily one for cuddling, Malachi waited until she had stilled, then draped his arm around her diminutive frame. Somehow, this felt infinitely better than the warmth between her thighs, but he couldn’t fathom why.

      “Do you think they’re okay?” she asked, the freezing tip of her nose brushing against his throat. He dragged her closer. A faint tremor plagued his limbs, the cold finally getting to him.

      “They have plenty of time,” he mused. “I’m sure they’ll all be back before nine.” Farrow’s Hollow had a sprawling downtown, yes, but it wasn’t so large that it would take them hours to reach the angel’s apartment. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Ella nodded, her fingers walking the length of his thigh and back down again. “I guess it’s pretty quiet tonight.” She paused, her hand flat over his knee, his flesh tingling beneath her tentative touch. “But it’s always quiet before a storm, right?”

      “Yes,” he whispered hoarsely. “Always.”

      And that quiet was always so dreadfully boring, boring, fucking boring. Malachi hated the calm before the storm, the escalation to madness. He much preferred the storm.

      But lately he had come to consider the creature at his side a storm unto her own, and in the quiet of that night, amidst snow and darkness, peace and quiet, he found he didn’t mind this part. In fact, he could sit here for hours—or, at least until the cold finally defeated him. He trailed a finger up her arm, then looped a curl around it. Perhaps the inside of her mouth would offer some degree of warmth.

      Perhaps the inside of her—

      “Malachi?”

      “Hmm?”

      She brushed him away from her hair, sitting up and studying him with a frown. “Can you be serious for a second?”

      The chaos demon smirked. “Sounds rather dull, dearest.”

      This time, she didn’t smile, and so he gave her a begrudging nod, silently vowing to take whatever she had to say next in stride. Ella fiddled with her red and green talons briefly, then exhaled a deep breath he knew she didn’t need.

      “Why me?”

      Malachi swallowed his initial response, because she had asked him to be serious. There were a dozen different paths to take here, but he needn’t ask for clarification. He knew what she meant. He tasted the implications like a bitterly sweet summer wine.

      His answer could break them, sever their bond for good, especially if he responded in a way that might just protect his hammering heart rather than expose it. Something flippant, possibly sexual, devoid of feeling and truth. The way she watched him, it was almost like that was what she expected.

      “Well,” he started, “I suppose at the beginning it was purely physical. I saw you at the hell-gate and thought… I could fuck her. I would fuck her.”

      “Great,” Ella muttered, arms crossed, gaze flicking down to the snowy street. Malachi chuckled, unperturbed by her reaction.

      “Yes, but you see—then I met your smart mouth.” It had quickly become clear that she possessed a barbed tongue, that she was a modern-day woman who suffered no fools. It had only made him desire her more. “I much prefer a woman who can spar with me.”

      In Lucifer’s name, was his ass ever frozen. The cold had started to seep into his thighs now too, slowly binding him to the rooftop by the seat of his trousers. He shifted back and forth to get the blood circulating again, smirking at the innuendo bubbling up his throat.

      All that melted away when their eyes met. Suddenly, Malachi was on fire and nothing else in this fucking realm mattered. His eyes snapped to black, and Ella’s throat dipped with a gulp, her plump lips parted just enough to be a fucking tease.

      In an instant, some of his smirking façade—the kind he wore like armor—disintegrated.

      “Then I saw your bravery,” he said roughly, recalling how she hadn’t even flinched when three figures emerged from the hell-gate the first night they’d met. All that had mattered to her was Moira; she had withstood the horrid scent of the gate to ensure her best friend was well, so much so that she’d spewed all over his shoes. The thought had the corners of his mouth kicking up again. Ella’s bravery, and perhaps a touch of recklessness, had been solidified in his mind when she stabbed him clear through the hand with a kitchen knife—just so he would give her some space. “I saw your loyalty to the ones you love, your selflessness. All three are qualities I prize—qualities I strive for in my own existence, but perhaps seldom ever attain.”

      “That’s not true,” she whispered, her voice hoarse, touched by a quiver that he knew had nothing to do with the cold. Malachi shrugged and turned his attention to snowy rooftops across the street. For once, he had no desire to talk about himself.

      “If all that isn’t reason enough, why you,” he carried on, gaze wandering the distant skyline as his words fell without thought, without calculation, “then know that I saw you… In the face of adversity, you endured brilliantly. Beautifully. That’s why, Ella Thomas. That’s why you.”

      She sniffled softly at his side, and he caught her wiping under her bloody eyes.

      “Wow,” she said with a watery laugh. “I was expecting something a lot less… complex, actually.”

      His eyebrows shot up as he grinned. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Something about my ass, or my boobs, or—”

      “Well, they are rather attractive assets,” Malachi noted, leering for good measure. “But I’m afraid…”

      Afraid that for once the physical attributes of a breathtaking woman paled in comparison to what was on the inside. Ella nudged him with her shoulder, her eyes still glossy with bloody tears, her smile teasing.

      “Afraid of what?”

      Malachi drew in a soft breath, noting how her expression faltered when he didn’t mirror it with something equally playful.

      “Why me, Ella Thomas?” he asked, unsure if he truly desired the answer—unsure if he could handle the devil’s honest truth. His query had her folding in on herself, retreating. While their thighs still nestled side by side, Ella’s hands threaded together on her lap, and when she leaned away, his heart plummeted to the pit of his stomach.

      “Because…” Because he fed her, gave her his blood. Because he was handsome and could fuck her to completion. There. Malachi had answered for her. She glanced down at her clasped hands, the knuckles deathly white, before firmly meeting his black gaze with a determined little lift of her chin. “Because, Malachi Saevitia… You make me feel alive, and I think you always have, even before.”

      That… was unexpected. His chest tightened to the point of pain, and he fought the urge to clasp at it, to look down and confirm that it wasn’t collapsing in on itself like a dying star.

      He made her feel alive?

      Well. That was certainly a reason, wasn’t it?

      He opened and closed his mouth, but once again Ella had rendered him at a loss for words.

      Made her feel alive…

      How simple. How succinct.

      How right.

      The laughter, the mirth, the mischief had up and died, leaving them both encased in an unfamiliar seriousness. Malachi yearned to shatter it, but he didn’t know how without spoiling this moment of raw earnestness.

      Ella did it for him. She came back to him, her cool, dead aura buzzing in his personal space as she leaned in, her eyes watering once more, and traced his face with curious fingers. Up his neck, along his jawline, over his cheekbones—down to his lips. Her gaze followed the slow, sensuous movement, lingering on his mouth before darting up to his eyes.

      His breath hitched and his inner demon snarled; neither could read her expression. Sorrow and desire and pure, open affection blended into one—and Malachi just didn’t understand it. So he kissed her to make it go away, to tell the sorrow to fuck off, to coax out her desire to play.

      Because at least Malachi understood desire, carnality, lust, need.

      Sorrow… He’d tasted enough of it in Hell when his family had turned on each other. He needed no more sorrow in his life.

      Taking hold of her firmly by the chin, he delved into her sweet little mouth with a groan. While Malachi yearned to devour every inch of her, he succumbed to the unhurried pace of their kiss, to the depth it implied. He tasted her deeply, marking her with his tongue, his teeth, his lips as her trembling hands fisted in his shirt. She seemed to wilt beneath him, unfurling her beautiful, deadly petals as his free hand explored her figure—lazily, possessively, like the generous peaks and valleys were his and his alone. Ella bloomed in their kiss, her eyes gently fluttering shut, her moans ever so soft and delicate.

      Malachi had never been one for sweetness, for tentative touches and slow exploration, yet he could have kissed her like that for hours. Days. Months. Fucking eternity.

      An option they had now—forever—if they so chose it.

      His little vampire surprised him, however, when she climbed onto his lap, using his collar for leverage as she swung one leg over to straddle him. How quickly those hands wandered into his hair, tugging and tangling. His smile turned predatory, dangerous—their kiss turned violent, passionate. Malachi tasted blood; he fucking reveled in it, in her husky moans, her cruel mouth. She tipped his head back, using his hair for reins, and Malachi encouraged her to really ride him, grinding her against his cock, against an erection that refused to be cowed by the cold.

      As thoroughly as he enjoyed her writhing figure atop him, Malachi couldn’t spend a single second more seated. With some difficulty, he stood, clumsy enough to make the woman in his arms giggle, and then stumbled across the roof. Ass asleep, his legs threatened to follow suit, buckling just enough to send him careening into the wall of the neighboring building. Ella’s back took the brunt of the collision, but she still arched and mewled against him, mouth on his, desperate and bold. Malachi growled, kissing her greedily, plundering what belonged to him.

      A soft moan and a slight push at his chest had him slowing, and Ella tore her mouth away. Loath as he was to admit it, Malachi actually missed how their kiss had once made her breathless, but he found delight in her eyes now, hunger twinkling back at him, and he decided he much preferred that instead. She swallowed hard again, stroking the backs of her knuckles up his cheeks, then down to his lips as he pinned her to the brick.

      “Are you cold?” Ella whispered, thumb trailing over his quivering lips. “Oh god, I didn’t think…” She shifted against him, as if to wriggle away, the hunger retreating. “Let’s go inside—”

      “Shut your smart mouth, little vampire,” he growled, claiming that smart mouth forcefully, brutally, like it was the last mouth he would ever claim so he had better make it worthwhile. She squeaked, rubbing her hips against him as she struggled to keep pace. Her fangs nicked his lower lip, his tongue, and hellfire rose from her center, palpable even with all the layers of fabric between them. Against the brutal night chill, the embrace of this vampire was a fucking inferno.

      He released her luscious thighs, biting at her swollen lip with a snarl when his hands found the button and zipper of her skintight jeans. Ella fumbled to help him, on her tiptoes to hold the kiss, and Malachi ducked low to rid her of her troublesome trousers. He broke the kiss for her cotton panties, teal and practical and drenched, tearing them down her thighs. Hands planted on his shoulders, Ella squirmed out of them, hurriedly lifting her legs to help, and Malachi tucked them away in his pocket for safekeeping.

      And other sordid deeds.

      Half-naked and slick with desire, Ella went for his belt next, scrambling to open it without ripping the leather in two. While he would have preferred as much skin-to-skin contact as possible, Malachi would probably lose a limb if he went as bare as her, and instead dug his cock out, all the blood in his body gathered in his swollen shaft. Ella eyed it appreciatively, the hunger back and stronger than ever, and he shoved her against the wall, closing in with a growl.

      Wearing a savage grin, Malachi hoisted her up and speared her with a single thrust, stabbing her to the wall, his groan mingling with her sweet, clear cry. His eyes all but rolled back as he sunk home.

      Ella arched and writhed beneath him, and as he gripped her bare ass, shielding it from the brick, ready to shred his knuckles to the bone for her, his little vampire scrambled to kiss him again. Her hands wove into his hair as his mouth opened to her bold tongue, her deadly fangs.

      Malachi took it all, drowned in it: her furious kiss, her vicious bite, her brutal hands tearing into him. Smirking against her, the chaos demon descended into a devastating pace, brutal and frantic, desperate to see her utterly ruined by the time she came. He angled his hips to ensure that eventuality, catching her clit with every ferocious thrust.

      Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise him if he pounded her clear through the wall and into the apartment on the other side. Could the human occupants hear them and their violent lovemaking? Would Cordelia’s magic shield Ella’s squeals, her cries, her moans?

      He certainly hoped not. Malachi desired all the world to hear her shriek his name. He wished they could see the wilds of her eyes as he did, how beautiful and raw, how savage and delightful.

      In fact, Malachi almost wished the others could see her like this, see the woman she had become since she turned, but they wouldn’t understand. They couldn’t understand the beauty in the chaos.

      But Malachi did. And he loved every brutal glimpse, every animalistic cry, every drop of blood she tore from his flesh—everything.

      “M-Malachi…”

      She was close. He had made her come enough times by now to feel the difference, the clenching of her core, the deep furrow in her brow, the brutality of her talons tearing into him. Had she been human, perhaps she might have blushed, her skin a delightful crimson. Here, she was pale, washed-out, the bit of makeup she had used to humanize her appearance mussed and smeared.

      She had never been more beautiful. Never.

      Blood dribbling from the corners of his mouth, his lip bleeding, Malachi flashed a hint of teeth in his cruel smile, then clapped a hand over her mouth. Her eyes widened when his pace quickened, her little hands clutching at his, her noises muffled beneath his palm as he drove her ever closer to the abyss.

      Ella came undone with a screech, eyes clenching shut, fangs ripping his palm open. His hips stuttered as her cunt rippled around him, his own pleasure reaching its crescendo. Too soon. No. No, he could last longer. He could—

      Her eyes snapped open, brazen and deviant, ever the little hellion as she consumed him, as her sex shuddered through her climax—and Malachi was fucking gone. Gritting out her name, he ripped his hand away and replaced it with his mouth, tasting an intoxicating blend of nightshade and his blood on her tongue as he spilled himself inside her.

      The kiss softened when his cock finally stopped twitching, his hips jerking through his climax. Ella cupped his face, blood smeared everywhere—on him, on her, on their clothes. Leaning back against the brick, she snagged her lower lip between her teeth as Malachi fought to catch his breath.

      “You are an exceptional little thing, aren’t you?” he rasped, and her mouth lifted in a smile.

      A smile tinged with sorrow.

      No. No, he had fucked that away, hadn’t he? Bracing himself with a hand on the wall, Malachi straightened—only to discover that his teeth had decided now was the appropriate moment to start violently chattering.

      “Let’s get you in a hot shower,” Ella suggested, rolling her hips against him with a minxy grin.

      “Only if you join m-me,” he whispered, the cold in his marrow now. Ella nodded, coiling her arms around his neck, their bodies flush together.

      “Deal.”

      Yet as he carried her over to the snowy rooftop door, the sorrow remained, her smile unnervingly sad.

      And after what he considered the best sex of his long life, Malachi hadn’t the slightest idea how to make it right.
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        * * *

      

      It was hot as Hell in Ella’s cluttered en suite bathroom, and Malachi wouldn’t have had it any other way. While their time beneath the scalding spray had been fleeting, with his little vampire avoiding the onslaught for the most part, it had been precisely what he had needed.

      The water and the woman.

      A dripping wet Malachi emerged from the glass shower stall a different demon, no longer some shivering slave to the cold, but proud and tall as always. Glistening, even. Ella had already slipped away, all smiles and shy glances after he’d dragged her through another pulse-pounding climax with naught but his mouth and fingers. As he dried himself with the enormous lime-green towel left next to the sink, he hadn’t exactly expected her to be standing in the steam, waiting for him.

      “Ella?”

      But he had expected to find her in her bedroom, fretting over the rest of the household. No doubt the sex had been a wonderful distraction, but Malachi wasn’t foolish enough to think that it would sidetrack her completely. He had seen the worry in the thin lines across her forehead, the downturn of her otherwise pouty lips. She feared for Moira, for all of them, and there was only so much a good climax could do to take away from that—from the sorrow.

      Squeezing the wet out of the ends of his hair, he strolled into an empty bedroom, the dim corner lights on, her bed empty. As it stood, it was nearly nine o’clock and the house was quiet.

      Save for the quick, short jingle of keys downstairs.

      “Damn it, woman,” he growled, looping the towel around his waist as he stalked out of the room and thundered down the stairs. Two sets later, Malachi finally found her: at the front door, her shoes on, her phone in hand, her purse hanging off her shoulder, and her hand on the goddamn doorknob.

      Her eyes rounded as he stomped the rest of the way down, the little droplets of shower water scattered across his muscular frame catching the first-floor lights. “Look, Malachi—”

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he demanded, thrusting his chin at the door. She turned the knob and opened it, allowing for a fresh assault of frigid winter air; his nipples hardened almost painfully, and this time his balls threatened to jump right back up into his body.

      “He keeps saying he’ll hurt my friends if I don’t—”

      “Ella.” Malachi forced himself to take a deep breath, settling both his temper and his inner demon, who was positively beside himself at the thought of confronting Serafino directly. Insatiable bastard couldn’t be happy with spectacularly rough sex, right? Needed a bit of bloodshed to really tie the night together. “Don’t be absurd.”

      “I don’t have a choice here.”

      “There’s always a choice,” he snapped as he stalked from the base of the stairs to the door and slammed a fist against it so hard that it ripped clean out of her hand, closing with a echoey slam. Ella glared up at him, but behind the indignation, he saw it again: the sorrow.

      The resignation.

      And her resolve.

      Malachi situated himself between her and the door, his heart sinking at the sudden realization.

      The sex hadn’t been a distraction for her.

      It was her way of saying goodbye. She had already decided to sacrifice herself to Serafino—for the sake of Moira, her housemates.

      Maybe even for him, which was fucking ridiculous. He of all demons didn’t need that kind of sacrifice from her. Not now, not ever. But after hastily banishing the shock of her decision, ignoring the fact that she hadn’t said anything of it to him, Malachi decided this seemed like something Ella would do. Selfless. Brave. Loyal. All these traits he had admitted to admiring, now come back to haunt him.

      Anyway. Not that her core programming of selflessness, bravery, and unflinching loyalty made her decisions any better.

      Or rational.

      Not when she had options if she had only sought to ask. He was on her side, after all. Malachi would rather see her with a sword in her hand than hiding inside this invisible house.

