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      “Is this a joke?”

      Just up the street from the Inferno, Ella Thomas crossed her arms and cocked a hip as she stared at a very empty alleyway—the exact location Moira had given her only two hours earlier. At first she’d thought the text alert from her best friend had been a part of her dream: Moira had been MIA for roughly three weeks without a word. She had missed her final exams. She hadn’t turned in any of her term papers. She hadn’t come home and she had stopped answering her phone.

      Just as Ella had been about to file a missing persons report, their roommate Hannah had come home with news from Moira’s advisor: she had applied for compassionate leave and put her semester on hold. Apparently she would be able to resume working on her degree when she was ready, but that didn’t matter to Ella. Moira wasn’t the type to bail on schoolwork. She had always been diligent. Professional, even. It had been that way since elementary school—until now. Now, she was secretive and distant. Ella had barely seen her in the last two months. They’d had fewer and fewer movie nights together, and barely any dinner dates. She couldn’t remember the last time they had sat alone in one of their bedrooms, door closed, serenaded by nineties pop ballads, and just talked.

      When all this had started, she’d hoped Moira had maybe found a guy worth dating, but the jerk who showed up to collect her things that one time hadn’t seemed remotely Moira’s type. Still, with everything that had happened over the last two years, her best friend deserved to be with someone who made her happy—even if Ella thought the guy was an ass.

      Moira had been all over the place emotionally for months now. Upbeat one minute, down the next. Ella hadn’t blamed her. The woman’s mom had died. Her hair had fallen out. Her eyes had changed colour, for goodness sake, and none of the doctors she had seen had been very helpful. Ella had even reamed one out when she tagged along for an appointment; the guy had heavily insinuated that Moira was a junkie, and therefore he could do nothing for her.

      Moira was the last person to take drugs. Alcohol—sure. They were in university. Alcohol came with the territory. But drugs? The guy was off his rocker, even if Moira’s cheeks were gaunt. Even if she was losing weight faster than Ella thought healthy. And even if she had abandoned much of her former social life to mope around her room. The girl had been going through some heavy shit. People needed to cut her some slack—it was what Ella had done the moment she found out Lara Aurelia was dying. She’d loved Moira’s mom more than her own mother, and her death had hit them both hard.

      Still, through her grief, Ella had continued to stand by her, biting her tongue as Moira steadily retreated from the rest of the world. She offered fashion advice, hair tips, and positive reinforcement whenever possible, hoping that one day Moira would just snap out of it, that Ella would finally get her best friend back—but was more than willing to ride this out in the meantime. Because that’s what sisters did. They stuck it out, through thick and thin, and Ella had always thought of Moira as her sister—the sister she had chosen, and who had chosen her right back.

      Then Moira had disappeared.

      And it just wasn’t like Ella to be this upset with her best friend. This wasn’t who they were. They didn’t disappear on each other. They didn’t keep secrets. And they definitely didn’t vanish for three weeks after some cryptic text about meeting on campus for coffee and details, which, in the end, Moira had flaked out on too.

      So, when she had discovered the text message this morning, Ella thought that she had to be dreaming.

      But no, it had been real. Moira wanted to meet. She promised to explain everything.

      I’m so sorry.

      Bitter tears had sprung to her eyes as Ella read that text message, her hands trembling and her body prickling with a storm of jumbled emotion. Not wanting to say something that would send Moira running again, she had opted to take a shower first, drink a strong cup of black coffee, and wait. Wait for her emotions to settle. Wait for her tears to stop. And wait for her hands to steady.

      Her reply had been succinct: When and where?

      So, here she was. Just where Moira had told her to be—on time as always. It was something they had always shared: punctuality.

      Her honey-brown gaze wandered between the two buildings on either side of the alley. She glanced up, wondering if Moira might be staring back from one of the windows. Nothing. With a huff, Ella dug her phone out of her slouchy brown purse, the pleather sticking to her underarms in the midday heat. As May hurtled toward June, the heat had become merciless. Sweat starting the gather along her hairline, Ella fired off an annoyed text letting Moira know that she was here, and she found herself missing the blissful air-conditioning of the city bus she had taken downtown.

      She’d barely slipped her phone back in the little pocket of her purse when she heard the creaking door hinges. Instinct told her to look left, toward the noise, but as she did, she happened upon a sight directly in front of her that made her heart drop into her stomach. Ella stumbled back with a gasp: Moira—she had materialized out of nowhere. There, in the vacant alley, a rectangular opening roughly the size of a large door revealed her best friend, and behind her…the interior of a house?

      Ella blinked hard. Had someone slipped her something on the bus? This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real.

      “Hi.” Moira stood before her, fiddling with her fingers, a nervous habit she’d had since they were kids. While she looked almost the same as she had a month ago, subtle changes caught Ella’s eye as she studied her best friend. For one thing, she no longer looked so sickly-thin. Her cheeks had filled out to nearly pre-illness fullness, and her collarbones were no longer protruding sharply over the neckline of whatever she was wearing.

      Wait—what was she wearing? Ella’s frown deepened. Moira hadn’t been a dress girl since before her mom died. This past year, she had been a sweatpants-and-grubby-T-shirt girl, unless she had to do a presentation in class. Even then, she had usually styled herself to disappear into the background.

      Today, she wore a pinstriped white dress, the dotted vertical stripes a faded navy blue. It was almost…fashionable. Moira hadn’t cared about fashion in a long time. Square neckline, bodice flush to her figure, and a skirt that flared slightly down to her knees. Shoulders with some edge to them. Little cap sleeves. This was fashionable. Her toenails were painted to match the stripes of the dress, and—

      “Oh my god, your hair.” The first thing Ella should have noticed was that Moira wasn’t hiding her stark white hair under some god-awful wool hat. Instead, she wore it in a fishtail braid—Moira doesn’t know how to braid her own hair—and even with it thrown over her shoulder, it trailed down to her hips. Had she been missing for three weeks—or three years? There was no way her hair had even been close to that length. Ella would have noticed.

      Right?

      Ella pressed her fingertips to her temples, massaging them firmly as a little headache started to blossom behind her eyes.

      “Moira, what the hell is going on?” She met and held her best friend’s haunting blue gaze with some difficulty. Ella had put on a brave face when Moira’s eyes changed last year, but, honestly, they scared her. Moira had always had such warm eyes, eyes she could trust implicitly. The blue—sometimes cold, sometimes otherworldly… Well, she didn’t know how to handle the blue just yet.

      “I know it doesn’t make any sense,” Moira said, her chin quivering when she pressed her lips together and took a quick breath. “I’m so sorry, Ella. I… I’ve wanted to tell you, but it was just too crazy. I should have told you from the first day.”

      Ella hesitantly approached the opening, unable to resist peeking in.

      There was a whole fucking room behind her. Stairs leading up.

      “Moira, I don’t get it. Is this…?” What, exactly? Ella had no idea what to even ask.

      “Take my hand.” Moira offered it, palm up. It shook slightly. “I’ll show you everything.”

      She could have walked away. As Ella stared down at that hand, she knew she could have reveled in her anger, in her disappointment—but when it came down to it, she just missed her best friend. That was all that mattered.