      “The world doesn’t need another martyr,” he snapped when she started toward him, as if to take another stab at the doorknob. Malachi ducked down to meet her eyeline, arching a challenging eyebrow. “Think twice. You’re strong, little one, but nowhere near strong enough to overpower me.”

      “Well, that’s not the only way out of this house.”

      “The only way out of this house,” he rasped, fighting a grin and adoring her defiance, “is through me.”

      “Malachi.” She all but stomped her foot in her desperation to make him see. Little did she realize, he did.

      Case in point: while she was clearly passionate about leaving, about surrendering herself to the bastard who had ruined her life, Ella’s tears had vanished. Not so much as a tinge of watery red rimmed her eyes, nor did they spring forth now as he barricaded her inside. She wasn’t conflicted. Ella had made up her mind, her resolve unflinching.

      She was determined to do this.

      Malachi squared his shoulders, leaning back against the door. If she thought she had invented stubbornness, the fetching vixen was sorely mistaken.

      “Look, we don’t know what Serafino has up his sleeve,” Ella insisted, pointing at him with her phone like that made a difference—like she had a weapon at her disposal. “I mean, where is everyone? It’s almost nine. They’ve been gone for ages. No one’s back yet and something could have happened—”

      “So, you want to confront him.” Malachi paused, the slight cock of his head adding a questioning end to his statement. Ella shifted her weight back and forth, frowning, and then gave a slow, tentative nod. Good. He could work with a thirst for vengeance, but not surrender. “I understand. You would do anything for your family. So would I.”

      “Well, okay…” She gestured at the door, waving him aside. “You get it, then.”

      Of course he did. Malachi understood all too well the lengths one would endure to protect one’s family, but submission wasn’t an option.

      Actually…

      No.

      Maybe it was the option.

      “Fine,” he said curtly just as she opened her mouth, cutting off whatever argument she had waiting in the wings. Ella faltered, lips snapping shut as Malachi pushed off the door and readjusted the towel hanging low around his hips. “We’ll confront the piece of filth, but we’ll do it together—and with purpose.”

      “And what purpose did you have in mind?” She trailed after him as he marched toward the kitchen. “Did you think I was going to just, what, walk in there blind?”

      “No, no, of course not.”

      “Because I have a plan.”

      “Sure.”

      “Like, I know I’m no match for him physically—”

      “Not quite.”

      “But…” Ella tiptoed along, frowning. “But I could have found a way to make him stop threatening you guys, to keep you safe. I could have reasoned with him. Bargained. I… I’m not useless. I could have done something.”

      Yes, done something by giving in to the gnat’s beyond irritating obsession with her. Ha. Like Malachi would ever entertain that. Still, he appreciated her gumption.

      “Yes, dearest, I’m sure you could have.” Malachi yanked the large knife out of the table, finding it right where he’d left it earlier. When he faced her again, he wore a punishing smile, the kind that made his inner demon sing. “But Serafino can’t threaten your loved ones if he’s dead.”

      Her gaze slid down to the blade in his hand, and for a moment, Malachi thought she might refuse him…

      Until she smiled.

      Cruelly.

      A smile to match his own. No surrender. No submission. Wearing her savagery out in the open, Ella looked every inch a queen.

      A queen of destruction.

      A queen of chaos.

      A queen of his heart.
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      “Zachariah?”

      Severus exhaled a long, tense breath as Moira tapped her knuckles on the angel’s front door, Alaric and Cordelia loitering on either side. Fifteen minutes to go until this “uprising” was supposed to kick off, but already the city buzzed with a strange energy.

      Situated next to an active hell-gate, Farrow’s Hollow already had a distinct hum to it, one that all supernatural beings sensed a mile away. Humans could feel it on some level as well; deep down, they knew something was different about the city, but without any knowledge of the demons, angels, and whatever the fuck else living alongside them, they would never understand why.

      All that could change tonight, of course. It had taken them far longer than it should have to reach Zachariah’s apartment complex across the downtown core. Beyond the business district where Severus had once entertained many of his clients at upscale hotels, just skirting the entertainment district, overloaded with bars and restaurants and theaters, the angel’s building should have taken them a tight twelve minutes to reach, maybe twenty with traffic.

      Instead, the trip had dragged on for a solid half hour courtesy of all the barricaded roads. While there were no police out on the wintry evening, certainly no construction crews, enormous cement barriers blocked side streets and a few main avenues alike.

      Not a good sign.

      On top of that, the internet was still down and no one in their group had been able to place a call. Even the buzzer box in the lobby of Zachariah’s building hadn’t connected to any of the units, and they’d been forced to stand there in the little glass box at the front doors, waiting for someone with a key to either exit or enter so they could access the building. Cordelia would have been all too happy to blast that glass walls to bits, littering the lobby with debris, but the purpose of their little excursion was to minimize damage, not add to it.

      “I don’t hear anything inside,” Alaric mused, leaning in closer to the door and frowning. “No TV. No radio.”

      “Not taking a nap, is he?” Severus asked, but he already knew the answer. The more Moira’s angelic side had presented itself over the last year, the fewer hours of sleep she needed; he was starting to suspect full angels needed no sleep at all. His little hybrid nibbled her pale lower lip for a moment, white brows furrowed, and then shook her head.

      “No. Probably not. He’d hear us even if he was.”

      “I could remove the door,” Cordelia offered, popping off one of her lace gloves. Moira knocked again, situating herself in front of Severus’s witchy cousin with a soft clearing of her throat.

      “Please don’t do anything to his door.”

      “Maybe they are already aware of the problem,” Severus offered, ignoring Cordelia’s disappointed pout as she slipped her glove back on. “Maybe he isn’t home because he’s already gone to Seraphim Securities.”

      After all, there was very little that went on in this city without the local angel garrison’s knowledge. Still, Serafino’s threats had necessitated this visit, whether Severus liked it or not, and he had a feeling Moira wouldn’t rest until she was sure someone out there was doing everything necessary to protect her home.

      Moira hastily checked her phone, then shoved it back in her purse with a huff. “Still no signal.” She glanced up at him almost shyly. “Do you think we should just, you know, go to Seraphim Securities?”

      The thought made his insides knot painfully, and his eyes snapped to black before he could stop them. Shaking his head, Severus turned away and reeled his panicked inner demon back in.

      “Moira and I can go inside the building,” Alaric offered, cutting him off before Severus could protest his direct involvement with that fucking prison. “Somebody has to be working. They don’t all leave at the end of the day.”

      “And I can use the elevator,” Moira said, hoisting up a thin, pale finger, her angelic blood the key to making the lift operate inside that infernal building. “So? Plan B?”

      Seraphim Securities ought to be their very last option, but Severus understood the urgency. He nodded when Moira met his gaze, a silent conversation flowing between them in a heartbeat—one of permission, understanding, acceptance. His little hybrid wouldn’t force him inside that golden tinderbox—he knew that—but the thought of going near it made his skin crawl and his inner demon snarl.

      He really should have seen a client today. As their fingers entwined, Severus knew Moira saw the weakness in him, the depleted energy, the fading aura. She loved him all the same, weak or strong, but with the sudden turn the night had taken, he wished he could stand by her side at his full strength, capable of defending her against any foe.

      Collectively, the group decided to abandon Zachariah and head for Seraphim Securities. Cordelia and Severus would wait in the car while Alaric and Moira searched for an angel to alert.

      All this before nine o’clock.

      Which crept ever closer with each passing moment.

      They followed Cordelia and Alaric toward the rickety elevator that had carried them to this floor some ten minutes ago, ancient, thinning carpet underfoot and wallpaper that better suited a nursing home boxing them in. Severus checked his wristwatch, then scowled. Nearly ten to the hour. Hopefully Alaric remembered the locations of all the barricades; they were going to need a faster route if they intended to notify but one of the angel fucks on duty tonight.

      The elevator doors peeled open with a squeaky groan, and as Alaric stabbed at the button, expression suggesting he had just touched something sticky, Moira sidled in close to Severus, still clutching his hand.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      The lift dropped about a foot suddenly, then began its slow, trembling descent to the ground floor. Severus pressed a kiss to his beloved’s temple, then offered her a thin smile. “Of course, darling.”

      Inside, his heart hammered its protest. No, no, no, no-no. Since his miraculous escape from the prison cells in the bowels of angel HQ, Severus hadn’t so much as glanced at the building. In fact, he went out of his way to avoid it, taking alternate routes whenever possible, opting for the long way around if need be. Approaching it so head-on tonight would be… confronting.

      But he had faced far worse with Moira by his side.

      Hair swept back in a high ponytail, Moira mouthed that she loved him, leaning in and nuzzling at his neck with her nose. He kissed her, his smile far more genuine when their eyes met again. The elevator stopped suddenly, not quite at the ground floor, which prompted Alaric to stab at the button again. Severus, however, certainly didn’t mind the delay, not with Moira cuddled up to his side, her mouth so damn inviting. His inner demon rumbled appreciatively, suddenly rather interested in abandoning the mission so that he could fuck her—thoroughly—against the elevator wall.

      All that evaporated when the lift finally announced their arrival at the lobby with a crackly, slight off-key ding. Alaric and Cordelia sidled out first, and Severus followed after, leading Moira by the hand—but stopped abruptly, Alaric’s halted figure barring him from exiting the cramped space.

      “The fuck?” Alaric muttered. Severus peered over the redhead’s shoulder; the lobby was much the same as it had been when they’d first arrived: depressing, the walls a brownish yellow, the beige tiles scuffed and in dire need of replacing. Mailboxes to the left, newspaper stands to the right, the main entryway ahead consisting of four glass walls and a buzzer box to reach the tenants.

      Yes, all was as bland and pathetic as before, save for the figures loitering in the glass box.

      Trapped between the street door and the locked one that opened into the lobby were six—no, eight—vampires.

      And a dead, drained human at their feet.

      “Oh my god.” Moira slowly nudged her way through, gawking at the intruders. In an instant, all eight bared their fangs, hissing as they scratched their bloody talons across the thick hunk of plexiglass separating them. “It’s not even nine yet!”

      One of the growling, rabid fucks pounded his fist against the door; its hinges creaked in protest.

      “I don’t think they’re part of the uprising, darling,” Severus said, exchanging a quick glance with Alaric, then Cordelia. The pair were also sporting dark gazes, Alaric’s the usual stormy grey, his cousin’s pure obsidian. “I think they’re here for us.”

      Serafino desired Ella. From all she had shared with Severus, along with the little episode in the park this morning—an outing he had not agreed to, especially without him—the demonic vampire wanted her to be with him. Literally. Figuratively. The whole nine yards.

      From what he understood, vampires could be like that with their offspring: possessive, controlling. Some used their sired brood for more nefarious purposes, running them like one huge crime family, while others created colonies with their own laws and customs. In any event, the hell-born vampire ran the show. He or she called the shots. They were more powerful than their offspring and possessed significant control of those they turned.

      Ella had evaded Serafino’s advances for weeks now, and her resistance had probably only incensed his obsessive desire for her. It was clear the villain ran his colony like a cult, his offspring devoted to him and his needs. As it stood, Severus, Moira, Alaric, Cordelia, and definitely Malachi were obstacles. Huge obstacles, ones that would continue to bar Serafino from acquiring Ella Thomas for the foreseeable future.

      Tonight he would attempt to eliminate said obstacles.

      Severus had predicted that—but he hadn’t expected any of this to happen before nine.

      Jaw clenched, the incubus rolled his black gaze when the cluster of vampires made themselves louder, more obnoxious, all eight of them pounding and slashing at the glass, shrieking and hissing, their fangs bared.

      As he understood it, exposing one’s fangs was a rather aggressive move in vampire culture. An overt challenge. An unspoken fuck-you. A declaration of strength.

      From the sunken cheeks to the intensely bloodshot eyes, sharp collarbones peeking out from shirt necklines and broken talons and bony fingers, none of the eight looked strong.

      “Well,” Alaric said, arms crossed as he studied the group. “Don’t they all look rather, er…”

      “Hungry,” Cordelia finished for him. “Starving, really.”

      Fantastic. Severus tossed his head side to side, cracking his neck noisily as his inner demon bristled at the display. Just what they needed: a pack of rabid vampires chomping at the fucking bit for a piece of them. It didn’t surprise Severus in the slightest that Serafino starved his offspring; if he truly was hell-bent on destroying much of the human population in Farrow’s Hollow, how better than to sic a horde of near-death, half-mad, ravenous vampires on them?

      If these eight fuckwits represented the physical and mental state of the rest of the colony, tonight was going to be a massacre.

      Panic sparked and fizzled in his gut, leaving his mind racing and his hands in a prickly, cold sweat. Moira. He needed to get her out of here—immediately. Just as he rounded on the spot, about to demand she find a back door and make a run for it, she shouldered by him with a scowl.

      “Fuck these guys,” Moira muttered, her hands aglow with angelic light, their intensity far brighter than they had been a month ago. All that training with Zachariah had done something to her powers.

      That or she was still changing, her hybrid half still revealing the true extent of its reach.

      Still, that certainly didn’t mean Severus wanted her facing off with eight starving vampires.

      “Moira—”

      She hadn’t made it more than five strides, halfway across the lobby, before the eight in the entryway literally exploded. As if they had been slowly spinning in a microwave for the last twenty minutes, their bodies burst, blood and viscera and tattered clothing splattering the glass walls. Moira yelped and leapt back, her hands extinguished as they slapped over her mouth.

      Gone was the hissing, the snarling, the overt displays of bravado—replaced by a painfully silent lobby, a silence soon shattered by Cordelia’s girlish cackles. Severus found his witchy cousin painted with glee and blood, a stream trickling from either side of her mouth as she giggled. Teeth stained red, she swayed a little on the spot, but Alaric caught her before she tipped over.

      “Cousin,” Severus growled. It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate her tapping into her magical gifts to spare Moira the fight, but this was excessive, even by his standards. The toll the spell took on her was apparent: Cordelia’s knees buckled, forcing Alaric to prop her up as her unfocused gaze bounced aimlessly around the lobby. While Severus noted no open wounds on her pale, magically altered flesh, she was bleeding—first from her mouth, and now her nose. Perhaps she had marred so much of the outside that the magic had started attacking her insides.

      “Couldn’t help myself,” his cousin said dreamily, giggling again at Moira’s horrified expression. “I’m afraid I’m not really in the mood for this, you see. Just got in from Hell and I’m rather tired. An uprising tonight is just bad manners. Is there no civility left in this world?”

      He stared at her for a moment, from the crazed glint in her eye to the deliriously giddy twist of her mouth, and then shook his head. Cordelia would always be their best asset in a fight, but his cousin had been an unpredictable loon since they were children.

      “Well, that was caught on camera,” Moira said, motioning to the twin black devices situated in the front corners of the lobby. They both pointed toward the entryway, to the blood-covered glass and ankle-deep vampire muck on the floor. His beloved looked to him helplessly, and he offered a one-shouldered shrug, equally at a loss.

      “Maybe the angels can alter it in the morning,” Alaric said as he readjusted his hold on Cordelia, his arm curled protectively around her waist. His stormy grey gaze jumped from Moira to Severus. “Let’s just get out of here while we can, shall we?”

      “Still to Seraphim Securities?”

      “If we can make it,” Moira said as she marched for the door. As soon as she nudged it open, the rank stench of dead, exploded vampire flooded the lobby—precisely how he imagined a hell-gate might smell to humans. Vomit-inducing. All the deceased vampires Severus had seen in his life had been reduced to ash by angel light or the sun. This… was something new, something downright ghastly.

      Nose wrinkled, he held his shirt over half his face as he picked his way through the sea of liquified bones and fascia, his hand hovering over Moira’s lower back so that she was never too far out of reach. Alaric and Cordelia brought up the rear this time, and as soon as the group stumbled onto the sidewalk, gulping down the fresh, freezing air, his friend cursed loud enough that residents six floors up must have heard.

      Not that Severus could blame him: Alaric’s SUV was on fire.

      “Oh, come on,” the hybrid hissed, handing off Cordelia to Severus as he stalked toward the burning vehicle. “I just bought this one…”

      Sirens wailed in the distance.

      Moira’s phone alarm shrieked from the depths of her purse, and his heart leapt into his throat.

      Nine o’clock. On the dot.

      “I can put it out, lover,” Cordelia croaked as she raised a trembling hand, her demon-eyes narrowed on the SUV. “Just give me—”

      The enormous black beast exploded in a great, raging fireball, its flames licking up the side of the building. Windows shattered. Car alarms erupted up and down the street, their windshields dented with debris. Moira shrieked, turning away and shielding her face, and Severus lumbered over to her with his stumbling cousin in tow. Alaric staggered against the force of the blast, his trench coat flaring, his red waves bristling, but he held his ground.

      More sirens wailed from different ends of the city.

      A second explosion, somewhere up north, close to campus.

      A third.

      And at 9:01 p.m., the screaming started.
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        * * *

      

      This was chaos.

      Chaos that the only chaos demon Moira knew personally had no part in, which was fucking ridiculous. Screams. Explosions. Sirens. Figures in black poured into the street at lightning speed, ripping doors off hinges, shattering windows, eyes wild and fangs bared. The only time she had seen Farrow’s Hollow look like this had been after the FHU football team won a championship game on their home turf, but that had been years ago, way back when she and Ella were still innocent middle-schoolers and the supernatural world was just something they watched on TV.

      The university football team hadn’t come anywhere close to that kind of victory since then, and that was nothing compared to this.

      This was violent.

      Bloody.

      Destructive.

      Malachi would have loved it.

      Glass shattered nearby from somewhere high up, shards sprinkling the sidewalk, shattering on impact. Seconds later, a body slammed into the concrete with a sickening thud, and Moira stumbled back, horrified. Her palms burned, and she curled her hands to fists, wide-eyed as she took in the havoc unfolding around her.

      Severus passed his cousin over to Alaric, though Cordelia appeared steadier now, the blood oozing from her mouth reduced from a waterfall to a trickling stream. They all called the witch an asset, but the bigger, darker spells really seemed to knock the wind out of her sails. Protectiveness flared deep inside her, and Moira sidled closer to her companions, positioning herself in front of Severus and his black-eyed stare.

      “We need to move,” Alaric barked as a gang of rabid vampires descended upon a police cruiser up the street. Red and blue lights washed over the buildings, over the blood and debris, only to be snuffed out seconds later when the vampires swarmed like ants, crawling on top of the vehicle, ripping its doors off and the officers out. Gunshots echoed ineffectually.

      “Back to the house,” Severus agreed. “There’s too many of them… We’ll be overrun.”

      “Severus,” she whispered. “I can do something—”

      “You aren’t strong enough to take them all on.” He snatched Moira’s hand and dragged her away from the unfolding brutality. “I love you, and you’re strong, but not this strong.”

      The pair of uniformed officers screeched as vampires ripped into them, and she stumbled, bile creeping up her throat, resistance burning in her belly. Severus hissed and yanked his hand away when her angel light ignited.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured, falling in line beside him, finally turning her back on the two hopeless cases, forcing her legs to go as the group raced down the street, Alaric’s smoldering SUV a distant memory. Try as she might, however, she just couldn’t block out the screams. “I didn’t mean to… It’s got a mind of its own.”

      “I know, darling. I’m fine—not to worry.” His hand certainly didn’t look fine, all blistered and red, but Severus shoved it into the deep pocket of his coat before she could properly inspect it. The wound would heal, but the guilt of hurting him—him, a creature immune to so much in this world; him, the man she loved with every fiber of her being—had become a permanent fixture in her life.

      The deeper into the city core they jogged, occasionally slipping on ice or blocked off by concrete barricades, the more humans they happened upon. Frightened, panicked, screaming, bleeding humans. And she wanted to help. In fact, Moira was desperate to help, desperate to do something for them—anything. Anything was better than nothing, but Alaric and Cordelia hadn’t broken their stride yet, skirting skirmishes and blasting any vampires who so much as staggered toward them. They couldn’t stop.

      Ella was at home, stuck inside but vulnerable with some vampire asshole whispering threats inside her head. It was only a matter of time before his lies sounded like truths.

      “Malachi will fight for her,” Severus insisted as they bolted down one of the main streets and headed toward a smaller two-lane avenue that would save them some time. As always, the incubus had an uncanny knack for reading her mind—or, more realistically, her facial expression. He grabbed her by the elbow, his black gaze oddly reassuring. “With pleasure, I’m sure.”

      Moira nodded. “I bet sitting this out is killing him.”

      Not that she cared about Malachi’s happiness right now. He was a six-foot-seven wall of muscle who seemed to genuinely care about Ella—that was all that mattered. While Moira could defend her, the chaos demon was a worthy substitute until she arrived.

      But all these people…

      All these defenseless, helpless people.

      Cordelia lent a hand as best she could, zapping at feeding vampires with bursts of brilliant red light. Alaric, meanwhile, had found a brick along the way and seemed to take great pleasure in cracking vampire skulls with it.

      And Severus… As always, Severus was focused on her, on moving her forward, on keeping her by his side. Moira loved him for it.

      But she wanted to fight. She might not have been strong enough to blast an entire colony, but she had to do something.

      Because human police, even the ones in riot gear, couldn’t stop this.

      Where the fuck were all the angels?

      With the smaller side street they planned to take full of vampires and screaming people, upturned cars and broken windows, bloody snow and overwhelmed police, Alaric led them on to the next one a few blocks over. It would lead them away from the main intersection of downtown Farrow’s Hollow, which Moira was all too happy to skip, until she saw it.

      A bus.

      A bus full of nighttime commuters, stopped diagonally across two lanes.

      Crawling with vampires.

      Like an army of ants storming a sluggish caterpillar, the black figures swarmed the city bus, ripping off its doors, dragging wailing passengers out windows.

      Moira couldn’t turn a blind eye to that. No. No more running. Her protective instincts kicked into overdrive at the sight of a kid being hauled out one of the front windows, his little body tossed to the mosh pit of awaiting vampires.

      The more angel she became, the stronger her need to protect. She had felt it growing over these last few months, the desire to nurture, to defend, to stand guard over those who needed her. Zachariah praised the instinct, insisting that it was a common trait amongst true angels. Moira, however, didn’t exactly relish the fire burning in her belly, the stubborn, intense desire to look after those around her, whether they wanted her help or not.

      Wrenching her elbow out of Severus’s grasp, she detoured away from the side street, headed straight for the bus, just as everyone else rounded the corner.

      “Moira!”

      As much as it hurt, she ignored Severus, ignored the panic in his voice, his desperation clawing after her. Instead, she unzipped her jacket and peeled it off. The black garment fell away in a heap on the pavement. Next came her necklace, laced in angelic magic courtesy of Zachariah’s feather, strong enough to hide her wings. As soon as it left her neck, headed for her pants pocket, her wings flared under her sweater.

      “Get away from them!” she shrieked. With a roll of her shoulders, her wings broke through the cotton, the once downy and soft appendages stretching a good three feet in either direction, half the breadth of Zachariah’s wings and finally more white than grey, more steel than velvet.

      A few vampires rounded on the spot, glaring, sneering, bloodshot eyes darting to her wings. Two took off immediately, vanishing in a blur of vampiric speed. The rest continued their bloody chaos, ripping the bus apart piece by piece. Metal. Wheels. Nothing was off-limits. No one was safe.

      The likelihood of any of the passengers surviving this was so slim it physically pained her, but she had to do something.

      “Moira, stop!” A quick glance back showed Severus racing after her, Alaric and Cordelia at his heels. She finally slowed from an all-out sprint to a brisk march, her hands glowing.

      “Stay out of the light,” she shouted back, then turned to the feeding frenzy before her, the sea of writhing bodies, clad in black and caked in blood.

      Faces, hands, necks—everything was soaked in the blood of the people of Farrow’s Hollow.

      Potentially old friends, acquaintances, coworkers.

      Family.

      If Serafino had built his colony from the local population, then the creatures hissing at her, striding forward to meet her head-on, were the people of Farrow’s Hollow as well.

      But they were a threat. A fucking fanged apocalypse.

      And Moira wouldn’t, couldn’t, stand by as they tore her city apart.

      “Stop,” she ordered, raising her hands, palms alight with a pure white glow. “This is your final warning.”

      None of them looked like Ella. A part of her had been so fearful that she wouldn’t be able to do this because the vampires might remind her of her best friend, her sister—but they were worlds apart. The bare bones were the same: sunken cheeks, sallow skin, two sharp and deadly canines. But these were monsters. Snarling, sneering, advancing monsters, ashen-faced and skeletal. Ella looked like… Well, she looked like Ella.

      And that made everything so much easier.

      When none of the ten vampires marching toward her even slowed, Moira gave them all she had. Light erupted from her hands, stronger than anything she had conjured before, digging deep inside herself for an intensity that could rival the sun—or, at the very least, some real intense floodlights.

      Shrill cries filled the air, monsters dissolving to dust at her feet, blowing away in the wind. Her reach must have only been about twelve feet or so—not enough to shield the bus. She stumbled forward on stiff legs, her arms trembling, aching, relentless light pouring out of her.

      Vampires swathed in black scattered, screeching and covering their faces, scaling the walls of nearby buildings and disappearing over the flat rooftops. Her boots kicked through the ash of their fallen, but a few became bold, dancing just out of reach, waiting for her to falter. Calling on every ounce of energy she had left, Moira upped the ante, her light brighter, her reach a few feet farther. Her wings flared like a horse rearing back before the charge, and she screamed through the final moments of her assault, the street, the bus, the broken shop windows bathed in light.

      Until there was nothing left. Until she was empty.

      In an instant, the angelic light flickered and died, and she collapsed to her knees, shaking and panting. Staticky energy prickled beneath her skin, and she caught herself on a weak arm when she pitched forward. A fat drop of blood fell from her nose, splattering on impact. Shivering, she brushed the rest away.

      Footfalls thundered toward her, and two familiar arms wrapped around her body, dragging her against a muscular frame. Severus’s aura hummed pleasantly, soothing, inviting, comforting as her body reeled from the exertion. Five feet away sat the bus, split open along the advertisements plastered on its side. All the windows broken, their spiky shards bloody.

      Slowly, with immense difficulty, she dragged her gaze from one side of the steel contraption to the other, a sob ripping up her throat when figures emerged from the wreckage. A couple in their fifties stumbled down the steep front steps, the man collapsing as soon as he reached the pavement. His shaking partner stooped down to help, eyes wide with fear—fear that went nowhere fast when she looked to Moira and Severus.

      In the distance, way up at the next intersection, a fresh horde of black-clad vampires swarmed the street. They came pouring in from all sides, united, charging as one.

      “I c-can’t,” she whispered, her hands sparking with the faintest bit of light. Exhaustion tore through her, heavy and unrelenting. “I can’t do it again.”

      “Hush now. You did so well,” Severus murmured, stroking her hair. As Alaric ushered the couple back on the bus, insisting it was safer there and to get behind a seat, Cordelia loomed over her and Severus, hands up, expression determined.

      “Run.” Moira looked heavily between the three, then to the tidal wave of screeching, hissing vampires racing toward them. “Just go.”

      “We…” Severus trailed off, mouth set in a thin line. The vampires slowed. Alaric rushed to Cordelia’s side.

      Over the roar of the uprising, she finally heard it: the high-pitched whistle of an incoming angel. Like a screaming bomb locked on target and falling fast, they plummeted toward Earth with the same war cry every time.

      In the past, it had frightened her.

      Now, Moira welcomed it with all her heart.

      Zachariah and his beige trench touched down some ten feet away like a meteor. The ground shuddered beneath his enormous feet, his wings unfurled in all their feathery glory. The impact vibrations tickled the nearby buildings and brought the vampire horde to a halt.

      Actually, maybe it was the enormous flaming broadsword that finally stopped them. Zachariah wielded the blade like an extension of his arm, as easily as angels fought with their bulletproof wings. A rush of air washed over her when he ruffled said wings, flaring them out and tucking them back in, his expression hard—but not angry. Focused. Determined. He was on duty tonight, no longer her too-formal, slightly uptight mentor.

      But when his ethereal blues found hers, Moira could still feel their warmth.

      They gave her strength—strength enough to rise, Severus’s hand on her lower back, and limp toward him. While her hybrid body healed faster, this was different. The light she had expended… It was almost like there was nothing left inside.

      “We t-tried to find you,” she called, hoping to immediately dispel any suspicions that the demons behind her were involved in this mess. “Phone lines are down… We went to your apartment, but you weren’t there.”

      “We were deceived,” Zachariah told her in that impossibly deep voice of his, its rich timbre soothing in the face of a starving vampire army.

      At the helm of which—that redheaded bitch from this morning’s ambush in the park. Sneering, Grace marched onward, leaving her gaunt, pale siblings behind. Smugness painted her features, as if she was so fucking proud that her earlier threats had actualized. Moira faced her with a scowl, squaring her shoulders and feeling rather small beside Zachariah’s towering frame. The vampire removed a jagged black dagger from her belt and looked like she was about to break off into a sprint…

      Until Zachariah slammed his flaming sword into the street. The black pavement splintered, cracks skittering in every direction. Wide-eyed, the vampire staggered to a halt just before the breach could touch her, arms falling to her side, her smug sneer faltering.

      “We keep several of the colony in our cells,” Zachariah remarked, unnervingly calm, like there wasn’t over a hundred vampires lurking down the road, so much more than she and the others predicted, just waiting for the chance to rip them apart. “Tonight, they all told us of a gathering outside of the city, beyond the hell-gate. They spoke of human sacrifices and blood magic. Naturally, most of the garrison saw to it… but we were all deceived.”

      Moira glanced up at him slowly, noting the twinge of disappointment in his features, the barest flicker of shame. It must have been a grave insult to be outwitted by a demon like Serafino.

      “What I am about to do will make you feel better, Moira Aurelia.” The angel raised his huge hands, palms out, one to Grace’s vampire horde, the other in the opposite direction—a direction from which more vampiric screeches erupted. They were coming. They were closing in. She swallowed thickly, her depleted body desperate to collapse.

      Make her feel better…?

      Light. Zachariah and his fellow angels had a limitless supply.

      Light that would turn all demons to ash, not just vampires.

      Moira whirled around, heart hammering as she sought out Severus. Her incubus stood a few feet away, black-eyed and silent, expression stern and expectant. It looked as though he had followed her toward Zachariah but hung back to give her space.

      Or because Severus still despised the angel and all his garrison, even if he would never admit it. Not that she could blame him, but Zachariah really was different.

      And a beat later, he proved it.

      “Get off the streets, little demons,” Zachariah rumbled, his gaze jumping from Severus to Alaric to Cordelia, then back to the vampire horde. Severus reached out to her, beckoning her to him, but she shook her head, barely, and held her ground. No. Moira needed to stay. She needed to see this through, needed to appease this protective urge inside her—needed to feed her own kind of inner beast.

      As Alaric and Cordelia hurried to Severus’s side, she held his black stare, silently begging him to have faith in her. Have faith that she could do this, survive this. He hesitated still, even when Cordelia snapped a hand down on his shoulder, already bleeding from an open wound on her forehead.

      Go, Moira mouthed. She expected a grim twist of his lips, a surly frown that would stay with her for weeks. Instead, Severus placed a hand over his cousin’s, then flashed a quick, warm grin that tingled between her thighs.

      I love you, he mouthed back. Moira stood taller, tears welling, and nodded to him. He nodded back. Cordelia gripped both Alaric and Severus, her eyes clenched shut, and in an instant, the trio disappeared with a dainty little pop.

      In their absence, the second horde came into view, charging toward them from the opposite end of the street. The two bands of snarling vampires seemed intent on pinning them, trapping Zachariah and Moira from either side, the pair sandwiched in by buildings to the north and south, vampires to the east and west.

      Nearby, the human woman shakily peered out over the jagged edge of the bus window.

      “They all know now,” Moira said softly, holding the woman’s gaze. Her wings fluttered, then flared at the reinvigorated war cries from Grace’s battalion.

      “Yes. They know some things, but humans have always known some things,” Zachariah stated, his tone giving nothing away—not how he felt about the humans of Farrow’s Hollow being exposed to vampires and angels, nor what he thought of the impending fallout. Did they have a plan? Mass memory wipe?

      The angel flexed his large hands in and out of fists, and Moira nodded to the woman, then made a show of slowly covering her eyes. Even to Moira, a full angel’s light was brutal. She’d compared her own glow to the sun, but her light was the sun’s rays on Earth—Zachariah’s would be like standing right at the precipice, toe to toe with the flaming star.

      Thankfully, the woman got the hint; she clapped both hands over her eyes, then ducked down. Grace’s legion to the west had started their charge again, unbothered by Zachariah’s flaming sword, his wings stretched wide.

      Morons.

      Poor brainwashed morons.

      As they hurtled toward her, Moira actually felt sorry for them, for the hand that life had dealt them.

      Ella could have been one of them. If she and Malachi hadn’t found her in time, Serafino could have whisked her away and warped her, twisted her into one of these creatures.

      Her expression hardened as tears sliced down her cheeks.

      “Do not pity them, Moira Aurelia,” Zachariah murmured. “This is a mercy.”

      “But what about the other demons?” A cacophony of screams and cries and snarls filled the air. Moira could practically feel the bloodlust of the charging vampires on her skin, the street rumbling underfoot. “Inside houses, the ones who aren’t even involved in this—”

      “We have a squadron raiding human homes. My light is intended for vampires touched by moonlight this night.” He glanced her way, a ghost of a smile teasing his mouth. “Be at peace, Moira Aurelia. There are rules.”

      She shifted closer, a shiver cutting down her spine at the oncoming darkness. Just because there were rules didn’t mean Zachariah’s light wouldn’t hurt any innocent demons caught in the crossfire outside; after all, there had to be a reason he had ordered Severus and the others off the street. “Well, most of the rules have been broken tonight.”

      “Indeed,” Zachariah remarked, using the tone that always told her he was done for the day—no more questions, change of subject, let us discuss something less controversial. Swallowing thickly, Moira shrank deeper into the feathery caress of his right wing, the vampires almost on top of them now, so close she could see the bloodshot whites of their eyes, the saliva dripping from their fangs, the blood under their talons.

      Grace shrieked at the crest of her horde, black dagger raised—

      Light filled the street. The screaming stopped, bodies reduced to ash in the time it took her to blink twice. Bright, warm light spilled out from Zachariah’s palms, rising to the height of nearby buildings and beyond. This time, she could withstand the onslaught; unlike the scorching caress of an angel’s Truth Touch, this had a soothing effect, akin to a fierce summer wind. This time, she didn’t need to squint. Moira could take it.