      Eyes welling with tears, Ella batted Moira’s hand aside and jumped on her instead, engulfing her in a hug. In an instant, Moira’s arms wrapped around her, and she hugged Ella right back as they stumbled into the room. While her feet tripped over a small step, and she could feel the difference between the sidewalk and what now felt like hardwood, Ella kept herself buried against Moira’s neck and shoulder, holding her tighter. They both trembled, propping one another up for what felt like hours.

      When she finally did risk a look up, Ella discovered they were indeed in a room—a room that hadn’t been there before. Her gaze drifted toward an upscale kitchen, a wall-mounted herb garden, a dining table, then up the thin, steep stairs directly behind Moira. Black, white, grey—it wasn’t an aesthetic Moira would have chosen willingly. This had to be someone else’s house.

      Someone’s…invisible…secret…magical house.

      “Moira?” she croaked, her throat tight and voice thick. Her knees wanted to give out, but she held firm, fighting the freak-out. “Are we in Narnia?”

      “Kind of.” Her best friend giggled, then eased back, her hands resting on Ella’s shoulders as she sniffled. Tears glistened in those blue eyes—blue eyes that were warm, just as her green ones had been. Warm and open. Raw, maybe just a little bit broken. Ella brushed away the tears as they fell, and Moira did the same for her.

      “Missed you,” she murmured, and Moira’s smile quickly matched her own.

      “Missed you more.”

      “Not possible.” Ella let out a long sigh, a rush of weariness settling over her, then gestured to the room around them. “Okay, girl… What the actual fuck?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pain radiated up his arm when his fist collided with Kurron’s jaw. Something in the demon’s face cracked, bone and sinew giving way at last. He slumped over, viscous red liquid dribbling from his mouth, and Severus glanced down at his fist, annoyed to have split the last of his knuckles already.

      Yesterday he’d been able to work over three demons before he reached this point, the skin having healed overnight. Perhaps he was being a little rougher on Kurron: the bastard had broken Alaric’s nose the night they rescued Moira, and then boasted about it when they hauled him in for questioning. Typical demon bravado: bound in chains, surrounded by enemies, and still sneering about something petty.

      “You know, the other idiots in Diriel’s employ also haven’t squealed yet,” he mused, grabbing a fresh white towel to clean his hands. “They’re currently headless and rotting in the basement, but I’m sure you’d happily die for Diriel. I’m sure he’s like family to you.”

      Kurron groaned again, the sound long and drawn out, before lifting his head with some effort. Then he grinned, his smile full of broken teeth and blood, his sneering arrogance intact. Severus rolled his eyes and tossed the towel back on the nearby table, then turned to the wide assortment of torture devices available to him. Tapping his chin thoughtfully, he worked his way through the lot before settling on the nails.

      “All I want is his current location,” he insisted, keeping his voice even. He had learned to swallow his rage weeks ago; letting demons see how they affected him, how nothing more than their arrogance riled him, got him nowhere. After rescuing Moira, Severus had been wrathful. Had he the ability, he would have leveled this whole damn city to find Diriel. Unfortunately, if he wanted to do it right, once more he needed to be smart. Calculating. Use his strengths, even if it would have been easier to fall back on his rage.

      He had been steadily working his way through Diriel’s minions, the few still hiding out around Farrow’s Hollow. Kurron was fourth in line from the top—one of Diriel’s semi-major players. He’d been found lurking in the warehouse district, which made transporting him to Verrier’s inventory facility a breeze.

      With Alaric’s bottomless line of credit at his disposal, plus his own substantial fortune, Severus had hired a pair of renowned bounty hunters from Emerson, another hell-gate adjacent city, to seek out Diriel.

      When a week passed and they’d found nothing on the demon himself, the hunters expanded their search, tracking and apprehending his moronic lackeys instead. Severus had been torturing them for two straight weeks, drawing out snippets of intel on Diriel, but nothing concrete enough to pinpoint an exact location. Both Severus and Alaric had agreed that he wouldn’t leave Farrow’s Hollow; the farther a demon traveled from a hell-gate, the weaker their abilities. Beyond that, Diriel only had pull in Farrow’s Hollow. Not only was he a nobody in Hell, but his arrogance, his flash, and his lower-class status had alienated him from the demon mob families. He had no allies. He was alone.

      And Severus would root him out, one minion at a time.

      The bastard was going to pay for what he’d done to her.

      The bastard was going to suffer.

      “Who knew a leech could,” Kurron’s voice hitched, a fresh blob of blood pluming from the corner of his mouth, “throw a-a punch like that? Colour me impressed.”

      “That’s what all you fools don’t understand. Incubi aren’t weaker—we’ve just got a high metabolism,” Severus said with a sigh, crouching in front of the bound demon, nails in hand. The chair he tortured them all in smelled positively foul, blood and piss staining the wood. Still, the corpse rotting away in the corner of the windowless cement room—the body of the first demon he’d tortured and beheaded—smelled worse. The rest were on ice in the basement to minimize the smell, but he wanted all the new arrivals to see this body—just to let them know what they were in for if they opted not to cooperate.

      If he simply tortured them and then let them live, they would all eventually heal from their injuries. All the trauma he’d inflicted—erased. They’d seek revenge, either on behalf of Diriel or for themselves. They’d go after Severus, and they would definitely go after Moira, maybe even force him to watch while they pulled her apart. Every last one of them needed to die, and, so far, all had met death at the end of Severus’s blade—which he had borrowed from the bounty hunters. Forged in Hell, the broadsword sat next to the rotting corpse, a pretty picture of his resolve—a solemn promise.

      A vow of vengeance for what their boss had done to Moira.

      “We’re not all that different, you and I,” Severus carried on lightly, smirking when Kurron spat at him. Blood peppered his face, but he merely lifted the demon’s index finger—and shoved the razor-sharp point under his nail. Kurron howled, struggling against the bindings around his wrists, ankles, and abdomen. Severus sat back on his heels, grinning, and held another two-inch nail up. “You see, this would hurt me too. We’re practically twins.”

      He shoved the next one under Kurron’s thumbnail. Then the middle finger, and on and on and on, until all ten fingers had a nail embedded at least an inch into them. Severus had stopped asking questions, preferring to finish up in a timely manner. After all, there were a dozen other torture devices he would put to use before he lopped the fucker’s head off.

      “Kurron, Kurron, Kurron.” He tsked at the demon, shaking his head as he stood. “No one likes a crybaby. Buck up, old chum. The tears are unbecoming.”

      Kurron scowled up at him, shuddering as blood seeped out of his fingers. “F-f-fuck…y-y-y—”

      “All right, don’t strain yourself. I think we both know where you were headed there,” Severus remarked. “Now, put an end to your suffering… Tell me where your boss is hiding and we’ll call it a day.”

      “You’ll k-k-kill me no m-matter w-w-what—”

      “Oh, you don’t know that.” Severus grinned down at him, hands on his hips. “I might surprise you. Come on. Give it a whirl. Play the odds, friend.”