      Her wings folded in, the danger vanquished. Warmth kissed her cheeks, her hands. It ruffled her hair, her clothes. It bathed her in hope, her heart lifting, her mind clearing. Somehow tomorrow looked so much brighter. She envisioned his light flooding all the streets of Farrow’s Hollow, pushing back the darkness, breathing hope back into the people.

      Her easy smile dropped.

      All the streets…

      Only for vampires touched by moonlight…

      Please, Ella, be inside the house.

      Stomach in knots, Moira sprinted from Zachariah’s side, wishing her wings were big enough to carry her home.
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      “Okay, so…” Ella put the SUV in park, idling at the curb in front of St. Augustine’s, a dilapidated old church on the farthest southern reaches of Farrow’s Hollow. In her youth, the place had been run by a priest who drank to excess and demanded parishioners donate half their paychecks toward church upkeep. While it wasn’t anywhere close to Ella and Moira’s old suburban haunt, rumors had spread far and wide about the place. No surprise it was run-down and untouched these days in a district full of foreclosed houses and abandoned storefronts.

      No rampaging vampires down here either, but if there were no humans, then that made sense. Sort of.

      She unbuckled her seat belt, dug into her purse on the passenger seat, then straightened and faced Malachi in the back, presenting him with his options.

      “Ball gag or bar gag?”

      Bound in belts, ropes, and a bike chain they had found hanging in Alaric’s closet, the chaos demon cocked his head to the side and leveled her with a cool, somewhat unimpressed look.

      “If you think you’re putting one of those fucking things in my mouth—”

      “Yeah,” she said, tossing the ball gag on top of her purse. “The ball’s kind of dramatic, I agree. Bar seems a bit more serious, like I’m really here to do business.”

      He growled, eyes snapping to black. “Ella.”

      Grinning, she used her vamp speed to best him, shoving the leather gag in his mouth and looping the straps around the back of his head. Malachi exhaled, his breath hot and annoyed against her cheek, as she locked the gag in place, then retreated to appraise her handiwork. To outsiders, the demon looked bound, gagged, and subdued, but in those black eyes, she saw defiance.

      Defiance and a lot of lust.

      Yeesh. There was no off switch on this guy.

      But from the way her sex tingled, desperate for more after what was supposed to be goodbye sex on the roof, apparently Ella had no off switch around him either.

      “You look so beautiful,” she crooned, wiggling her brows when his eyes narrowed. “Totally helpless. Utterly at my mercy.”

      He huffed, nostrils flared indignantly, and she giggled as she cut the SUV’s engine. Severus and Moira had left it parked where it always was, opting to all pile into Alaric’s vehicle to find Zachariah over an hour ago, which had made the trek from downtown Farrow’s Hollow to this backwoods borough a breeze.

      You know, excluding the vampires they’d met along the way. Twice the vehicle had been swarmed, but when Ella rolled down the window and hissed, fangs bared, eyes as wild as she could make them, they had all retreated.

      Malachi theorized they had been instructed to do so, that Serafino had told his minions should they see her, to let her pass freely.

      Which was just… fantastic.

      Telepathically, Ella had been able to connect with her demonic maker back at the house. It had taken about fifteen tries to establish contact and left her with a seething headache behind her eyes, but she had eventually told Serafino she was game. Time to play ball. She was his. All that bullshit.

      In a seductive purr, the hell-born vampire had instructed her to meet him in the basement of St. Augustine’s.

      For their union.

      Whatever the fuck that meant.

      No way would he allow Malachi anywhere near him, so they had decided to go for a Trojan horse approach: walk the chaos demon in, bound and chained, and offer him as a gift. Apparently Serafino had a mouthful of fake teeth because of Malachi; if Ella served him up on a platter, then she could get her partner in crime close enough to Serafino that he could help her finish him.

      In theory.

      It could all go wrong from the get-go. Ella was prepared for that. The most difficult part would be selling the idea that she was there because she wanted to be—because she wanted Serafino. Gag.

      “Oh, don’t look so grumpy.” She slipped the SUV’s keys into her purse, along with the ball gag. “I’m sure Severus and Moira wash these after they use them.”

      Malachi’s eyes widened. “Wha’?”

      “Didn’t I tell you where I got them from?” Ella asked, fluttering her lashes as he scowled and writhed against his restraints. “Those two have a whole kink arsenal up there… like a full dresser of toys.”

      Together, they had raided every room in the house to find suitable restraints for someone as powerful as Malachi, things that would look realistic enough to convince Serafino that she had, in fact, captured a chaos demon on her own. Her bestie had shown Ella that dresser months ago, shyly, full of blushes and giggles as Ella curiously inquired about all the whips and gags and plugs. Moira and Severus had a very enthusiastic sex life, which, given he was a lust demon, didn’t surprise her. Generally Ella was just curious about all the new and weird items, and since there were no secrets between them, it was only a matter of time before Moira had let her peek behind the curtain.

      Moira would have no qualms about Ella using the gags tonight, she was completely certain of that, but Severus might want to incinerate this one after he learned it had been in his brother’s mouth.

      Adrenaline tickled her palms as she grabbed the stake she had hidden under the front seat and tucked it up her sleeve. Smooth and maneuverable for her size, Malachi had hastily carved it from a broken dining chair leg while she’d gathered supplies to tie him up with. Now, it sat nestled in the slightly baggy sleeve of her navy FU sweater, a gift from Moira’s mom, a piece of her past, a much-needed security blanket.

      With her weapon locked and loaded, she smirked at a still protesting Malachi, then hopped out of the front seat and slammed the door. Across the two-lane road sat four old wartime bungalows, the white paint chipping around the windows, their front gardens scraggly and overgrown. Not a single light flickered on as she studied them; had Serafino cleared the old homes out—maybe even used them to house his colony? The thought made her shiver, and she hastily opened the back door, then grabbed the bike chain looped tightly around Malachi’s neck, using the extra length like a leash.

      “Can you see the stake?” she whispered as he shuffled out and towered over her at his full height. The chaos demon stopped grumbling for a moment to assess her, then tipped his head side to side in a sort of motion that made her frown. Letting his chain-link leash fall to the ground, she tucked the stake farther up her sleeve. “Better?”

      He grunted something that Ella interpreted as a yes. Clearing her throat, she seized the bike chain and yanked him away from the car, using her full strength to make it look real, then slammed the door shut. Malachi stumbled for added effect, his scowl a permanent fixture as they rounded the SUV and hurried toward the old church.

      Shattered stained glass windows greeted them, along with a padlocked pair of front doors, imposing gothic spires, and icy concrete steps. Figuring there was a side entrance, she led him toward the paved lane that stretched from the road to the parking lot behind the church.

      Out of the corner of her eye, something shot up from the depths of Farrow’s Hollow, something bright and white, something that made her squint and cower. So far, Malachi had kept the leash taut between them, like she really was pulling him along against his will; when he also noticed the light, a light similar to Moira’s but way more intense, he plowed forward, shoving her until they found an unlocked side door, a rusted chain hanging off the handle.

      “Okay, can you not push your captor?” Ella muttered. She shot him a quick glare before wrenching open the door and dragging him inside to a set of narrow stone stairs descending into the bowels of the building. A sudden rush of musty, moldy air made her nose crinkle, the space claustrophobic enough that Malachi’s broad shoulders skimmed both walls when he faced forward.

      With his hands bound together in front of him by two thick belts, strings from Alaric’s many pristine cooking aprons knotted around his midsection to keep his arms tight to his massive frame, Malachi had trouble grabbing at the slowly closing door, but he managed, forcing it shut noisily behind them.

      And just in time too. Seconds later, the teeny, tiny bit of space surrounding the door illuminated with light, a flash of sunshine on this bleak winter night, and Ella whipped around with a cry, her eyes burning. Malachi hissed behind her, but still managed to drag her flush against him, crouched over and shielding her with his body. Little white dots danced across the insides of her eyelids, stark and harsh against the black, and she bore down, hoping to just ride it out.

      A feat she knew she could do, because riding out the pain, waiting for a better day, had been the story of her life lately.

      Malachi’s sudden absence suggested that the danger had passed, but the piercing white light around the door was swiftly replaced by a sharp stabbing ache in her chest that made her gasp. Like her heart had up and exploded, the pain radiated outward, touching every limb, every cell, and Ella stumbled down a few steps, dropping the bike chain, before collapsing onto the stone.

      “W-what’s happening?” She clutched at her chest, fire lapping at her insides, and gritted her teeth against the assault. “It hurts.”

      “They’re dead…” A voice she usually only heard inside her head trickled up from the base of the stairs; when she looked, Serafino was nowhere to be found. But he was here. Somewhere close. Candlelight flickered on the walls below, suggesting some ridiculous setup just around the corner.

      Malachi crouched behind her, the stairwell too narrow for them to sit side by side, and gripped her forearm. A twitch of his brow said all that he couldn’t. Did she want to go back? Was she okay? Ella swallowed thickly, the pain finally dropping from a heart attack—she assumed, anyway, based on her first aid training—to really aggressive heartburn. When their eyes met, she shook her head, determined to see this through.

      He nodded, pride etched into the lift of his lips, shimmering brazenly his black gaze. Malachi wanted her to fight.

      She loved him for that. She always would.

      The chaos demon helped her up, checking her over as far as his little T. rex arms could reach, but she shrugged him off and snatched his makeshift leash. As desperate as she was to feel his hands on her body, to let them wander rough and unchecked, Ella had a role to play, a mask to wear.

      One look at them now and Serafino would know she didn’t belong to him. Not by a mile.

      “My children,” the vampire wailed from the church’s depths, and Ella rolled her eyes, dragging Malachi along as she pushed through the pain and trudged the rest of the way down.

      The stairwell opened into a dark room with a terribly low ceiling, grey stonework from top to bottom. That musty, moldy scent intensified, the room’s corners marred with a black fuzz that gave her the heebie-jeebies. A few dust-covered bookshelves stood near the cobweb-infested windows. In the middle of it all sat an altar cloaked in red silk, six fake candles flickering on top.

      And at its base, Serafino weeping tears of blood, a dramatic arm thrown over his forehead, his black eyes trained on her.

      Crocodile tears. She recognized them immediately, but Ella schooled her features so that she appeared concerned for his well-being, possibly even frightened. Dressed in a crisp white suit, his raven-black waves slicked back and the soles of his shoes a pristine red, Serafino stared her down for a moment, then sat up and wiped his bloody tears away.

      “The pain you feel is the loss of your kin, my love,” Serafino croaked. “All dead.” He snapped his fingers curtly, and she flinched for good measure. “Just like that… Destroyed by angel light.”

      He shot up, steadying himself unnecessarily on the altar, like he lacked the strength to stay upright. Ella nibbled her lower lip, the hum of Malachi’s chaotic presence behind her the only thing keeping her focused. Otherwise she would have rolled her eyes and scoffed. Of course angels had wiped out the plague ripping through Farrow’s Hollow.

      Is that really a surprise? This is what happens in a city with angels… They fight back, and they win. Shouldn’t you have realized that?

      “Yes,” Serafino said with a dramatic sigh. “I suppose I should have realized that…”

      Ella stiffened; apparently their mental connection remained if she spoke directly to him in her head. Not good. Not good at all. That telepathic link could ruin everything. She stood a little taller, emptying her mind, imagining it filled with a blanket of fog, a veil of nothingness.

      “I suppose I did realize that,” Serafino carried on, his voice stronger now, less wounded, a dangerous glint in his gaze as it drifted up and down her body. “But now all of Hell’s vampires will see how they treat us, how little our lives matter—as above, so below. We need to take a stand.”

      She blinked back at him, the hand gripping Malachi’s bike chain leash tightening enough that the metal links warped in her palm. As desperately as Ella tried to remain neutral, to not think, she couldn’t help it: Serafino had planned for this to happen. He had just fucking admitted it. His colony was cannon fodder to prove a goddamn point.

      Unable to stop herself, she glanced back at Malachi, but the chaos demon didn’t seem to share her rage, her white-hot indignation. He merely stared at Serafino, oozing indifference—boredom, even.

      “And what is this, my bella?”

      She faced forward with a soft gasp; Serafino had closed the distance between them by half. The demonic vampire studied Malachi curiously, hands clasped behind his back, his eyes wild with interest.

      “I brought you a, er, gift,” she stammered, yanking Malachi a few steps forward with a harsh tug on the bike chain. He indulged her, shifting from indifferent to indignant in a heartbeat, playing his role almost convincingly. Ella cleared her throat. “He’s… a gift for our union.”

      A visible shudder coursed down Serafino, his lips quivering, his excitement palpable. A pale pink tongue flicked out as he appraised Malachi. “And how did you manage that?”

      “He’s been wanting to fuck me since the day we met,” Ella told him, forcing herself to sound both confident and disgusted. “It wasn’t exactly difficult to get him tied up under the right, you know, circumstances. I mean, he practically begged for it if it meant he could touch me.”

      Malachi exhaled harshly behind her, jaw clenched around the black leather gag shoved deep between his lips. He’d known this was the story they needed to sell, but for a fleeting moment, he actually looked affronted by it. She pursed her lips at him, a flicker of her eyebrow settling the chaos demon. He tugged at his leash defiantly, then narrowed his eyes.

      “Excellent.” Serafino’s lips thinned into a dangerous grin, and he rubbed his hands together, practically drooling. “You’re as resourceful as I’d hoped… We’ll bleed him dry together, my love, my little vixen.”

      Ella swallowed her incredulous snort, opting for a phony smile instead, one she hoped looked riddled with adoration, with surrender. “Sounds great, my, er, master.”

      Yup, that sealed it. Serafino exhaled a breathy chuckle, golden fangs exposed, his eyes manic like he couldn’t believe his ears. Had Malachi not been in character, she suspected he would have let out a harsh, barking laugh, the sound judgmental as hell.

      “What a beautiful gift you’ve given me,” the vampire murmured as he gave the chaos demon a slower, more purposeful once-over. “But I’m afraid he’ll need stronger chains. Those…” His eyes narrowed. “Apron strings certainly won’t hold him. Did you drug him? Is that why he’s so docile?”

      “His cousin keeps a sleeping draught on hand,” she said hastily. “I laced his drink with a bit of it, but I’m not sure I got the dose right. It’s like drugging a fucking elephant.”

      “Good girl.” Serafino stalked back to the altar, tossing the red silk overlay aside, fake candles clattering to the ground, and lifted the concrete lid. He rooted about inside what looked like an enormous stone coffin, deep and full, before straightening with a set of delicate chains in hand. “These were forged in the pits of Hell… nigh unbreakable.”

      Ella swallowed thickly, her head bobbing like she thought he was the most brilliant man alive. Undead. Whatever.

      “Bind him properly, my bella.”

      “Yeah, sure, definitely.” Fuuuuuck. The plan was sort of contingent on Malachi’s brute strength, but they could work around that. Hopefully. She kept her right arm stiff, shielding the stake up her roomy sleeve, and accepted the new bindings with her left. Serafino watched, his glee tempered; this was a test. She had passed all the others so far, but this—this would really cement things between them.

      “On your knees,” she ordered, kicking Malachi’s shin as hard she could. He went down with a grunt, falling heavy, slamming to the stone floor and swaying a bit for dramatic effect. Ella released the bike chain and hastily wrapped his wrists in the new chains, and as soon as the two ends met, they connected as if by magic, forging to one. Right. No need for a lock. Awesome. She winced when she gave the bindings an experimental tug, finding no give in either direction.

      While there was no hope at separating his hands, Ella had a backup plan in mind: the apron strings were still the only restraints constricting his arms to his body. He could do some serious damage with those biceps.

      Hopefully.

      “We’ll need to work on your binding technique,” Serafino mused from behind her. She could practically hear his twisted, satisfied grin. “But there will be plenty of time for that.”

      Nodding, she ordered Malachi back up, then dragged him deeper into the musty room by the newly added chains. His stumbling almost made her laugh and break character, but she schooled her features when she faced Serafino again, leaning into his caress as he grazed his knuckles over her cheek.

      “I’ve waited so long to find my perfect bride,” he whispered, toying with her hair, plucking at her lower lip. Ella let him, disgust churning in her belly at the gross revelation, incensed heat creeping up her spine, fueled by Malachi’s furious aura snapping and snarling behind her. Serafino seemed not to notice, too busy touching her, stroking her, exploring her against her will. “Someone with spirit, with fight. Someone beautiful. Your initial resistance was such a treat, my treasure. It confirmed we were destined, that you are the bride to helm my armies. We will lead the race of vampire from the shadows… We will drive them into the black and make all demons bow before us. Angels too, when I’m through with them. Embrace me, my bella, and we can begin eternity together.”

      Ella peeked up at him shyly through her lashes, releasing Malachi as she stepped into Serafino’s arms. This close, he smelled like death, like rotten meat and twisted dreams and broken promises. But she looked into his eyes, her features soft, maybe even wanting, and snuggled into his chest—then dropped the stake down her arm, into her hand, and drove it hard into his heart.

      Serafino staggered back with a hiss, glaring at the sharpened wooden chair leg wedged into the dead center of his chest. Ella had practiced on Malachi for a few minutes before they left—striking without impaling, just to ensure she actually hit the fucker’s heart on the first try.

      Only Serafino didn’t buckle and scream. He didn’t writhe in pain, fold over in agony. There was no delicious moment where Ella could savor his pain.

      Serafino laughed instead.

      Coldly. Cruelly. Mercilessly.

      His hand snapped around her throat, moving faster than even her eyes could track, and hauled her close.

      “Fools,” he seethed, face twisted in rage, chuckling with a cold humor that sent her heart plummeting to the pit of her stomach. “This isn’t some horrid human film… A stake cannot kill a hell-born vampire. Apparently you aren’t quite broken enough, my bella—”

      “I’m nowhere near broken,” Ella hissed back, pretenses falling away. “And I know a stake can’t kill you.” Although she could have done with a bit of brutal, gory agony—something. Her eyes narrowed. “In fact, we were fucking counting on it.”

      She grabbed hold of the stake and shoved it deeper into his body, throwing all her strength into it as she thrust him against the altar. A stake to the heart wouldn’t kill him like it would his offspring, but like any major trauma, it would definitely slow him down.

      And that was all they needed.

      Malachi was up in flash. He wrenched his arms from his body, ripping clean through the apron strings and racing around the altar. As Ella grappled with her maker, throwing everything she had at him to keep him pinned in place, Malachi threw his bound hands over Serafino’s head. It was a tight fit between the rugged forearms corded in muscle, but he managed to force his way down and lock an arm around the vampire’s neck.

      No longer required to keep him in place, Ella leaned across the altar and dug the box cutter out of Malachi’s pocket. Before she could extend the blade, however, Serafino shoved her hard, and she flew clear across the room, landing in a heap at the bottom of the stairs.

      Dust spiraled up around her, the stonework below unforgiving, but the flicker of sharp pain in her shoulders and hips was nothing. A blip. Ella scrambled to her feet and clicked the box cutter’s razor-sharp blade up four notches. Serafino howled, flailing against Malachi, pounding his fists into the chaos demon’s face, thumbs searching for his eyes to gouge, but Malachi twisted just out of reach, strangling him, trapping him against the altar.

      Fuck this guy. Ella sprinted back and climbed her maker’s lithe frame. He had removed the stake at some point, looking like the victim of a mob hit in his blood-soaked white suit. Serafino snarled up at her, saliva clinging to the tips of his golden fangs, his gaze black and furious.

      “You can’t—”

      “I can,” Ella growled, grinning even as his talons sliced through her beloved FU sweater, straight down to the bone. “And I will.”

      Before he could rip her away, she plunged the box cutter into his throat and slashed clean across. A wave of blood spurted in its wake, drenching her. Ella gritted her teeth and hung on for the ride as her maker fought, clawing for his throat. He gargled some incoherent threat up at her, eyes burning with hate. Malachi bore down harder, his unbreakable chains sinking deep into the gushing incision, and then unleashed a muffled roar as he tore Serafino’s head clean off.

      The vampire’s body went limp, sagging beneath her. His head landed a few feet back, rolling into a dusty corner next to a bookshelf, collecting dirt along the way. A bloody river streamed from his neck, tainting the floors of this abandoned church forever.

      And Ella—Ella felt like she was being ripped in two.

      She screeched as pain beyond any she had ever experienced scorched through her veins. Her vision blurred to a hazy black that knocked her off balance, and she tumbled from the altar straight to the floor, curling into a ball as agony ravaged her.

      “Malachi!”

      He thundered to her side, dropping to his knees and pulling her upright as best he could with bound hands.

      “It will pass,” he murmured, gag gone, his sword of a tongue free again. Not that she could enjoy him wielding it right now. Ella clenched her eyes shut and whimpered, a thousand tiny claws shredding her heart to pieces. Even his mouth brushing the shell of her ear brought no relief, nor the delicious rumbly baritone of his words. “Ella, I promise it will pass.”

      She squirmed out of reach, writhing and twisting, searching for respite and finding none. Just as she tipped over, Malachi steered her head to his lap, holding it between his two enormous hands, silent as she rode out the storm.

      Hadn’t she endured enough pain? When would it ever be enough?

      As swiftly and fiercely as it had started, it stopped. He hadn’t lied to her—it did pass. A minute later. An hour. It could have been dawn for all she knew, but the pain eventually disappeared without a trace.

      Her tightly coiled body unfurled on the floor, every muscle stiff, her teeth chattering, her cheeks stained with blood. Spots danced across her vision but vanished after a few blinks, the ceiling of the awful church basement coming back into focus through the haze. The metallic brine of her own bloody tears mingled with the pools spilled by Serafino, and she wrinkled her nose, throat raw from screaming, her mouth painfully dry.

      With her head resting on his muscular thighs, Malachi peered down at her, handsome as ever—but battered. A deep purple bruise marred his left eye. A trail of blood oozed from his right brow. His lower lip had been split down the middle. Wordlessly, she pushed up on her elbows and licked the wound, just enough to get the juices flowing again, her mouth moist, her throat soothed.

      “Your master is dead,” he rasped when she settled back down on his lap. With her shoulders and hips pressed firmly to the stone floor below, she felt rather grounded—safe, too, as Malachi worked his fingers into her hair. “The pain was your body severing the final ties to Serafino, ripping itself from his grasp forever.”

      Ella pursed her lips, then pinched his nipple, catching the pebbled bud through his shirt with surprising accuracy. Malachi flinched and twisted out of reach, scowling as she shook her head up at him.

      “A little fucking heads-up would have been nice, Malachi Saevitia.”

      “A thousand apologies, Ella Thomas.” A mischievous grin replaced his handsome scowl, and his thumbs stroked her temples slowly, soothingly. “But now you’re free.”

      She wiped at her cheeks, knowing the weight of this newfound freedom wouldn’t hit her until later. For now, Ella reveled in the fact that she would never have to look at Serafino’s smug face again, never hear his disgusting voice crooning my bella in her head.

      Never have to glance over her shoulder, wondering if he might be standing there.

      Never have to fear that he would hunt her, take her, make her his bride. Ugh.

      Pushing herself up on shaky arms, she knelt in front of Malachi and his rumpled suit, his staticky golden mane, his bloody lip, his bruised eye, and ripped his remaining restraints away. The bike chain. The belts around his wrists. Those unbreakable chains from Hell would have to wait, but she couldn’t. Fingers twisting into his shirt, she slammed her mouth to his in a firm, close-lipped kiss. Malachi’s fingers found her belt loops, tugging at them, steering her into his lap. She clambered onto him willingly, happily, knees digging into his thighs, and when Ella broke their kiss, she wrapped her arms around his neck, their foreheads resting together.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, blinking back tears as he gazed up at her, black eyes so impossibly warm, so wonderfully full and open that she could lose herself in them forever. “You didn’t have to do any of this, but—”

      “Yes, I did,” Malachi murmured, stealing a quick kiss before flashing an impish grin. “Of course I did. When I look into your eyes, when I see your smile, Ella Thomas—I had no other choice.” He cleared his throat, suddenly frowning. “After all, I fear you might stab me again should I ever refuse you—”

      She smiled so wide her cheeks ached, but this was the kind of pain she welcomed. When their mouths met again, they came together open and inviting, tongues tangling, teeth gnashing, blood spilling. The moment was sweet and tender, but their kiss wasn’t. It never would be. Always violent, merciless. Always fierce, chaotic.

      Always perfect.

      Her wandering hands eventually found his belt, but she forced herself to stop. No fucking way was she doing anything that involved less clothing in a shithole like this.

      “Now,” Malachi said as she climbed off his lap and helped him up, his voice somewhat strained, his eyes the blackest they had ever been and his pants thoroughly tented, “let us find a way to break unbreakable chains, shall we?”

      Ella shrugged. “I dunno. I kind of like you like this… All we need is the gag again and we’re good to go—”

      She squealed when he ducked down and threw her over his shoulder, then blitzed out of there, neither of them looking back once as Ella’s giggles filled the stairwell.
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      At precisely 4:07 a.m., Hell’s unbreakable chains fell from Malachi’s wrists, landing with an earth-shattering clatter on the dining table. His cousin collapsed into the chair beside him, her forehead split open, a circular wound oozing in each palm, her Aramaic chanting, which had been both melodious and manic, finally falling silent. She had been at it for the last three hours, trying every spell in her arsenal to remove his bindings. The rest of the household had drifted around the first floor, watching, occasionally offering a suggestion or two, but ultimately useless.

      Well. Ella was never useless. Freshly showered, she’d hovered nearby with a furrowed brow and her plump lower lip caught between her teeth, a constant companion, a silent support, a beautiful distraction. Farrow’s Hollow had been unnervingly quiet since midnight, save for the occasional wail of sirens. On the drive back to Alaric’s home, they’d spied emergency services ushering humans into rescue vehicles, the sky awash with helicopters and blinding beams of artificial light—not an angel in sight.

      No vampires either.

      The light that had erupted from the city’s core had come courtesy of Moira’s mentor. By now, all the details had been shared between them, stories exchanged, war wounds slowly healing—Alaric’s SUV beyond rescue. Angelic light had washed Farrow’s Hollow clean of Serafino’s vermin, much like a raging river cuts through mountains and sweeps all in its path out to sea. Black ash marred the snowbanks, his city coated in a dusting of black, and then a new, fresh layer of gentle white, snow descending from the full grey clouds like it was any other winter night.

      Initially, and not unexpectedly, Moira had been enraged to discover Malachi had whisked Ella away from the safety of this house. However, upon learning all they had done, the sacrifices he had made, the role he’d played, Malachi suspected he was almost forgiven. Serafino was dead, permanently so, and Ella was safe.

      Most of all, she was free.

      And she had been glorious in battle. His warrior. His queen. His equal. Steadfast and determined, his little vampire had slit her master’s throat without hesitation. Had she not been immediately struck with blinding pain when the bond between her and Serafino severed for good, he would have mounted her right then and there. Rock hard and wanting, Malachi hadn’t felt a single one of his superficial injuries. The world had fallen away around them, his tunnel vision fixed on Ella, on the splendor of her eyes when she vanquished her enemy. He’d been enraptured, bewitched.

      A chaos demon in love.

      His inner demon had roared victoriously, the sound filling him, emboldening him to fuck and fight and feast. Yet Ella had been plagued by a swift and brutal agony, and so all those urges diminished, tucked away for the near future, his primary concern her well-being.

      She had recovered splendidly. A phoenix reborn at his feet, her wings no longer clipped, her presence a fucking marvel. When she’d sat up on her elbows and swept her tongue across his split lip with all the confidence of a great Saevitia matriarch, Malachi had known at long last.

      He loved her.

      Of course he loved her.

      How could he not? This exquisite creature. This vampiric goddess. A warrior woman who had slain her maker, a feat most vampires would never achieve.

      Ella Thomas, his little vampire, was everything.

      And he would have given her everything the second they walked in the front door had they not been greeted by a house full of people—by a frantic Moira and an exhausted Severus, a panicked Alaric and a profusely bleeding Cordelia, drained from all her spellwork.

      There would be no fighting, no fucking, no feasting tonight.

      Not that there would have been much of the three with those damn chains wrapped snugly around his wrists, but he could have improvised. Ella seemed to enjoy him restrained, anyway.

      Especially the thought of him breaking free from his bonds and thoroughly ravishing her, a promise he’d whispered in her ear as they drove through the emptying streets of Farrow’s Hollow, the chaos long since passed.

      Unfortunately, an unbreakable chain forged in the bowels of Hell was just that—unbreakable. No amount of strength had been able to sever the links and free him. Even more infuriating, the bindings had tightened around his wrists the longer he bore them, strangling their quarry. The only option left had been magic, and while the uprising had spent nearly all of his cousin’s reserves, she had stepped up to the task all the same.

      So much of Cordelia’s blood coated the dining table that one might have thought tonight’s battles had taken place inside this very home. Over their many centuries together, Malachi had seen his cousin perform incredible spells, awful and beautiful feats of magic other hell-born witches wouldn’t dream of—but never so many spells at once. She had attempted freezing the chains, burning them off. All manner of light and color had erupted as she threw everything she had at it, until finally, on a whim, she had made the chains larger.

      Larger, heavier, the links wide enough to fit Ella’s dainty hand through. So large, heavy, and wide that unless he rested his bound hands on the table, the unbreakable chains would have torn his arms from their sockets.

      But the rapid increase in size had given him wiggle room.

      And at long last, the accursed metal slipped right off.

      “Oh my god,” Moira muttered, plopping down in the chair next to Severus and exhaling wearily. “Finally.”

      “Yes, what a burden this must have been for you,” Malachi drawled back, fixing her with a narrowed look and a smirk as he massaged his raw wrists. Ella crept in close to examine his wounds, fangs poking out from beneath her lip, no doubt enticed by the blood, but she made no move to lap it up.

      Not like he would have minded.

      “Cordelia?” Alaric propped her up, cradling her head lest it flop back, her eyelids opening and closing in uneven beats. “Say something.”

      “For the wounds,” she hummed, her smile downright delirious as she lifted a trembling arm and pointed to Malachi’s wrists. “I’ve a salve. In the loo. Our loo.”

      The chaos demon sniffed, noting how his flesh had already started to weave itself back together. “That’s not necessary.”

      “I’ll get it,” Ella insisted. He drew a breath to argue, but her expression brooked no room for that. So, he settled at the head of the table—not in defeat, of course, but because he knew better than to argue after the night everyone had just endured. Much to his annoyance, those fucking unbreakable chains had unlinked themselves in his absence, one long chain with two distinct ends again. Open. Waiting for its next victim.

      Giggling, Cordelia reached for the shimmering titanium, but Alaric snatched her hand away before the tip of her delicate finger could so much as graze the metal.

      “I’ll come too,” Moira said, standing with a wince and trailing after a dawdling Ella. “Cordelia might bleed out if we don’t get her wrapped up.”

      His cousin responded with an old demon’s nursery rhyme, her eyes black, high on her own magic as she trailed off into a cackle. Well then. Perhaps the witch would need something more than her usual rest to recover from this much spellwork. From the wary look he exchanged with Severus, Malachi wasn’t the only one thinking it.

      All thoughts of Cordelia’s recovery vanished, however, when Ella shrieked. Inner demon snarling, Malachi shot up and darted around the table, eyes wide, alert to the danger, eager to tear the unseen enemy asunder.

      “Uh, guys.” Ella turned on the spot, hesitating in front of the first-floor window. “There’s an angel looking at us.”

      Chair legs groaned across the floor, followed swiftly by four pairs of footfalls hurrying to her side. Cordelia stayed behind, picking the dried blood out from under her nails, still humming that children’s lullaby softly under her breath.

      Sure enough, an angel had discovered them—possibly. Outside the window stood Moira’s enormous angelic mentor, his dowdy suit crinkled beneath that dreadfully boring beige trench. While his pale blue eyes stared intently inside, there was a distance to them, a distinct lack of focus, that gave Malachi hope.

      “I don’t think he can see us,” Moira insisted, padding closer to the window and pressing a hand to glass. “He just knows this is where I live. Hold on. Let me check what he wants.”

      Severus caught his beloved’s hand as she strode by. “Moira…”

      Scowling, Malachi crossed his arms, then grimaced when his raw wrists met his shirt. But the pain was nothing, nothing, compared to what that angel could do to them.

      “He’s on our side,” Moira said, her gaze imploring as it jumped around the room. She then planted a kiss on Severus’s cheek before gently twisting out of his grasp. “I promise… It’s fine.”

      “He could just call you,” Alaric muttered, phone in hand, its bright screen illuminating the exhaustion painted across the hybrid’s face. “All the bars are back.”

      Moira waved him off, decision made, and slipped outside. Moments later, she appeared next to the hulking angel, his bald head collecting fluffy snowflakes as they descended upon the city. The pair spoke for a moment, then, to Malachi’s horror, Moira took the creature by the hand and led him through the fucking front door.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Malachi snarled, his incredulity spiking alongside his temper. From the stiff posturing of Severus and Alaric, none were pleased to find an angel in their front entryway, standing at the base of the stairs, expression mild-mannered as always, save for the faintest hint of interest as he took in the space.

      Before he could sneer anything further, quite ready—though perhaps not entirely able—to shove the angel back out into the snow, Ella placed a firm hand on his chest. Their eyes met; hers asked for patience, his for blood.

      He conceded to her—for now.

      “I come with heavy tidings,” the angel announced, his impossibly deep pitch only coaxing Malachi closer to physical violence. His hands balled to powerful fists, and Alaric snorted at his side.

      “Not here to investigate the one bit of magic in this city you angels can’t crack?”

      “No,” Zachariah rumbled, his gaze settling on Ella. “I come with a warning.”

      His inner demon bristled, and Malachi shouldered his way in front of her, blocking her from sight. Not that it did him any good: seconds later she had sidestepped around him, brow furrowed, her little curvaceous body tense.

      “An edict has been declared,” the angel told them, huge hands limp at his side, tie askew, bags under his bright, calculating eyes, “sent forth from Heaven to the garrisons of Earth. A ban on all vampires across this world, for two hundred years, has been issued.”

      The room erupted in protest, Malachi’s rage peaking as he gripped the back of Ella’s neck and dragged her to him protectively. All the rising voices nearly drowned out the last of the angel’s words, but Malachi heard them falling like stones around him.

      “No vampires may live on Earth. None.”