      The demon responded by spitting another mouthful of fresh blood at him, but this time Severus leaned slightly to the left to avoid the spray. Sighing, he shook his head in faux disappointment before clocking Kurron square in the jaw.

      Severus hissed on the follow-through, straightening up to check his knuckles. Bleeding. So much blood these last few weeks; for the first time in his life, most of it had belonged to someone else.

      When he glanced back, he found Kurron unconscious, a real heaviness to his body as it slumped this time.

      “Fine. Brief pause,” he muttered, stalking back to the table to grab the towel and dab himself down. In the mood for a few shots of whiskey, he crossed toward the metal door on the other side of the room, its hue so faded that it almost blended with the cement walls and flooring. He paused, rubbing the towel at his chin before tossing it aside. Never one for torture before, Severus had worked his way through twelve of Diriel’s minions; he was starting to get rather good at it.

      Or so he liked to think.

      The objective of some torture was to extract information, and while the little weasels had squealed about Diriel’s business, his various homes and storage facilities around the city, the escorts he preferred to hire, how much he was embezzling from one of the mob families, no one had let slip his actual location—and that was what Severus needed. So, really, was he a skilled torturer?

      Time would tell.

      One of them would break. Severus would see to that. As long as he kept his strength up, they would find Diriel by the end of the month.

      Unless none of them knew where their boss was hiding.

      Which was a frustrating possibility. It wouldn’t be the first time a demon higher up on the food chain had kept their hired muscle out of the loop.

      But someone had to know. Diriel had an annoyingly big mouth and a penchant for bragging. Someone had to know where he’d gone.

      Before exiting the decidedly not soundproofed torture chamber, he pulled his phone from his pocket. No messages from Moira yet, though she usually checked in around dinner. The thought had him smiling softly; she had provided home-cooked meals—breakfast, lunch, and dinner—for the last three weeks, despite his and Alaric’s numerous protests that it was absolutely not necessary. She kept insisting the meals were one small way to repay them for all they were doing for her, and Severus didn’t exactly mind—she was a good cook, once she had figured out how to wrangle the oven.

      A feat he had yet to accomplish without consulting the manual, and he’d lived in that damn house for years.

      His ghost of a smile vanished when he saw that all three clients he had scheduled for tonight had confirmed. One of the things Moira insisted upon these days was that Severus continued seeing clients as often as he could.

      “You need to be strong,” she had murmured as they held one another in his bed the morning after her rescue. “I don’t want to worry about you. Just… You can’t get it from me, so do what you need to do. I support it.”

      He hadn’t believed her at first, but once he and Alaric really threw themselves into the hunt for Diriel, she’d put her foot down.

      What she didn’t realize was that the inner demon was repulsed by all other women now. A wave of nausea hit Severus every time he kissed a client, and he had taken to touching them hard and fast as soon as they arrived, lulling them into a drugged sleep within the first ten minutes of their session. Because he would take so much, Severus had also started leaving the women in the rooms overnight, with notes left on the bedside table that a personal emergency had called him away, but thank you for a lovely evening as always, chat soon, xoxoxox—all that nonsense.

      He had a little black book large enough that he’d been able to meet different clients these last two weeks, only repeating for regulars, like Pamela Prescott, who hounded him until he caved.

      So, while he was in peak physical condition, he hadn’t had actual sex in over three weeks. Perhaps that was why he was such an adept torturer—he had to give the inner demon something. Moira may have crawled into his bed every night. She may have touched him, cuddled up to him, fallen asleep on top of him, but he hadn’t pushed for what she hadn’t offered.

      As fiery as she’d been about extracting her vengeance on Diriel the night she’d been rescued, Moira needed time to heal—mentally, emotionally, physically. The inner demon almost seemed to understand, but all his sexual restraint had left Severus with a lot of pent-up everything.

      He cast an unconscious Kurron one last look over his shoulder, then slipped out of the room. Standing guard at the end of the long, narrow corridor was Alaric’s daytime babysitter, Gibson. A stocky former debt collector, the demon had worked in Verrier’s services for years—the black fist of the organization, as it were. After Thompson’s untimely passing at the auction a few weeks ago, Verrier had switched up all of Alaric’s watchers, and Gibson had landed the daytime grind. He went wherever Alaric went from sunup to sundown, then monitored their home from an apartment across the street that he shared with Kingsley, the vampire who had replaced Thompson for the night shift.

      “Gibby,” Severus said with a nod in passing. “Our little friend is unconscious. Give me a shout when he comes to.”

      The demon grunted in acknowledgement, but he didn’t look at Severus—not in the eye, anyway. Sighing, Severus carried on without missing a beat. Most of Alaric’s demon handlers didn’t vibe well with him, so it wasn’t a surprise that some twat who barely clung to the edges of Hell’s high society would have an issue taking orders from an incubus. Still, he did as he was told—because that was his job.

      And because Alaric had ordered him to.

      Taking the sharp turn to the left, he strolled into a much larger room, which they had set up as a makeshift command center. The wall-mounted cameras in the torture chamber allowed Alaric and the bounty hunters—currently out scoping for more lackeys—to watch Severus’s sessions. Sometimes they had feedback. Occasionally the bounty hunters had new techniques to offer, having more experience extracting information than Severus. Alaric usually appeared pale-faced and somber; he’d never had the stomach for violence.

      Kingsley, a gaunt fucker who could have been a perfect match for Cordelia in his Victorian-era attire, sat in front of the twin display monitors next to the entryway today. The vampire nodded when Severus strode in, then flicked his eyes pointedly over his shoulder. Frowning, Severus followed his line of sight—and gulped when he clued in to what Kingsley was hinting at.

      “My lord,” Severus managed, adopting as respectful a tone as possible while he dipped into a sweeping bow. “This is an unexpected surprise.”

      Across the near-empty room, normally used as furniture storage for both Rose’s Corner and The Inferno, stood Verrier. In the flesh. The statuesque former prince of Hell merely raised a white eyebrow in response, the bright lights overhead highlighting every feature of his aristocratic visage.

      Even when Verrier stood next to his son, it was hard to connect the pair, but Alaric had always said he looked more like his mother. While Alaric was lean and copper-haired, green-eyed and freckled, handsome but not necessarily extraordinary, Verrier had presence. His broad, powerful figure was cloaked in a tailored black suit—Versace, as was his preference—and he wore his thick white hair, shoulder-length and straight, swept back in a low ponytail. Haunting blue eyes stared Severus down, unflinching and unimpressed, while Verrier leaned on an onyx walking stick, a trio of small silver skulls at its head.

      “I’ve been forced to relocate my shipments for weeks, boys,” Verrier mused, his gaze wandering the empty room with an air of nonchalance—a nonchalance that Severus didn’t trust for a second. With a sigh, Verrier strode forth to study the monitors, placing a firm hand on Kingsley’s shoulder when the blond vampire tried to rise. “Sit.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the vampire murmured, doing as he was told, and Severus watched the former prince stare at the monitors with a distant, unfocused look in his eye.

      “So, I thought I might see what my dear son and his little friend are up to,” Verrier continued. He lifted his walking cane so suddenly, so abruptly, that Severus flinched back when it prodded his chest. Verrier cocked his head to the side, turning his full attention on the incubus at last. “Torturing demons. You know I don’t approve of the way you corrupt my son.”