      “But…” Ella reached back to clutch at Malachi’s hand, though she made no move to remove it from her neck. Instead, she clung to him as she looked helplessly from Moira to Zachariah. “But the colony is gone. Serafino is dead. Malachi and I killed him. There’s no more threat—”

      “Heaven will take no chances. The transgressions of the One have been extended to the Many. All must suffer for the crimes of Serafino Lutum and his colony.” Zachariah raised a hand when Moira, Ella, and Alaric argued back at him, their voices swelling incoherently as one. Just as quickly, they fell silent. To his credit, the angel had the fucking courtesy to look somewhat displeased with the news. “All vampires have until midnight tonight across their respective time zones to retreat to a hell-gate… or they will be hunted down and eliminated.”

      “This is bullshit,” Moira snapped, the ire of her words matching the one growing hot and fiery in his chest. “Demons attacked Seraphim Securities earlier this year and nobody is banned—”

      “Tonight we were all exposed to humanity,” Zachariah remarked, his tone calm in the face of such fury. Malachi gripped Ella tighter, drawing her rigid little frame into his chest. “There is a steep price to pay for such an offense. I come to you now as a courtesy.” The angel paused when Malachi scoffed, those ethereal blue eyes darting his way. “I will be recalled to Heaven tonight… Humans have seen me.” His gaze dropped to Ella. “I cannot protect you, Ella Thomas.”

      Fuming, Malachi battled the urge to tuck her under his arm and whisk her away. But she wasn’t a wounded baby bird, in need of shelter beneath his wing. She could stand on her own two feet—but for how much longer?

      “Surely Ella is exempt,” he sneered. “She killed her maker for this city, for the people in it. Do you know how difficult that is for a human turned vampire?”

      Zachariah stared back at him, deadpan, and Severus stepped between them when Malachi lurched forward, hands on a quest to ring that fucking angel’s neck.

      “The act of killing one’s master is nearly impossible,” his brother insisted, pinning him with a look that both demanded and begged him to behave. Malachi squared his shoulders, scowling, his inner demon ripping him apart to get at Zachariah—for how dare that angel fuck threaten what belonged to him.

      How dare he threaten the woman, the queen, the warrior, Malachi so loved.

      “It’s fucking unheard of, yet you seek to punish her—”

      “I do not make the laws,” Zachariah stated, his baritone amplifying to fill the room, as if that would cow him. Dishes rattled in the cupboards, jars in the pantry. A shudder of nerves skittered down his spine, but Malachi merely stood taller, straighter, glaring down his nose at the angel as he added, “I only see that they are carried out. You may return in two hundred earthbound years… no less.”

      “I… I have to go to Hell?” Ella’s voice had never sounded so small. Wide-eyed and frightened, she looked to Malachi, then to Moira, her chin quivering. “For two hundred years?”

      “No, no, we’ll fight this.” Moira hurried to her side, but much to his surprise, didn’t worm between them as she might have done in the past. Instead, she looped an arm around her darling sister, keeping her safe from all sides, a chaos demon to the left, an angel hybrid to the right. “I’ll argue for her. I—”

      “You will argue before the courts of Heaven, Moira Aurelia,” Zachariah interjected, “and you will do so now.” He took a step toward her, toward them, but Severus soon stood nose-to-nose with him, signing his own death warrant without a care. Had this been any other angel, Malachi suspected they all would have been ash and bone scattered across the hardwood by now. Instead, Zachariah merely peered around Severus, aloof expression unchanged. “You have been summoned, Nephilim, to stand trial.”

      A sob tore from Ella’s lips. “Now?”

      “Now,” the angel echoed. Severus whirled around, the first inklings of panic creeping into his features. Eyes black, he stared at Moira, mouth opening and closing soundlessly—uselessly, helplessly. The hybrid shook her head, smoothing her white hair from her face.

      “I can’t… I can’t go now,” she insisted. “Not with the decree—”

      “You have no other choice, Moira Aurelia.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Ella told her, voice cracking, words wobbling, bloody tears cutting down her cheeks. Moira brushed them away just as tears of her own spilled, the air around them cooling rapidly.

      “That is impossible, vampire, and I am sorry for that,” Zachariah said, retreating to his position near the door, as if to give them all a moment without him, or—Malachi ground his teeth together—as if to hurry Moira along. The angel cleared his throat, hands clasped in front of him. “I know the depth of your love for each other, but you would not survive the journey to the white gates.”

      Everything was falling to pieces. Moira and Ella wept in earnest now, clinging to one another, Malachi forgotten. Alaric started in with threats of involving his father, but that got him nowhere with Zachariah. Severus… Well, Severus looked much as he had when they were children, lost and alone, fumbling about, searching for something to cling to as the ground crumbled at his feet. He so despised to see his brother faltering like that; back then, Malachi had relished the fear, the desperation, the loneliness. Now, he would do anything to make it better. To fix it.

      But he couldn’t. All his scheming, his plotting, his planning—none of it mattered here. Their cozy little bubble inside this house had been punctured. The threads were coming undone, fraying at the seams, the world fracturing apart in slow motion, and he was fucking powerless to stop it.

      All Malachi knew was rage. He knew the brutality of his fists, the savagery of his teeth, the barb of his tongue—he knew how to rip a problem to shreds, stomp it into the ground and walk away unscathed. This… How the fuck was he supposed to fix this? How could he battle the might of Heaven for Ella and spare his brother the loss of his beloved?

      So, he walked away. Stalked away, striding toward the kitchen, fists swinging at his side lest they embed themselves in Zachariah’s skull. Seated at the dining table, his cousin appeared more alert now, the pleasurable hum of all her magic-casting replaced with a stern quiet as she studied the proceedings from a distance. He stopped before her, palms to the bloody tabletop, his whole body on fire.

      “Can we hide her in this house?” It was a grim possibility to keep Ella away from all this, protect her from the world. Cordelia tipped her head to the side, reopening a sealed wound on her neck, and sighed.

      “The risk, should she be discovered… Are you willing to take it?” she rasped, her voice hoarse, like she had been stripped raw inside. “Are you willing to bind her inside these walls for two hundred years?”

      He straightened. The answer came without hesitation. Ella had only just reacquired her freedom, and his solution was to tear it away? No. He couldn’t do that to her. She deserved to soar, not waste away inside as the only world she had ever known carried on spinning for two bloody centuries without her.

      “I will go as far as I can,” he heard Severus state from the front door. Malachi whipped around to find his brother facing off with Zachariah again, standing proud, refusing to wilt under the angel’s stare. Their parents would have been so proud of him; greater demons, both in heritage and age, would have cowered and fled before conversing with an angel. Severus met the bastard’s eye without fear. “I will go with her—as far as you’ll take me.”

      And that strength could very well be his downfall. Malachi bristled once more as he marched back into the fray, unable to accept his brother’s ascent into the angel’s domain.

      “To the gates of the Silver City, demon,” Zachariah told him, “and no further.”

      Malachi stopped abruptly, as though the floorboards had grown spikes and embedded themselves deep into his soles. So, it was decided, then. Without him. Not only did his newfound sister risk perishing today should the heavenly courts deem her unworthy, but his brother too, simply for daring to tread the path of angels. How could they permit a demon to walk among them? How could Zachariah make such promises?

      This could not be happening.

      It was all slipping away from him, like sand through his fingers. Ella and Moira, sobbing, hugging one another, their words jumbled and squeaky. Alaric seated helplessly on the window ledge with no other cards to play. Severus ready to waltz into the land of their greatest enemy, possibly never to return.

      With Ella in Moira’s arms, Malachi saw to Severus, dragging him into a rough embrace.

      “Be safe,” he whispered, swallowing thickly when his little brother nodded against him. He then fixed his scowl on Zachariah, knowing his threats would fall on deaf ears, that he had no real chance against an angel, but fuck it, the bastard had better know he would try—that Malachi Saevitia would burn this world and the next for his family. “He is not on trial… He is not to be harmed.”

      “There are rules, son of chaos,” the angel replied. Nothing about Zachariah suggested that Malachi’s unspoken threats had landed, but he did appear a touch impatient as he checked his old digital wristwatch. “Come now, Moira Aurelia. We haven’t the time for this.”

      “For Lucifer’s sake,” Malachi growled. “Give them a fucking moment.”

      “I would give them eternity.” Zachariah’s jaw clenched briefly before a sharp exhale smoothed his features flat. “Heaven will not.”

      The girls stifled their tears as they peeled apart, fixing each other’s hair, wiping each other’s cheeks, whispering and nodding through forced laughter and murmured promises that Malachi suspected neither thought they could keep.

      And then Moira was stumbling toward her angel mentor, casting him a glance in passing. Look after her. Malachi stopped her for a brief embrace, squeezing her tighter than he had ever dared before, and when they separated, she knew. He saw it in her tear-filled eyes, her solemn expression. Malachi would tend to Ella—he would give her his life. She knew.

      As soon as Moira was within reach, Zachariah clapped a hand on her shoulder, then Severus’s…

      And then it was over.

      The trio vanished, a flutter of wings tickling the nape of his neck.

      Silence stretched thin after them, broken by Ella coming undone. She collapsed to the floor, sobbing, and Malachi looked to the front door, to the world beyond. He would rip it all down. Burn it and spit on its ashes. He longed to let his inner demon free—to show them what a chaos demon could unleash when challenged, when the ones he loved were threatened.

      Instead, he marched over to Ella and knelt beside her, his hand smoothing over her back. Moments later she was in his lap, clutching at him, wailing into his chest.

      And even though this solved nothing, changed nothing, holding her in the fallout felt better than unbridled chaos ever could.
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      The hell-gate smelled like nothing.

      It was the first thing Ella noticed when she stepped out of Severus and Moira’s SUV—without Severus and Moira, of course. The filthy bog ahead had once been ripe with the clashing scents of vomit, sewage, and sulfur. When she had first encountered the passage to Hell, Ella had gagged, her stomach roiling instantly, every sense assaulted by the putrid aroma. She hadn’t been able to get within twenty feet of it without upchucking everything she had eaten that day—all over Malachi’s shoes. Now, it was nothing.

      Nothing but the crisp, sharp smell of winter, the snow up to her thighs outside of the well-worn paths of tire treads and footprints. That was it. Snow and exhaust. That would be her last scent memory of Earth for two hundred years—four hundred in Hell, Malachi had informed her, as time moved quicker below than it did above. She hadn’t wanted to cry at the news, but she did. In fact, she’d been a mess all day.

      And how could she not be? Ella had been punished for a crime she hadn’t committed. Killing Serafino didn’t matter: she was still damned to Hell. All her friends, her family, the whole world would go on without her. All the people she knew, the life she had wanted, would wither and die. When she climbed out of that horrible bog in two hundred years, it would all be different. The social mores of her society—different. Maybe there would be hover cars by then. Maybe there would be colonies on Mars and the moon.

      Maybe it would be anarchy, with human society collapsed and guerilla warfare king.

      The possibilities were endless—and every single one of them depressing.

      A car door slammed behind her, Malachi stalking across the flattened snow toward the rear of the vehicle, his black coat fluttering in the breeze, off to collect their luggage. Alaric sat in the driver’s seat, face ashen with great black rings under his eyes. He hadn’t slept since yesterday. None of them had.

      They’d tried to find loopholes, of course, but Ella hadn’t been able to focus with Moira’s fate on her mind. Her best friend, the sister she had chosen above her actual siblings, hadn’t returned. Neither had Severus. It hurt Malachi. And Alaric. And Cordelia. A somber black cloud hung over the household today, its occupants trapped in the vise grip of exhaustion and helplessness. Ella’s bloody tears painted just about every surface. Her closets stood empty now, her bookshelves ransacked; she’d packed them while Alaric and Malachi had pleaded with Verrier for a solution.

      There was no way around it. Farrow’s Hollow had been in chaos all day, with videos of last night’s attack playing over and over again on the news, rabid vampires tearing people apart, cam footage of angels busting down doors—wings and all. The whole world had turned upside down in a matter of hours, and there was no going back.

      No possible way to circumvent Heaven’s edict.

      Because Serafino and his colony had exposed humans to the monsters in the shadows, to the winged warriors from above, all vampires were to be punished. No one from Hell had objected; no emissary had risen from a hell-gate anywhere around the globe to protest the mass exodus of vampires. Verrier had been under the impression that ol’ Lucifer sanctioned the punishment—that the fallen angel actually agreed with the ruling.

      Banished to Hell.

      Because of what some fucking asshole had done to her, what he’d stolen from her, thrust upon her, she was banished to Hell. The life she had known, the one she’d planned to resume now that Serafino was dead and she didn’t crave human blood like a crazed, hangry monster—gone. Everything she knew—gone. No more pizza deliveries, Thai takeout, movie nights at the university cinema. No more intramural sports. No more dancing at her favorite bars until her feet blistered. No more school. No more teaching degree. No more future shaping young minds and celebrating literature.

      She lifted her gaze to the driver’s seat again, her eyes heavy, her throat tight and thick and raw. The SUV belonged to Severus and Moira. She ought to see her best friend in the driver’s seat, white-knuckling the steering wheel, racked with worry, plagued by panic.

      But she wasn’t there.

      Ella’s lower lip wobbled.

      No more Moira.

      And that hurt worse than anything.

      That threatened to cut her off at the knees.

      It threatened to break her.

      But even if she let it, Ella wouldn’t be the only one falling to pieces tonight.

      Another car roared into the clearing, struggling around the snowdrifts, revving the engine, spinning its back wheels. The space was the fullest she had ever seen, dozens of vehicles scattered around what was ordinarily a quiet, dark, empty plot of land only ever used by the odd demon or two. Alaric had noted how rare it was to find traffic out here, to be forced to wait on the road while smaller cars navigated the forest path, made treacherous tonight by all the snow.

      While Serafino’s vampire colony had been wiped out of Farrow’s Hollow, vampires from surrounding communities had been pouring in since she and the others had arrived about fifteen minutes ago, desperate creatures fleeing before the midnight deadline. Ella checked her phone, lower lip caught between her teeth, the tips of her fangs slicing deeper into her flesh the harder she bit. Twenty-five minutes to go until it was all over. They had waited until the last possible moment, but given the distant figures circling above, heavenly vultures, Malachi predicted there would be angels swooping in at 12:01 to pick off stragglers.

      After all, the vampire community had been given notice. A letter had arrived at the house today; Cordelia had spotted it from the kitchen, hovering in front of the window, searching for a door to affix itself to. In the end, it just fluttered to the ground, delivered. Despite the damp, the golden seal remained intact, along with the message inside. As Zachariah had warned, the ban began tonight. Serafino had screwed them all over, and he wasn’t even around to suffer for it. Anyone who didn’t take advantage of their local hell-gate by midnight would, quote, face the wrath of Heaven’s might.

      Angels didn’t fuck around. She hadn’t really grasped the severity of that until today.

      So Ella had packed up all her belongings. She had spent hours phoning her actual family: her three brothers, her sister, her separated parents. The Thomas family had scattered across the country as soon as they were old enough, leaving Ella alone in their hometown, glad to be rid of the dead weight. But still, they were her family. They deserved some story that would explain why she couldn’t be reached. She went with a job opportunity in Europe.

      Only her brothers picked up, the others at work, maybe even screening her calls, and their half-hearted well-wishes hadn’t done much for her in the end.

      And now it was too late for goodbyes.

      Malachi emerged from the rear of the SUV a few moments later, balancing about eight enormous suitcases across his body, looking more pack mule than chaos demon. She reached out as he approached, more than capable of carrying a few bags herself, but he sidestepped her with a shake of his head.

      It had been a weird day with him. Weird, but oddly comforting. They hadn’t discussed that he would be taking her to Hell—it was just decided, no conversation needed. When loopholes seemed impossible, Malachi had packed his belongings and told her about the Saevitia family estate, about the room he had in mind for her, about the great empty halls she could decorate to her tastes.

      Cordelia was still too weak from all her spellcasting to travel, but she and Alaric had promised to join them in Hell once she was back on her feet. Malachi, meanwhile, saw to all the other details for the trip, and when they stepped out the front door, he hadn’t once looked back.

      This was happening.

      And it was happening with him. Even without Malachi saying the words, she knew he would look after her. It was unspoken, but it was fact.

      Just like her love for him. She hadn’t said it, but as he had held her this morning while her world fell apart, Ella had felt it. Love. Love for him. His love for her. She didn’t need to hear him make some big declaration. Malachi proved it with every step he took, lugging their bags across the snow without complaint, his fancy rings and tailored suit and ruby cufflinks and polished dress shoes be damned. He showed her in the way he cradled her in his arms, in the way he kissed her, fought for her—for her needs—time and time again without hesitation.

      Warmth swelled in her chest as she studied him and his ridiculous silhouette. Dressed in no more than a thin long-sleeved cardigan and a pair of her favorite jeans, completely unperturbed by the cold, Ella jogged after him. The distinct crunch of boots over snow had the chaos demon slowing, and he stopped entirely when she snagged his arm and steered him back around, then stood up on her toes to kiss him.

      Nothing fancy. Nothing too deep and desperate. Just a firm, hard kiss, her hands cupping his scruffy, strong jaw. The cold affected him, his skin like ice, a red tinge in his cheeks. Black eyes greeted her when she dropped from her tiptoes.

      With a sigh, Malachi shrugged all the luggage off his back, black suitcases raining down around him, and then pulled her into a hug. Cheek to his chest, Ella squeezed hard, welcoming the heated trail of his fingertips down her back. Near the hell-gate, more couples embraced. Families consoled one another, bloody tears staining more cheeks than she could count. Auras clashed in the clearing tonight; most were vampires, but other supernatural energies hummed around them, paired with the odd black hole of nothingness.