      “I volunteered to help Severus, Father,” Alaric insisted from across the room. “We’re searching for Diriel, and nobody wants to talk.”

      “Ah, yes, Diriel.” Verrier’s cheek twitched slightly as he sneered the demon’s name, disgust oozing over every syllable. “He kidnapped your hybrid, didn’t he? Tortured her? Likely searching for her wings…”

      Severus swallowed thickly, his palms clammy under that unrelenting blue stare—a stare that suddenly reminded him of Moira’s. “Yes, my lord.”

      “And now you wish to, what, extract revenge?” Verrier finally dropped the sharp end of his cane back to the floor, allowing Severus to draw a full breath once more. “Severus, I never took you for the vengeance type.”

      “Moira won’t be safe until that worm is dealt with,” Severus told him. He lifted his chin, knowing Verrier would have obliterated anyone who had touched his Rose back in the day—and she had been completely human. “Alaric and I agreed that this is the best course of action.”

      “Hmm.” Expression utterly unreadable, the former prince returned to the monitors, studying them over Kingsley’s shoulder. “And how much longer will you require the use of my warehouse?”

      Severus cleared his throat, glancing swiftly to Alaric—did that mean Verrier approved of all this? His friend shrugged, then hurriedly crossed the room to stand next to him.

      “We’re hoping to break this one today,” Alaric told his father. “He ranks fairly high in Diriel’s inner circle. Severus has been working on him for the last hour.”

      “The nails are a nice touch.”

      Severus’s eyebrows shot up, but he quickly composed himself when Verrier glanced his way. It was difficult not to react when Verrier bestowed you with a compliment.

      “Thank you, my lord.” Sensing an opportunity, Severus gestured to the nearest monitor. “I thought I’d make him suffer a little. After all, he was the one who broke Alaric’s nose the night we rescued Moira.”

      He pointedly ignored Alaric’s soft, disapproving groan, keeping his gaze trained on Verrier. The demon’s grip tightened around the head of his cane, and his eyes narrowed at the monitor before he looked to Severus sharply. The barely noticeable quirk of his brow was question enough; Severus nodded in confirmation. Alaric’s nose might have healed within a few days of the rescue, but Verrier’s rage over the matter had yet to cool.

      The former prince unbuttoned his sleek black jacket in a single motion, then rolled it off his shoulders as Alaric continued to huff and puff beside them.

      “Father, really—”

      “Not a word.” Verrier thrust his jacket and cane at Severus, but a quick glance at the incubus’s bloodstained hands had him handing his effects off to Alaric instead. The hybrid accepted everything with another sigh, and as Verrier uncuffed his dress shirt and started rolling up the sleeves, he nodded to the monitors. “Turn those off.”

      Kingsley complied in a heartbeat, and Severus watched the former prince go with a steady click, click, click of his spotless oxfords. Once Verrier was out of earshot, disappearing into the corridor from which Severus had recently emerged, Alaric gave him a hard poke in the middle of his back with his father’s cane.

      “Sev, why do you have to provoke him?”

      “I didn’t provoke,” he insisted, glancing at those dark monitors and wishing he could have an unfiltered view of the shitstorm headed Kurron’s way. “I merely…shared some information that your father found relevant—”

      “Shut up.” He glanced back to find Alaric scowling. “I hate it when he does this and you know it.”

      “Well, if it gets us the information that we—”

      Screams echoed from deep within the torture chamber, far louder than any Severus had been able to draw out thus far. The trio in the command center fell silent, listening as Kurron begged and pleaded, screamed and howled, on and on for ten agonizing minutes, until it all just…stopped. As suddenly as it had started, an eerie quiet descended over the warehouse—until the familiar click, click, click greeted them from the corridor.

      Verrier emerged in the same condition in which he had departed, save for a drop of bright red blood on his cheek. As Alaric helped him back into his jacket, he murmured something to his father, and Verrier brushed the blood away with a rather regal flick of his hand.

      “Diriel is in Hell,” he said flatly, accepting his walking stick with a genuinely warm smile reserved only for Alaric. “He fled the night you took your hybrid back, and intends to stay there until all this blows over.”

      Severus’s jaw clenched. Of course the coward had run to Hell. While on Earth he would be resigned to seek shelter in cities close to hell-gates, he had an entire realm below to make use of. Endless territory. Plenty of cracks and crevices to hide in. Severus had thought his low status below might have forced him to stay topside, to stay where he was relevant; clearly not.

      “Bastard—”

      “He was commanded to kidnap your hybrid, Severus,” Verrier remarked, his tone light and airy, as if making pleasant conversation. “Kidnap, torture, kill, I believe were the instructions issued by her father.”

      Severus’s arms dropped to his side, a cold shockwave rippling through him. “W-what?”

      “If we’re to believe the information that one has provided,” Verrier mused. When he nodded to Kingsley, the vampire turned the monitors back on—and the mess was incredible. Bits of Kurron splattered across all four walls of the interrogation room; Alaric blanched and turned away from the sight with a deep breath.

      “Do you believe him?” Severus asked, wishing he sounded stronger—the news had just taken him by surprise. Moira’s father knew Diriel—and had ordered the wretch to kill her?

      The news would break her.

      “I do.” Verrier retrieved a pair of silk gloves from his pocket. “I wouldn’t have butchered him if I hadn’t.”

      “Did he provide the name of the angel?” Severus knew he was pressing his luck, but if he had, it would save everyone a great deal of time and energy.

      The former prince merely slid his hands into his gloves, the flash of a deep red mark on his palm, like a smear of blood, catching Severus’s attention fleetingly. As Verrier pursed his lips and shot Severus an irritated look, the incubus realized he had never seen Verrier’s hands before; they had always been gloved when he was out in public. He’d never questioned it before, either, but that mark—

      “No. The rat provided no name. Just…the father.” Verrier sighed, shaking his head. “Her father.”

      Severus shuffled back into the tables, slumping onto one as Kingsley continued to stare at the monitors, horrified.

      “I trust that you’ll be attending dinner this evening,” Verrier remarked, addressing his son as he held Alaric’s face with one hand. When he nodded, the demon grinned and stroked his pale cheek. “Good boy. Seven o’clock sharp at our usual booth.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      While it seemed Verrier was on the way out, he made one last stop before he departed. Turning sharply, he stalked over to Severus and slammed a gloved hand to his throat, startling him out of his racing thoughts. Verrier pinned him back against the wall, his expression passive but his gaze downright malicious as Severus sputtered.

      “Don’t you dare entangle my boy with angels,” he hissed. “Do you understand, incubus?”

      “Y-yes,” Severus stammered, the demon’s grasp crushing his windpipe like it was nothing. “Y-you know I-I’d never endanger him. Alaric is m-my dearest f-f-friend—”

      “I will hold you to it,” Verrier remarked, choking him hard enough that Severus saw stars. “Should anything happen to him, I will rip you apart.”

      “Father,” Alaric said with a groan. “Enough. Please. Sev would die for me. You know that.”

      Finally, the demon released him, and Severus sank back to the table, wheezing, his crushed trachea slowly popping back to its proper shape. He shrank away when Verrier reached for him again, having no shame in cowering, but this time the demon merely dusted him off and straightened his shirt before marching out of the room. Click, click, click, click.

      Gone.

      “Always a pleasure when your father stops by,” Severus rasped, rubbing at his raw throat.

      “Well, you didn’t have to bring him into it—”

      “But now we know.” Now they knew that an angel was responsible for Moira’s torment, for her agony—for all the monstrous deeds that Diriel had done to her. Was she aware that her father had played a role in all of it?

      “Do we tell her?” Alaric asked. He motioned for Kingsley to give them a moment, and the vampire disappeared down the corridor. Within seconds, they spied both handlers in the interrogation room, half-heartedly starting to clean demon innards off the walls.

      “Good little servants, aren’t they?”

      “Severus.”

      He dragged in a steadying breath, then let it out slowly, his gaze distant, all the while knowing Alaric wouldn’t let him avoid the question forever. “I don’t know. She’s been doing so much better this week. I don’t want to undo that by…”

      By telling her that the one man she had been thinking about her entire life, the man she had been searching for, wanted her dead. How did one even approach that conversation?

      “Well, do you think anyone else in Diriel’s inner circle will know the angel by name?”

      “Unlikely. He’ll play that close to the chest.” Severus pinched the bridge of his nose, knowing what he needed to do next—and loathing the very idea of it. “I’ll need to retrieve Diriel. I’ll need to…”

      Go straight to Hell.

      Severus closed his eyes and let his head thump back against the wall. Fuck.
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      “This is messed up, Moira.”

      Moira studied the swirling patterns on the ceiling, eyes heavy from two hours of tears. When she felt Ella huff beside her, she reached back to pat at her arm. “I know.”

      “No. No. Really.” Her best friend kicked at the side of the couch, both of them lying with their legs dangling over the armrests, heads side by side in the middle.

      She hadn’t been on her back all that much these days, always thinking about the new feathered limbs on her shoulder blades. Even if she couldn’t feel her wings yet, knowing they were there, inside of her, growing, had left a psychological mark. She imagined them digging into her bones, stabbing her—imagined being the key word, as her wings had done neither. Sometimes, if she was in a good mood, a part of her just didn’t want to crush them. Neither extreme seemed plausible, and she could fully acknowledge that it was pretty much all in her head at this point.

      Ella huffed beside her again, her breath whiskey-fresh. “It’s fucked. Up. Fucked. Lemme see the picture again—”

      “No, no more picture time for you,” Moira said, trying not to grin as Ella’s grabby hands reached for it.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re too drunk.” Moira slipped the polaroid of her in Diriel’s torture chamber under the couch, hearing it whisper across the dark hardwood until it tapped against the wall. The rest of Severus’s fourth floor was quiet, but it hadn’t been. Not since Ella showed up nearly three hours earlier, suspicious and skeptical—and rightfully so. Moira’d had no clue if her best friend would even respond to her text, let alone agree to meet her. Something in her gut had told her that their friendship, their lifelong sisterhood, would be able to withstand all the purposeful distance Moira had put between them lately, but she wouldn’t have blamed Ella for turning her down.

      They had never been the kind of friends who kept secrets—and three weeks after being tortured by a psychopath, Moira was finally ready to share all of hers. In order to continue healing from everything, she needed Ella’s support. She needed her best friend’s advice, and her occasionally blunt, sometimes harsh perspective.

      After all, she only had Alaric and Severus for company these days. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate what they had done to help her heal and keep her safe, all the while tracking down Diriel to whatever hole in Farrow’s Hollow he had burrowed into. It was just—Severus was coddling her. She couldn’t blame him for that either; her ordeal had been traumatic. She’d had weeks of nightmares after she ran out of Cordelia’s sleeping draught. Moira knew she had been quiet, reserved, but she had needed the downtime to rebuild. No matter how angry she felt, how determined she was to fight back, a hot shower and a good night’s sleep after the rescue just hadn’t cut it.

      She still wasn’t fully healed. Physically, sure. Mentally? Emotionally? She was working on it, and for now, she was ready to finally bring Ella into the fold, trusting that Alaric and Severus would keep her best friend just as safe as they had been keeping her.

      “’M not drunk,” Ella argued, hands still reaching back for the photo. Moira giggled when they groped at her boobs, then slapped them away.

      “Drunk and grabby.”

      “I’m not…” Ella inhaled deeply, calming herself, hands back on her own chest—cupping the girls. “I am not…drunk.”

      Actually, she was classic drunk Ella. Fast-talking. Handsy. Stubborn. And Moira loved every second of it, though she could now admit that polishing off a bottle of Alaric’s bourbon together, straight, wasn’t the best idea she’d ever had. Living with an incubus and a fellow hybrid had made her forget about strictly human tolerance. Moira had finally found her new personal limit: a bottle and a half of whiskey, two bottles if she mixed it with something.

      Not that she had been drowning her feelings in alcohol, but three weeks in one building, aside from the daily sunrise trips she and Severus took together, meant she was always looking for something new to distract herself with. Drinking with Alaric, a downright lightweight by comparison, had just been one of those distractions. Severus usually joined in if he was home, but she’d yet to see him reach his limit.

      “Honey, you are drunk as a skunk, and it isn’t even three o’clock in the afternoon yet,” Moira insisted, “but I love your drunk little face.”

      Ella turned toward her, then pressed a hard, sloppy kiss to her cheek, hands trapping her in it. She closed her eyes and smiled; Ella didn’t need to hold her there—Moira wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      And from the very emotional talk the pair had had over the last several hours, Ella wasn’t going anywhere either. Her best friend had been devastated to learn what had happened to Moira: changing into a hybrid creature; realizing her dad had probably known about her for her entire life, but had refused to reach out; and when he did, it was to hire a demon hit man to torture and kill her. Many, many, many tears had been shed during the conversation—hence the bourbon. Ella had needed it to deal with the subject matter, and Moira didn’t want her drinking alone.

      “So, what are we gonna do now?” Ella asked when she finally stopped smothering her. Moira shrugged, hands threaded together on her stomach.

      “Well, we have to find Diriel,” she said, knowing that was Severus’s sole focus these days. “Severus says that I won’t be safe until he’s dead, so we have to find him, and I want to know—”

      “Who Dad is,” Ella finished for her. She shuffled about beside her, the couch a tight fit for both of them. A quick glance told Moira that Ella was on her back again, tracing shapes across the ceiling—another classic drunk Ella move. “I get it. You wanna know the bastard’s name. Let’s get ’im.”

      “Now, remember, Severus and Alaric don’t know that Diriel was acting under his orders.” Moira hadn’t found the right time to share that horrific tidbit; she feared that if she did, Severus would back out of this completely. He had been so against tangling with angels before, and if he knew Moira was on an angel’s hit list, he might wash his hands clean of her completely.

      And the thought of him leaving was unbearable. Surviving all this wouldn’t have been possible without his support, and to lose him now—it would break her heart, honestly.