      Humans had no auras.

      Hybrids had only the faintest shiver of energy around them, one that ignited when their other halves surfaced.

      People had known about this dark world long before tonight—it was clear in the way they clung to their vampire brothers, fathers, sisters, friends so desperately tight that her heart ached for them.

      Maybe even more than it ached for herself.

      But no matter how tight they all held one another, no matter how many bloody tears peppered the snow, their fate was the same: one by one, they stepped into the bog and disappeared beneath its murky surface.

      A one-way ticket to Hell.

      “Don’t be frightened,” Malachi murmured, his nose in her hair, his lips whispering across her temple. “You’re under the protection of the Saevitia clan. No one will touch you.”

      “I know.” She nodded, gripping the thick, soft fabric of his jacket as she took one last look around the clearing, at the families being torn apart, and then peered up at him, head tipped back. “I’m not afraid if I’m with you.”

      Moira had once told her all about Hell’s culture, about their social dynamics, about the machismo, the weakness of showing your fear. From what she’d gathered, vampires weren’t exactly at the top of the totem pole; Ella had no intention of being marked as easy prey.

      Actually, Moira had told her a great deal about Hell. The weather. The airport-like arrivals terminal she would appear into once they were through the hell-gate, an escalator at her feet and mirrors on the floors and ceilings. The carriages pulled by skeleton horses and the fact that Malachi would have horns, the cloaking magic of the gate washed off in transit. She wasn’t going into this blind, and that helped.

      But… It was still Hell.

      How could she not be frightened?

      The nearby slam of another door had them slowly untangling, and Ella flitted from Malachi to Alaric as soon as the hybrid joined them. They murmured their goodbyes to one another, and she held him tight, tears in her eyes for the man who had danced like a lunatic when she got her job in September, who did late-night takeout runs whenever she asked, who happily joined her Frisbee team when they were a player down.

      Because she would miss him, her easygoing roommate, her friend.

      Sure, he would be down in Hell with her soon, but it wasn’t the same.

      It would never be the same.

      When they finally broke apart, she was crying again, and Ella did nothing to stem the flow. Alaric brushed her cheeks dry with his gloved hands, smiling sadly, but he seemed to lack the words. So did she. The best she could manage was to stand there, arms limp at her side, chin quivering and tears falling.

      What the fuck else was she supposed to do?

      What was she supposed to say?

      Malachi dragged her close, tucking her under his arm inside his coat, and kissed the top of her head. The frown he wore was for her, for the disintegration of everything she had ever known, and Ella loved him for it, for his handsome scowl.

      The trio stood around a little while longer in a heavy silence, watching as one by one vampires disappeared through the gate, as the cars peeled out of the clearing—or sat abandoned, their owners gone for the next two hundred years. They just stood there, her feet planted like they had grown roots, unwilling to move another step, until Malachi fished out his pocket watch from the depths of his jacket, checked it, and then snapped it shut with a sigh.

      “Five minutes, dearest.”

      He didn’t need to say anything else. Time to go. For real now. Ella shouldered her way out from under his heavy wool coat, snatching up two of her bags and ignoring his protests, and then plodded toward the bog. Steam curled off it like a crooked finger beckoning her ever closer, a dingy layer of moss and gunk floating on its surface. She grimaced, dreading the fact that she would have to put her whole body into it.

      That it would be her last memory of Earth.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this without Moira,” she muttered when Malachi fell in line beside her, slightly less burdened now but still hauling a good six suitcases by himself. Ella pressed her lips together firmly, forcing Moira from her mind.

      Moira who might be dead by now.

      Moira who probably was dead by now. Verrier had told her the statistics just before he left the house that evening, the likelihood of a Nephilim surviving the courts of Heaven.

      Slim to none.

      Ella squared her shoulders, tears falling unchecked, but she kept her dignity, refusing to burst out into more sobs.

      The last of the vampires in the clearing vanished through the gate, the water rippling briefly before falling still again. Ella dragged her feet the final few steps, stopping at the muddy shoreline, algae stretching for the pointed tips of her boots.

      With some difficulty, Malachi’s hand found her. Despite all the bags, he managed to coil a few fingers around hers, and she squeezed back, the handle of her old, beat-up suitcase still gripped tight in her palm. Ella glanced up at him, forcing a thin smile. She had to be brave, look tough—like she had done this a thousand times already. Predatory demons would be waiting for the influx of lesser creatures, easy pickings outside the arrivals hall. No one had said it explicitly, but she expected a feeding frenzy.

      And Ella Thomas wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

      “You ready?” he rumbled, his tone as patient as it had been all day, ever since they started packing their things. Patient, restrained, collected. Outside of that, his aura was a chaotic mess, a madman in chains, toned down for her benefit. Ella shook her head.

      “No. But let’s do this anyway.”

      Nose wrinkled, she lifted her foot, about to plunge it in to the murky water, when a whisper of wings tickled the back of her neck—

      “Ella!”

      Moira’s voice cut clear and crisp across the clearing. It echoed as she whipped around, knocking her bags into Malachi, catching her shoulder on the ones hanging off him. The sound carried out toward the trees in rippling waves—Ella, Ella, Ella, Ellaaa…—and she blinked, stunned, disbelief coursing through her. Bright-eyed and smiling, her best friend tore across the snow like a goddamn missile, headed straight for her unchecked, unhindered, arms stretched wide.

      “Moira!”

      “The courts deemed me worthy of liiiife!” Moira cried, her pace never once slowing. “I’m a free Nephilim!”

      They collided like thunder, stumbling this way, staggering that way, wrapped in each other’s arms. For the first time all night, happy tears streaked down Ella’s cheeks, and she held nothing back, embracing Moira with all her strength. Long white strands marred her view over her bestie’s shoulder, but through them she saw Malachi rushing toward an approaching Severus, dragging his younger brother into a huge bear hug. The pair chuckled out a greeting, one she vaguely heard over the roar of elation whooshing between her ears. Alaric jogged over to join them as well, the group infected with smiles and incredulous laughter.

      Beyond them all, next to the SUV, stood a weary-looking Zachariah.

      And despite everything, it seemed all their smiles had infected him too. Faintly. Very, very faintly. He gave a little nod and then vanished. Ella held Moira tighter, a little place in her heart forever reserved for that particular angel.

      “I’m so happy you’re here,” she whispered. “I’m so happy you…” Didn’t die today. Ella swallowed thickly, eyes tinged with a red shimmer as she peered up at the black night. “I needed to say goodbye properly—”

      “We’re not here to say goodbye.” Moira pulled back, her cheeks wet, her breath fogging as the temperature around them plummeted. She shook her head, beaming. “Honey, we’re coming with you.”

      Words failed her. “Moira… You can’t. You—”

      “If you think I’m going to let you go to Hell without me, you’re fucking dreaming.”

      “But what about the house, school, work? You have a whole future—everything—”

      “Ella.” Moira gave her shoulders a little shake, stooping down to meet her eyeline. “You’re everything.”

      Behind them, someone cleared their throat very pointedly—Severus, most likely, given his impish grin. Moira glanced back with a chuckle, rolling her eyes.

      “This,” she said, nodding to Severus, to Malachi, to Alaric, then back to Ella. “This is everything.”

      A pleasant, easy heat trickled through her at the realization. Moira was right. Work, school, movie nights and Halloween costumes and 3 a.m. takeout wasn’t everything. This. These people. This was her family, the one she had craved all her life. It wasn’t two-point-five kids and a mild-mannered husband in the suburbs. It was this ragtag crew of demons and hybrids. It was Malachi and his sinful smile and black eyes, his blood and his fire, his passion and his chaos. Moira, Severus, Alaric, Cordelia—they were family. Malachi was her heart.

      And that, right there, was her everything.

      Home was wherever they went.

      Even if wherever was Hell.

      “Well, this has been lovely,” Severus said curtly, darting around the group and heading for Malachi and Ella’s abandoned bags. “But we’re a minute and thirty out from midnight. Let’s move, folks.”

      Moira planted a rough, quick kiss on her cheek, then hurried after Severus, the pair taking most of the luggage between them as they waded into the bog. After a final quick one-armed hug from Alaric, Ella jogged after them, she and Malachi grabbing a bag each, their free hands entwined.

      Her first step into the hell-gate was piping hot, like descending into a steaming bath—only instead of glittering bath bombs and lavender-scented bubbles, it was algae and moss clinging to her legs and mud squishing underfoot.

      “Ugh.”

      “Takes a bit of adjusting to,” Moira called, only her and Severus’s heads visible halfway across the bog. “Don’t freak out when you get to the other side… We’ll be right there with you.”

      And with that, they disappeared under the murky surface—gone.

      “Are you ready for this, my little vampire?” Malachi rumbled. The spongy, muddy floor of the gate disappeared, forcing her to paddle and kick to stay afloat. His hand left hers, his burly arm curving around her waist instead. Ella cast one final look around the clearing, to the snowy banks and the gloomy forest, to a lonely Alaric and the bright distant gleam of the SUV’s headlights.

      A flicker of excitement tickled her belly, and she rolled her shoulders back, grimacing when a bit of putrid bog water splashed up her chin.

      “Is Hell ready for me?” Ella cocked her head to the side, gazing into the depths of his black stare unflinchingly, her heart oddly full. “Is it ready for us?”

      Malachi’s mouth peeled into a feral grin, one she easily matched. With a final deep breath of the crisp, bitter air of a Farrow’s Hollow winter, they went under.

      A hand locked around her ankle. Her heart leapt into her throat. Malachi held her tighter.

      And in an instant, they flew between worlds as one.
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      “Yikes.” Ella tugged at the frilly lace collar that unfurled under her chin. This… was so much worse than she’d thought it would be. Grimacing, she tried to smooth the intricate, delicate fabric down; you’d think it would do what she wanted, given it was hand stitched, a laborious six-month process from start to finish. Stubborn as sin, the material slowly curled back up to where it wanted to be.

      She gave herself a once-over in the vanity mirror, a surface that she had spent weeks building up the courage to look into after she had first arrived in Hell. Like all her companions, traveling through the hell-gate had altered Ella’s appearance—for the worse, she had first thought. Her hair was wilder, her skin far sallower, her freckles completely gone. Her irises turned from a familiar honey-brown to bright red, the whites of her eyes so freakin’ white they gave Moira’s hair a run for its money. Her talons… Well, they hadn’t changed much in shape or color, but they were hard as granite and required literal sanding tools to trim them.

      But a year had passed in the blink of an eye—three and a half months on Earth, though she tried not to think about the depressing conversion rate—and Ella could finally study her reflection without flinching, without her stomach turning unpleasantly, without her palms erupting in a cold sweat.

      Today, however, she wished she couldn’t. She wished she still avoided the oval mirror over her deep, chestnut brown vanity like the plague.

      Because…

      Ugh.

      Okay. She turned to the side, smoothing her hands down the rigid boning of the lace-up corset. Her waist looked painfully small, her boobs huge, her hips so luscious that Malachi probably wouldn’t make it out the front door, much less to Hell’s capital city Pandemonium, without mounting her.

      But the neck lace collar thing was a nightmare, and she had absolutely no clue how she would walk more than five feet without tripping over the many layers of skirt.

      And that bustle.

      With a bow.

      What. The. Fuck.

      She shouldn’t be surprised. This, right here, was the fashion hill Cordelia had vowed to die on. It was the pinnacle of the witch’s personal style, right down to the tight little kitten heels.

      But why her bridesmaids had to wear it, all of it, Ella had no fucking idea. Punishment? No. Cordelia had been almost as excited for their dresses as she had been about her own, which had taken the full year to construct. The garment was rumored to have a dozen seamstresses working on it day and night, but Ella had stopped believing in the exaggerations of demons months ago. Everything down here was a boast, a show for the crowd, a grand drama that all the upper echelon of demonic society hoped would make the history books.

      Not Cordelia, mind you, and certainly not Alaric. The engaged pair just wanted to be married, and had his father not been a former prince, they probably would have eloped. However, Verrier’s status, his reputation, his connection to Lucifer himself, meant the wedding of his only son would be a magnificent affair encompassing all of Hell’s capital—an event that would make the history books, whether the happy couple wanted it or not.

      Ella smoothed the velvety soft corset ties into the many layers of black tulle and chiffon starting at her hips. Good thing she didn’t need to breathe. Although they lived on separate floors in the Saevitia family home, a palatial estate far, far, far removed from the rest of demon-kind, she could almost hear Moira griping about the ridiculously cinched bodice from here.

      The soft tap, tap, tap at the door across the room couldn’t coax Ella away from the nightmare, and she responded with a distracted grunt, gaze fixed on her absurd reflection.

      Until the door opened and Malachi’s handsome features came into view, catching in the mirror and immediately shifting from his usual smooth confidence to horror. He stared at her for a moment, their eyes meeting in the mirror, and when Ella shuffled around, all that skirt fabric hissing with each stilted step, the chaos demon doubled over with a snort.

      “Don’t laugh.” She snatched her lipstick off the vanity counter and chucked it at him, her aim perfect but his reflexes faster. The little tin of plum gloss clattered on the marble floor somewhere out in the hall, and Malachi straightened with the sort of grin that made her want to both smack him and kiss him. Ella crossed her arms, lips pursed, fighting the urge to stomp her foot and pout. “This isn’t funny. It’s fucking tragic.”

      “You look beautiful, my little vampire,” he rumbled, sweeping into the room in his formal dress robes, Alaric’s choice for his groomsmen far more palatable. She got the full effect of the tailored burnt-umber suit in a single glance, fitted to perfection across Malachi’s broad shoulders, his tapered waist, his muscular thighs. While the ruddy hue would probably work on all skin tones, with all hair colors, Severus’s too, Malachi looked like a god.

      All the fancy cufflinks, the rings, the polished dress shoes highlighted Saevitia status in Hell, one of the top-tier families even if Malachi and Severus’s branch was no longer running clan affairs, but Ella was always most attracted to her chaos demon when he was buck naked, crowned with his golden mane and his large, black demonic horns. Sometimes they got lost in his hair; today they stood tall and proud, curved and thick like a ram’s, maybe even more polished than his shoes.

      Ella hadn’t been frightened when she first saw this side of him. A lot of the crazy shit in Hell scared her, and she would be a fool to say otherwise. But Malachi in all his glory, her towering lover, her ashen block of muscle and fire, had always been beautiful to her. Once they’d crossed through the hell-gate and all the magic had washed away, it had been a case of lust at first sight.

      And the feeling had been mutual. As soon as he saw her and her red eyes, her hair nearly double its usual size, her talons sharp enough to rip into him, Malachi had thrust her up against the side of that arrivals hall escalator and almost made a scene.

      Ella would have let him. Moira, on the other hand, wouldn’t have any of it. No need to draw any unnecessary attention to them—not yet. She and her bestie received enough of it anytime they left the Saevitia estate; Ella longed for the anonymity of those first few moments, but as the women chosen by the Saevitia brothers—Moira with a ring on her finger, a half-angel bound to a lust demon; Ella the obvious apple of Malachi’s eye, a lowly vampire with a chaos demon lover—they were subject to rumor, gossip, and fascination.

      She huffed as Malachi prowled toward her, door shut, hands clasped behind his back and a mischievous twinkle in his black eyes. His brilliant red pupil had taken some adjusting to at first, but she liked that she could track his gaze whenever it raked across her figure.

      And it did a great deal of raking as he stalked the cavernous space that had once been her private bedroom, drinking her in, unabashedly feasting upon her.

      Heat tingled between her thighs, but it was hard to feel worthy of being feasted upon in so many goddamn layers of tulle. She seriously wasn’t tall enough to pull this off.

      “This is insane. I look like a black lace cupcake.”

      “Nonsense,” Malachi purred, closing in on her, his mouth curving into an all too familiar smirk—threatening to most, thrilling to Ella. “I don’t want to fuck a black lace cupcake.”

      She held up a warning finger, stumbling back into the vanity, her assortment of makeup, both from Hell and from Earth, shoved aside by the sheer breadth of this fucking skirt.

      “Malachi…” Her eyes narrowed like that would slow his approach—it didn’t. “I just finished my makeup, and I still need to do my hair, and you can’t rip the dress—”

      “Don’t worry,” he growled. “I won’t.”

      Malachi slammed his wicked mouth to hers, swallowing every last one of her half-hearted protests as he hoisted her onto the vanity. Makeup tins and cannisters of styling product toppled over, most rolling off the counter, the rest getting trapped under her giant skirt. His kiss was brutal, and Ella craved nothing else—she wanted to taste his desire, his need. She needed the blood, the clash of teeth, the forceful savagery as his tongue plundered her, marked her, claimed her for his own as it had done many, many, many times over since she had set foot in his ancestral home.

      Much to her surprise, Malachi navigated her ridiculous petticoats with only minimal difficulty, snarling at the final layer of fabric that barred him from her. That he ripped, a thin slip of cotton no one would see; an innocent casualty, really, but Ella still snapped at his tongue for it, still drew blood, her fangs always out in Hell, and then giggled when he shoved her up against the mirror in response. Her giggles drove him wild, the teasing, carefree little titters she made when he was especially rough with her. The sound told him he didn’t scare her, that she could withstand his brutality and was always thirsty for more.

      That two could play at his game—that she relished the violence.