      “Right, right, right,” Ella muttered, waving her off. “Lips zipped, sister. What are you gonna do when you find this Diriel guy to make him tell you? Pull off his fingernails or something?”

      Moira’s jaw clenched, her teasing lightheartedness gone. She’d thought about it a lot—what she would do to Diriel if Severus finally caught him. Still no closer to making her angelic hand-lights work, she was currently at a loss about what she could do that would even hurt him.

      And the no-go on the angel light progress wasn’t for lack of trying. Moira was alone a good six to nine hours a day in this huge invisible house; there was only so much TV-watching, food-prepping, bookshelf-reorganizing, and dust-bunny-wrangling that she could do without going stir-crazy. She had tried to get her light going. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror daily for at least two hours, alone, staring at herself, searching for the key to unleashing the power within.

      So far, she had only succeeded in giving herself stress headaches from the exertion, and somehow managed to make her nose bleed twice. She had tried tapping into her anger, her fury, her hurt and her sorrow. She had tried pleading with herself. She had tried imagining Diriel’s smug face and all the things she wanted to do to it. She had even tried praying—nada.

      So, what she could do to the demon when Severus finally caught him was still a short, mildly useless list.

      Alaric had a pretty nice firearms collection in his closet though—she could always just shoot him. Repeatedly. Still, searing him to a crisp with her angel light was still the goal.

      “Or something, I guess,” she muttered, unsure if Ella heard her. In fact, she hadn’t shared her struggles with conquering and commanding her new abilities yet; but just as she drew a soft breath, ready to spill, Moira heard the front door open and close, followed by the familiar dulcet tones of her roommates.

      She sat up quickly and grabbed her phone off the coffee table. They usually weren’t home from a day of demon torturing until six—this was way too early.

      “Moira?” The couch leather creaked as Ella struggled to get upright. “You okay?”

      “Uh… Sure.” She helped Ella up, arranging her legs neatly in front of her, then went to fix her hair. “So, the guys are home earlier than I thought they’d be.”

      “Oh. The demons?”

      “Well, Alaric’s a hybrid like me,” Moira said distractedly, attempting to redo the intricate work Ella had put into her hair earlier in the day. She had wrangled her mass of toffee-coloured curls into two fat buns on the back of her head. However, she’d been fiddling with her hair the whole time she and Moira talked, and since she’d lain down, plastered, it was all a giant mess. Moira pursed her lips, trying and only marginally succeeding in getting the giant balls back where they belonged. “Okay. Pretend you’re more sober than you are.”

      “Got it.” Ella rolled her shoulders, and Moira pulled her friend’s mustard-yellow crop top down after realizing it had hitched up on her bra. Trying to be helpful, Ella tugged at her shredded short shorts, as if to cover more of her thighs. It did nothing, but Moira appreciated the effort.

      At the sound of footsteps tromping up the first staircase, Ella cleared her throat and looked Moira dead in the eye. “Sober. Totally sober. Not made of blood and bourbon. Just blood.”

      Moira snorted. “We’re fucked.”

      She glanced back to the stairs as she heard Alaric and Severus’s hushed conversation carrying upward, moving from the second level to the third.

      “Okay,” Moira muttered, snapping in front of Ella’s face to get her to focus. “Be nice to Severus, too. I know he was a dick when he came to pick up my things, but he’s been kind of incredible since all this started. So. Just…try to be—”

      Ella waved her hand away, blinking hard and shuffling to the edge of the couch. “I got it, I got it. But I’m not keeping my mouth shut if he starts with me.”

      “Fair enough.”

      To Ella’s credit, she looked more sober by the time Severus’s head appeared through the metal bars of the nearby railing. However, as soon as the pair arrived on the floor, stopping dead in their tracks at the sight of her, Ella let out a less than sober, “God damn, Alaric is fiiiiiiine.”

      The hybrid’s eyes widened from where he stood slightly behind Severus—whose expression wavered between shock and disbelief.

      Well, at least he wasn’t pissed—

      “What the fuck is this?” he seethed, stalking across the room and pointing a noticeably rigid finger at Ella. Clearing her throat, Moira held up her hands and stood, hoping that if she stayed calm, he’d follow suit.

      “Alaric, Severus, this is Ella—”

      “And I’m Ella,” her best friend announced in her I’m-totally-sober-officer-I-swear voice, a voice that was never believable. She then shot to her feet, stumbling into Moira in the process. “Best friend and human.”

      Severus stared at her for a long moment, lips in a thin line and nostrils flared, then tore his charcoal-black gaze away and pinned it squarely on Moira instead. “Is she drunk?”

      Well. No sense in trying to hide it. Moira glanced at her best friend, lips pursed, and then nodded. “Uh, yeah. Little bit.”

      “You make an excellent bourbon, sir,” Ella said just a little too loudly, addressing Alaric with a sumptuous smile. “Top-notch excellent.”

      “Oh my god. Okay.” Resisting the urge to slap a hand to her forehead, Moira quickly got Ella settled back on the couch.

      “How’m I doing?”

      “Really good, totally natural,” Moira whispered back, quieter than Ella’s attempt had been. “Nobody knows you’re blitzed.”

      Ella winked—one eye, then the other. “Told you I got this.”

      “Fuck me,” Severus growled, his tone sharpening. “Moira, are you serious with this?”

      “Okay, so, Alaric,” Moira said, ignoring the incubus completely as she skirted around the coffee table, “can you grab Ella a glass of water? We polished off a bottle of bourbon—”

      “For fuck’s sake—”

      “Because she needed some help processing all the things that I’ve been through over the last two months,” she finished with a pointed look at Severus.

      Alaric cleared his throat, fidgeting with his phone. “Was it my top-shelf stuff?”

      “No, just one of the sample bottles.”

      “Oh, that’s fine. No problem—”

      “Don’t let her off this easily—”

      “And you and I,” Moira grabbed Severus’s arm and dragged him toward his bedroom, “can talk about this in private.”

      He resisted at first, dragging his feet like a child as Moira stomped across the room, but eventually he released a prickly exhale and picked up the pace.

      “Moira?”

      “I’ll be right back, honey,” she called, smiling at Ella as she shoved a grumbling Severus into his bedroom. “Alaric is going to bring you some water, and then you two can get to know each other better.”

      Ella hummed in approval, flopping back and stretching her arms out along the couch. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Alaric shot Moira a helpless look before hurrying down the stairwell, and she made a note to apologize to him later. Ella was harmless, but she was a handsy drunk. Pressing her palm to her forehead, Moira motioned to her best friend that she would just be a second, her smile somewhat strained, and then slipped inside Severus’s bedroom.

      The incubus slammed the door shut before she’d taken more than three steps in. Moira jumped at the crash, whipping around to find him about a foot away, towering over her and glaring.

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Severus—”

      “Do you have any idea the danger you’ve—”

      “It’s done,” she snapped, trying to keep her voice low—all the while knowing she and Severus were probably the last things on Ella’s mind now that she had Alaric to keep her company. So, she squared her shoulders, not backing down, and crossed her arms over her chest. “I told her everything, just like we agreed I would at some point. I brought her over to the house, just like we agreed, and I shared it all, so there’s no point in telling me off, because it happened.”

      His eyes flickered to all black. “Moira—”

      “So, unless you plan on having Cordelia, I don’t know, wipe her memory or something…” Moira pressed her lips together, forehead crinkled as she peered up at him. “You won’t… She can’t do that, right? Erase her memories?”

      “Cordelia has made it perfectly clear that she is on holiday,” Severus said tightly, slipping back into his anger-enunciating seamlessly, “and she is not to be disturbed unless it is life or death.”

      Moira let out a soft breath of relief, then took a step back, uncrossing her arms. “Okay. Good.”

      “But this could very well be life or death for Ella,” he continued, stalking into the narrow depths of his room, dragging his shirt off as he went. Moira’s gaze followed him, her head cocked to the side as her eyes roved along the swell of his shoulder muscles, the taut flex of his abdomen.

      Focus. He’s yelling at you like you’re a child—about something he’s already agreed to.

      But then again, he hadn’t exactly agreed to bringing Ella into all this now, nor had Moira asked. She had just assumed their plan still stood.

      “It isn’t that—”

      “It is, Moira.” Tossing his shirt in the hamper, the cuffs stained red with blood, Severus went for his closet and dug out a black T-shirt. “Why?” He dragged it over his head. “Why would you do this to her now?”

      “Because she’s a part of me,” Moira insisted. “We’re a package deal, Ella and me. We always have been, and I can’t… I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t leave her in the dark.”

      He swiped a hand through his hair, cheeks clean-shaven—it had been getting tedious for both of them to pick all the dried blood out of his scruff each night before he met with clients.

      “You’ve endangered her. And you didn’t even consult me about it.”

      Moira let out a long sigh; there it was, the real meat of this argument. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t talk it through with you before I invited her over. I kind of just woke up this morning thinking about her, and after you guys left, I went for it before I lost my nerve.” She fiddled with her nails for a moment. “You’ll help me keep her safe, right? You and I agreed she would have to come in on everything at some point. I’m ready now, ready to include her, to talk about everything with her. I need her help to…keep processing, to keep healing.” She softened her tone, knowing she was asking a lot of him when he was already doing a lot.

      “Yes, yes, fine.” Severus shot her a look before dragging the clean shirt over his head. “It’s difficult to stay upset with you when you say it like that.”

      “I promise she’s more palatable when she’s sober,” Moira told him, shooting a little half-smile his way. “I didn’t realize how much she drank. I’m sorry. And, again, I’m sorry for surprising you. Really. I planned to call before you got home, but you’re home early today.”

      He studied her for a moment, the muscles in his jaw twitching. “I just wish we had talked about… You know the severity of your situation.”

      Moira nodded; she deserved that. “But now that she’s here, she can stay, right? Just until we get everything sorted out?”

      “You’ll need to ask Alaric about that,” he said with a sniff, arms crossed, blood crusted under his short nails. “It’s his house, not mine.”

      She bit the insides of her cheeks, knowing he was being petty simply because he could—because she had been in the wrong, and him the right. “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      A weighted silence settled between them, and they stood staring at one another, arms crossed and mouths set, until Moira decided to be the bigger person. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed at her braid, in need of something to fiddle with, and then nodded to him.

      “So, you’re home early, and not nearly as bloody as usual,” she noted. “Does that mean you’ve learned something new?”

      It should boggle her mind that they could discuss Severus torturing people so casually, but as soon as she woke up in chains, Diriel’s captive, Moira had distanced herself from the morality of the human world. The only way they were going to get information on Diriel, and by extension her dad, was by Severus applying just the right amount of pressure to finally break someone. She had accepted it, come to terms with it—although casual torture chats certainly hadn’t helped with her nightmares.

      “We…” He pressed his lips together again, suddenly unable to meet her gaze. A quick blink and the human stare was back, irises nearly matching the pupils. He had been staying on top of his energy and strength levels by seeing clients each night—Moira had joked recently that he was working doubles every day, coming home from one job just long enough to kiss her cheek before flitting off to the next.

      Ella had been positively outraged, in her own drunken way, that Moira had suggested Severus continue to see clients during this whole ordeal, but there was no other way around it. He needed to keep flying under the radar, and escorting had been a successful solution to the problem of his kind for decades. Just because he and Moira were, well, something—something unspoken, but intimate all the same—didn’t mean she thought he ought to stop.

      He’d told her the first night out that he wasn’t sleeping with clients anymore, which had quelled the jealousy enough to make the conversations palatable. It worried Moira less knowing Severus was out there hunting and torturing Diriel’s minions if he was operating at full capacity, so that was what she focused on.

      What did worry her, however, was the way he paused now, refusing to meet her eye.

      “What? Did something happen?”

      “I…I still need to confirm it,” he muttered as he stalked to the black dresser next to the bathroom door, rooting around inside for a fresh pair of pants. She stood there, watching, waiting for more, but he changed from his blood-spattered jeans into a fresh pair without saying a word.

      “Severus.” She caught the way his head tilted toward her, but he didn’t turn completely, keeping his back to her instead as he changed. Moira briefly bit the insides of her cheeks again, her patience wearing thin. “Tell me.”

      “It isn’t confirmed. Nothing worth noting unless—”

      “Fine. If you won’t tell me, I’ll just ask Alaric,” she snapped, then marched for the door. “You know he tells me everything anyway.”

      “Moira, wait—”

      “I don’t know if this is punishment for not discussing Ella with you,” she muttered, “but keeping something from me like this is shitty and you know it.”

      She wrenched open the bedroom door, only to have Severus slam it back closed seconds later. A startled yelp slipped out of her, and she stiffened when he grabbed her by the forearm, whirled her around, and pinned her back against the door. The black eyes had returned, his muscular frame bearing down on her, towering over her, but she refused to let the fact that he’d caught her by surprise intimidate her into dropping the issue. Moira lifted her chin defiantly, lips slightly parted as she met and held his unflinching stare.

      In that moment, she could feel it—the heat between them. There was no denying it: three weeks of no sex had to weigh heavy on a lust demon, but Moira hadn’t been in the right headspace to do more than cuddle up to him. She had desperately needed the comfort, the security, and the stability that Severus freely provided, never with any strings attached.

      One night, as she snuggled up to him in bed, silent tears slicing down her cheeks, hating that she couldn’t give him more, he’d gently insisted that she had experienced very real trauma with Diriel. “Darling, I have no expectations,” he had murmured, wiping her tears away. “I want to be here with you, however that might be.”

      Severus always knew how to soothe her, to make her fall harder for him with just a few choice words. While he seemed to enjoy the closeness in return, always eager to wrap his arms around her and nuzzle her neck, middle-school-level cuddling was the best she could offer in return under the current circumstances.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go to bed with him, to do something more. If the way their breathing spiked now, the way their bodies gravitated toward one another, electricity sparking between them, said anything, it was that she wanted him. Even in the midst of an argument, her temper piqued and her frustrations high, Moira wanted him.

      She just wasn’t ready yet. Soon, hopefully.