      Malachi loved her for it. He had told her so months ago, shortly after fucking her on the grand staircase in the estate’s entrance foyer, his hands bruising, his kiss damning, dragging her through three screaming climaxes. Licking the blood from his neck, his chest, his wrist, Ella had said it back without hesitation. I love you too. It had come so naturally to her, high on pleasure and blood. It came even easier later, wrapped in his arms as they watched a storm ravage the landscape through the enormous floor-to-ceiling window in his suite, the gale as brutal as their lovemaking.

      Today he tormented her with his fingers first, stroking her, teasing her, pinching and flicking and rubbing just right as she moaned and squealed into his mouth. Ella crested the edge minutes later, her skin on fire, her climax slamming into her like a fucking hurricane. Dazed, she speared her fingers through his hair, smiling a bloody smile when their mouths finally parted, eyes locked. At the sound of his belt unbuckling, his dress pants dropping, she smoothed those wandering fingertips over his horns, adoring the ripple, like the rough bite of tree bark.

      She loved gripping them tight whenever she rode him—as he watched her, coaxed her on, hands everywhere, whispered words of worship dancing across her skin. Declarations of love, promises for the future. Promises for her and her alone.

      Snarling, Malachi pounded into her with a single, ruthless thrust, slamming her back against the mirror with such force that the glass splintered. Large hands gripped her thighs, forcing them up, deepening the angle of every merciless plunge. Ella didn’t bother to be quiet, to muffle her pleasure; neither did he. Their cries and growls filled the room, swelling the faster her fucked her, the harder he pounded her into the mirror, shards of glass crunching, the wooden vanity groaning beneath them.

      As a second climax hurtled ever closer, she frantically undid the top few buttons of his silken dress shirt and sunk her fangs into the meat of his muscular shoulder. The chaos demon hissed, taking her faster, fucking her, loving her, quick and dirty and vicious as she drank from him, mouth filled with blood as black as a raven’s wing.

      He tasted sweeter in Hell; she would never grow tired of it. Never crave another. Malachi Saevitia was hers and hers alone, and she felt that possessiveness deep in her core, especially like this, when they came as one in a desperate, fierce ecstasy that had her throwing her head back and crying his name.

      This orgasm had the intensity of the midnight sun, a sharp, startling sort of pleasure that Ella felt in her teeth, that would tingle between her thighs for hours after this. The kind that left her desperate for more.

      The kind that would probably have her dragging him aside after the ceremony, after the reception feast, after the toasts and speeches and sacrifices, so he could make her scream at least once more before nightfall.

      Malachi stiffened against her, cursing as he spilled himself inside. He slammed a hand to the wall, just over the broken vanity mirror, a shudder rippling across his impressive frame. Her vanilla-scented hand lotion tainted his skin, just as his masculine scent sunk deep into hers. The wound on his shoulder had already closed, and she quickly licked the lingering smears of blood away, pleased that they hadn’t sullied his shirt.

      Not this time, anyway. But it wouldn’t be the first outfit they had ruined together before a social outing, the fabric bloodstained and telling.

      Her makeup, on the other hand, was probably a lost cause.

      Clearing her throat pointedly, she pushed at his chest, a rock-hard wall of unyielding muscle, and Malachi obliged without a word—but not before stealing one last deep, lingering kiss that made her heart ache and her toes curl. No longer trapped in place, Ella slid off the vanity and ducked into the attached bathroom to quickly tidy up, struggling to wipe herself down with all this fucking skirt in the way. When she returned, she found Malachi tucking his spent cock into his trousers and lazily buckling his belt.

      She shot him a flirty glance through her lashes, then scooped up all her scattered makeup and dumped the armful back on the vanity. From what she could see in the shards of mirror still intact, her efforts had been utterly ruined, lipstick smeared, contouring too blended, her shimmery blush staining Malachi’s thumbs, his palms.

      Twenty minutes ago, she had almost looked human. It really had been some of her most subtle work yet, and now she’d need to start again.

      But a part of her had expected the disruption. She had given herself an extra hour to compensate, just in case the chaos demon who had her heart came knocking.

      Still, the vanity mirror was fucked. Her makeup could be redone, but this would require a trip to the woodworker, a pompous, bulbous demon named Unter who enjoyed openly leering at Ella and Moira when the Saevitia brothers had their backs turned.

      “Stop breaking my furniture,” she admonished, lightly swatting at his arm as he buttoned his shirt. Malachi smirked, woefully unapologetic for the damage to what had once been her furniture.

      In fact, the whole room had once belonged to Ella. Well, originally it had been a guest room down the hall from Malachi’s, but he had given it to her on her first night at the estate, a night fraught with emotion, a whirlwind of ups and downs. Moira had survived her trial in Heaven. The courts had deemed her worthy of life, taking all her past actions, her Truth Touch, as evidence that she would do good for humanity with her heightened angelic abilities, even if she had fallen in love with a demon.

      All that had been amazing news.

      But Ella was still banished. She had her family, yes, but everything else was gone. It had been… a lot.

      While Moira shacked up with Severus immediately, just as they had in Farrow’s Hollow, Ella had needed her space. Her privacy. Solitude. Malachi had put her in this huge, cavernous room with a view of the gardens without question or hesitation.

      After the first month, however, she found she spent so much time in his much larger, much grander suite with a view of the distant red mountains that it had just been easier to make the move permanent. This room, then, became a glorious walk-in closet that Ella and Moira shared.

      The pair had spent months refurnishing the entire estate. After Malachi and Severus’s parents had died and all their old servants fled, Malachi had covered their antique furniture with sheets and called it a day. When they uncovered said antiques, none of them had been usable—not by Ella and Moira’s standards. Dark, depressing wood. Hard, merciless benches. Everything was angular and prim and just sad. Nothing cozy. Nothing inviting. Nothing warm.

      She and Moira had rectified that almost immediately. Spoiled by their demons, they had bought newer, brighter, more comfortable furniture from craftsmen across the realm. What they couldn’t buy they had custom-made. Plush rugs spanned formerly cold marble hallways. Fresh flowers from the overgrown gardens outside came in, filling glass vases, complementing the colors from new, less depressing, less scary-as-fuck artwork. Light wood. Comfy cushions. A pool table in one of the many dens.

      The house was a work in progress, but it was getting there. Malachi and Severus hadn’t complained once about all the changes. In fact, the pair seemed to enjoy them.

      Or, more likely, they enjoyed Ella and Moira. The rest was just background noise, unimportant in the grand scheme of things.

      Ella appreciated a comfortable home, especially with all the other changes. Hell itself had gone through an upheaval in the last year with the mass migration of banished vampires. From what she understood, most had ended up in slums, unless they had connections to higher-tier demon clans like she did. Crime had shot up, keeping a fallen angel named Asmodeus and his band of roving enforcers very busy, but apparently they relished the job.

      The thought always made her shiver. Ella had tried to make connections with some of the vampires who had been forced down here with her, several of whom she had met in the chaos of the arrivals terminal that first day. But given how the upper class spaced their homes, with miles and miles and miles of land around each mansion, the distance posed a challenge in maintaining any real friendships.

      But she had time—a lot of it—to connect with other vampires, maybe even coordinate some legal reforms for better vampire treatment across the realm. Malachi had already promised he would help her, but sometimes she struggled with that part of her life. Speaking with fellow banished vampires, reminiscing, made her homesick. She missed Earth. She missed Farrow’s Hollow—deeply. So much so that she tried not to think about it, about the fact that Severus and Moira could make little trips topside every other week for Severus to stock up on human life essence. As much as it pained her, it had been easier to pretend Hell was all that existed for this first year, that there was nothing else out there.

      The wound would heal in time. Her heart would mend.

      Ella had eternity ahead of her thanks to Serafino, the one tiny ray of light the bastard had bestowed on her before his death. Four hundred years in Hell wasn’t an eternity. She would go home one day. For now, this could be her home. And she would do what she could to make it comfortable, knowing that for all his smirking, his teasing, his furniture breaking, Malachi would do the same.

      “Now I need to do my makeup again,” she said with a dramatic sigh, like the two brilliant climaxes had been such a burden. Ella wiggled her eyebrows in the mirror as she wiped the smudged lipstick from her cheek, Malachi’s black gaze scorching across her figure.

      “I think this is an exceptional look for you,” he mused, toying with a rogue curl, his mouth wicked again. “Thoroughly fucked and satisfied… Is ravished a page in your makeup look book yet?”

      She hummed and swatted away his hand. “No, but I could use your input on creating the template…”

      “Yes, quite. I’ll get right on that.” He gave her ass a quick smack, hard enough so she could really feel it through her enormous skirt. “We’ll need some options to choose from, naturally.”

      Ella rolled her eyes before catching his fiery gaze in the mirror as he backed away. “Naturally.”

      If they had nowhere important to be, Malachi would have continued to paw at her until they eventually retreated to his bedroom for the day. Given they had a wedding to get to and a long carriage ride ahead, he let her be, settling on the cushy sofa beneath the window and smoothing a hand along his dress shirt, pausing when he discovered a few black dots of blood on the collar. Ella busied herself with her makeup routine, forced to start from scratch.

      Although she loved nearly all the facets of Malachi’s personality, sometimes she enjoyed the quiet moments like this the most. Just the two of them, content in each other’s company. It was peaceful. Safe. Earnest—real.

      But then again, she also loved his madness. She loved exploring the wilds of Hell by his side: scaling jagged mountains and investigating underground caves, racing skeletal horses across the dusty flat plains, diving naked into the Sea of Lost Souls.

      At first his motives had been transparent: Malachi had taken her on adventures to distract her, to make her forget all that she had lost in a single day. Now, she craved the adrenaline rush, the excitement of exploring something so different, so raw and untouched—something she would never see again after she eventually returned to Earth. Hell had a lot to offer, the landscape vast and varied, and she wanted to see all of it over the next four hundred years.

      Moira and Severus were always content with each other’s company, locked in their room or picnicking in the garden or experimenting in the kitchen. Ella needed variety. She needed spice and thrills and distraction, and Malachi catered to that. He gave her what she needed and so much more. Happily.

      Just as she was adding the finishing touches to her look, her previous one painstakingly replicated until it was almost perfect, the door flew open.

      “What the fuck are we wearing?” Moira demanded, kicking her way into the room, the black lace nightmare just as excessive on her much taller frame. Malachi clapped a hand over his mouth, barely containing his snort, and her bestie hurled the lipstick she must have found in the hallway at him. This time it bounced off his shoulder, adding a touch of scowl to the chaos demon’s delight.

      “Girl, don’t get me started,” Ella said with a huff, rising from her little stool and gesturing toward it with a snap of her fingers. “Come here. Let me do your hair.”

      Moira shuffled over, the tulle and chiffon whooshing with every step, and she paused, frowning at her vanity. “What… happened to your mirror?”

      “Malachi.” Ella shook her head, feigning exasperation. “Malachi happened to my mirror.”

      Moira wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

      “So gross.”

      “You fucking loved it,” Malachi piped up from across the room, rolling the tin of lipstick between his hands. Both girls flipped him the bird as Moira settled on the vanity’s stool, and Ella speared her fingers through the mass of coarse white hair for her to work with. While Malachi’s appearance in Hell had been a case of insta-lust, adjusting to the changes in Moira had taken more time. Her best friend was practically translucent down here, her blue veins on display, and her hair had adopted a straw-like quality that she despised.

      Oh, and no more pupils. Apparently angels didn’t have the standard black pupil. Not that demons did either, but the lone grey dot in the middle of Moira’s eyes had startled Ella the first time she saw it. Now it was no big deal. Now, their physical features had become the new normal.

      As had Moira’s wings. They spanned some five feet in either direction these days but remained invisible courtesy of Zachariah’s locket. Moira wore it everywhere; no need to draw all of Hell’s gaze toward some of the most potent magic in the universe. Angel feathers were a rare and hot commodity down here, and the household didn’t need any extra bullshit to contend with during Ella’s adjustment period. Moira could handle herself against demons—probably—but why tempt fate?

      “So, I’m thinking…” Ella tipped her head to the side, finger-combing Moira’s stringy, wild hair. “French twist?”

      “Literally anything to get my hair away from my face.” She tugged at the black lace collar, which licked up her neck and unfurled under her angular chin, same as it did with Ella. “There’s too much going on around here already.”

      “I feel that in my soul.”

      “Right?”

      “Neither of you have souls—” Malachi threw himself down on the couch, cackling as he dodged the barrage of makeup products hurled his way.

      A few minutes into her attempt to wrangle Moira’s stubborn locks into a delicate updo, Severus jogged in, dressed in his own burnt-umber suit, handsome enough to make Moira’s cheeks flush when he winked at her. The incubus came armed with several bottles of wine, three empty glasses, and a chalice topped up with black demon blood for Ella.

      Over the next two hours, they sipped their respective drinks and chatted away while Moira and Ella worked on each other’s hair. Ella eventually achieved the french twist she had envisioned, despite that stiff white mane fighting her from the start, and Moira wrangled Ella’s massive brunette curls into a huge topknot, a few tendrils of spiraling hair coiling down the back.

      Once, the conversation drifted to Farrow’s Hollow, but more so between Severus and Malachi than the entire group. While it was painful to even hear the name, she understood why it still popped up: Malachi had signed over legal ownership of the city to Alaric shortly after she had been banished. He’d told her he had no intention of returning without her, which would make it difficult for him to give her beloved hometown the time and attention it deserved.

      Alaric had been the perfect man for the job, especially with Cordelia at his side and his father’s backing; Farrow’s Hollow couldn’t have asked for a better secret supernatural overlord.

      Sometime later, the other three tipsy on imported fae wine and Ella pleasantly full on demon blood, the family carriage rolled up in front of the estate. The group drifted down the massive marble stairs together, Severus and Moira leading the way to the beautiful gardens outside, arm in arm, murmuring to each other as their shoes crunched over the path.

      Ella, meanwhile, had her arms full with this fucking skirt, putting Malachi to work by having him carry the lace train. She squinted as she crossed from the wraparound stone porch and into the midday sun, relishing its roasting heat as she never had before.

      One of the best things about Hell was that its sunlight wouldn’t fry her to a crisp. She had adopted a relatively normal schedule again, nocturnal no longer. Hell’s heat was a different story, positively sweltering for the better part of the day, a downright affront to her vampiric senses, but she made the best of it.

      A hazy red sheen coated the sky today, same as yesterday, same as tomorrow. The lace had been constricting inside; hit with the noonday broil, it felt like a prison, but at least she could walk outside like everyone else.

      Suffer in the heat like everyone else.

      “You know, perhaps in a year’s time, you can repay my dear cousin in kind,” Malachi mused, raising her dress just enough to allow a breeze to tickle her ankles. When she glanced at him, eyebrows creeping up her forehead, he shrugged like the insinuation was no big deal—like he hadn’t just casually floated marriage. “Put her in her own ridiculous bridesmaid’s dress. I believe she’d deserve it.”

      “Huh, all right, then.” Her cheeks tingled with warmth, and even though she couldn’t blush, she suspected Malachi knew she would if she could. The chaos demon adjusted the fabric in his grasp, as if completely oblivious to the huge bomb he had just dropped. Ella smirked. Up ahead, the front wall of the estate shimmered briefly before disappearing, opening to reveal the awaiting black carriage.

      “Just a thought,” he insisted, his tone casual as sin. She nodded, unable to contain her smile.

      “Only if you’re lucky, Malachi Saevitia,” Ella told him. She then paused and stood up on her tiptoes, a wordless command for him to bend down so she could kiss his cheek. Heat bloomed beneath her lips when she brushed them across his skin, skittering down her body and pooling between her thighs. “If you’re very, very lucky.”

      “Oh, dearest…” Malachi yanked her closer by the excess tulle, grinning wolfishly when she stumbled into his chest. “I’m already very, very lucky.” He stole a quick kiss, fleeting and soft, as if careful not to ruin her hard work for a second time. “With you, I’m the luckiest demon in Hell.”

      She snorted, wishing he could see the way her blush would have deepened, how her skin would have flushed bright red with affection. Hopefully he saw it in her eyes, in the way they shone beneath a hazy, distant sun. Ella gripped the lapels of his jacket, nipping at his chin. “And don’t you ever forget it.”

      Malachi cupped the back of her head, stroking her with his thumb, his expression shifting to something more serious, more earnest.

      “Never,” he whispered. Ella swallowed thickly, her gaze dipping to his lips before darting back to his eyes.

      “Never,” she agreed.

      Never, they declared.

      Never, they promised.

      Never.
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            Thank You!

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to take a moment to thank you. If you’re reading this, then you’ve been with me from the first page of Predator. You’ve gone with me and my book babies to Hell and back again, and I wanted to thank you—for your time, your dedication, and your support.

      The Hunt as a whole has really meant a lot to me. Although I love all my books, this serial was the one that gave my passion a jumpstart. When I started with Moira and Severus, suddenly I was daydreaming about plot points and characters again. I was up to my eyeballs in inspiration board photos, loving every second of it. All five of these books, from Predator to The Uprising, have a very special place in my heart.

      And as a reader, so do you.

      Thank you so much for everything. Thank you for taking this journey with me. Thank you for sharing in my passion. Thank you for your encouragement and your excitement.

      As always, don’t forget to let me know what you thought about your read! Did you fall just a little bit more in love with our favourite chaos demon? Would you want to see more of Farrow’s Hollow, of the characters in it? If so, leave me a review on Amazon or Goodreads so I know!

      Until next time, stay awesome.

      xoxox

      Liz
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