      Because she missed being with him.

      A lot.

      Slowly, Severus raised his fists and unfurled them, caging her as he pressed them to the door on either side of her head. She swallowed hard, still not backing down, and eased up on her tiptoes, pushing, pushing, pushing until their lips were but a breath apart. Each of his soft exhales danced across her skin, his stare hooded and opaque, stern yet dripping with desire. Even a slight movement nudged their noses together, and just as he tipped his head toward her, their mouths so close to meeting, Moira smiled.

      “You can’t distract me,” she whispered, pulling away just enough to still be a tease—relishing the way he chased, lips seeking hers out. Seeking, but never finding; she ducked down and pressed back against the door as her heart thundered. “I know all your tricks, Severus.”

      His jaw clenched as he scowled down at her. “Not all my tricks, darling.”

      She licked her lips, which quirked into a grin at the way he tracked the movement. “Most of them then.” Before he could growl something back at her, the rasp of each word shooting straight to the crest of her thighs, Moira grabbed his chin, hard, and dragged him down so their eyes were level. “Tell me what happened today, Severus. What did you find out?”

      His glare only seemed to harden as he twisted free and took a step back. “You want to know? Truly?”

      “Of course I do.” Moira needed to know. Didn’t he understand that by now?

      “Diriel is in Hell. He’s gone into hiding.”

      Moira blinked up at him, at the flatness of his words, the stiffness in his shoulders when he finally admitted it.

      “Hell,” she breathed, stomach looping, then cleared her throat and found her voice again. “As in…Hell Hell?”

      “That would be the one.”

      She used the door to prop her up as she digested the news. Demons could travel back and forth between the realms using hell-gates, according to Severus and Alaric. Farrow’s Hollow was located directly adjacent to a gate, which accounted for its demon population.

      So, he had gone into hiding, had he? She pushed herself off the door with her elbows, a little light-headed at first—but, as the seconds passed, ticking down around her, it became clearer and clearer. Severus might as well have told her that Diriel had skipped town and gone international—because that was all the news meant to her. They simply needed to expand their search.

      “Well then… I guess we’re going to Hell.”
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      Of all the responses Severus had thought Moira might offer upon learning Diriel had fled to the underworld, that was certainly not one of them.

      “What did you…?” When he finally processed what had just come out of her mouth, she was already halfway out the door. “Moira.”

      She ignored him, the stubborn creature, and Severus stalked out after her, slowing when he spied Alaric and a still noticeably drunk Ella seated together on the couch.

      “Is it true?” Moira demanded, marching right up to the hybrid and blocking him from Severus’s eyeline with her distractingly beautiful figure. “Is Diriel in Hell?”

      “Oh, yeah, well, he…” Alaric trailed off once Severus pointedly cleared his throat, then peered around Moira to catch his eye. When Severus’s gaze narrowed, his friend gave a barely discernable nod, and then shook his head up at her. “No, look—”

      “It’s not an essay question, Alaric,” Moira snapped, hands planted on her hips as she stepped back and glared between him and Severus. “Is Diriel in Hell? Is that what you two found out today?”

      Ella noisily slurped her water, having retreated to the far end of the couch, and Severus hoped the human wouldn’t insert her opinion into all this. Alaric, however, was the one who ended up disappointing him.

      “Yes, he’s in Hell.” Alaric stood and skirted around her, shoving his hands in his pockets once he had some space. “My father extracted the intel from one of his inner circle today. That demon wouldn’t lie, not to him.”

      The redhead leaned against Severus’s bookshelf, shrugging in response to the irate look he shot him. Moira whirled around, pinning a formidable look of her own directly on Severus.

      “Then I guess we’re going to Hell.”

      “We are not going anywhere,” he snarled. “Hell is no place for you.”

      “Why? Can hybrids not use the gates?”

      When he didn’t respond right away, she turned to Alaric. Severus looked to him too, telepathically ordering him to shut his fucking mouth—but his roommate was a wretched liar. Always had been.

      “Hybrids can use the gates,” he admitted softly, then crossed his arms when Severus scoffed at him. “Look, I’m sorry, but she has a right to know.”

      “Thank you.” Moira shot him a strained smile. “You’re absolutely right. I do have a right to know, and I have a right to go. I refuse to just sit here in this house, waiting for you, not knowing if you’re—”

      “Do you know how dangerous it will be?” Severus demanded, crossing the room so that they stood glowering at each other on either side of the coffee table. Neither appeared keen to back down, and now that they had an audience, he couldn’t exactly seduce her into submission—not that it had worked earlier, but he was sure with enough persistence he could persuade her to forget all about it.

      Three weeks. Three fucking weeks he’d gone without ravishing her, and it was moments like this, fire blazing between them, that were the hardest. “Moira, you know how dire the situation is here. Can you imagine it in Hell? Diriel fled because there’s an angel on his tail—”

      “My dad,” she said curtly. Some of the fight drained out of him, and Severus pressed his lips together tight when he realized they’d fallen apart. Fuck. He hadn’t meant to blurt it out—he’d wanted more proof before he told her. Moira fidgeted with the skirt of her fetching little outfit, glancing between Severus and Alaric quickly before finding a spot elsewhere to focus on. “I know. Diriel told me he was hired by my dad to torture and kill me. He seemed to get a little kick out of it.”

      The room fell silent, save for Ella rapidly tapping her nail against her nearly empty glass. Severus yearned to reach out to his hybrid, his blossoming angel. The look on her face—she couldn’t hide the hurt, no matter how even she had learned to keep her voice. All he wanted to do was to wrap her in his arms and hold her until the ache went away.

      But then—she had known this very vital bit of information all this time and had never thought to share it with him. The urge to nurture faded, replaced by a swift, white-hot anger that had his hands in fists and his jaw clenched. She should have told him. She had told him nearly everything else, from the way Diriel had dug his talons into her back to the fact that he’d gotten hard when he pierced her nipples. It had pained her, but she had told him, late at night, curled up against him. Moira had been very open with him, and Severus had risked his life, daily, to bring her justice, to bring her vengeance.

      How dare she keep this from him?

      “Wouldn’t Hell be safer for me?” She slipped around the coffee table and gently grasped his arm. “If we’re worried about angels, then isn’t Hell better than Earth? I’m guessing they don’t exactly roll out the red carpet for angels down there.”

      The inner demon rumbled contentedly at the touch, so desperate for any kind of physical contact from her that it could ignore the lunacy of her statement. Severus, however, wasn’t so easily tamed. He shrugged her hand off, pacing toward the stairwell and resting against the railing. She remained right where he’d left her, studying him with that wide-eyed imploring look, the very same she had used when he’d first shattered her world—the one that had plunged into his weak, weak heart and roped him into all this in the first place.

      That look might have worked on him then, but she was no longer the wide-eyed ingenue, unaware of the evils of his world. Moira had experienced them firsthand, and now she wanted him to take her into the belly of the beast? Into the epitome of all things vile, the great black pit of treachery and torment?

      No. He wouldn’t do it. Severus would move mountains for her, but not this.

      “You were not meant for Hell, Moira,” he said softly, hoping that would be the end of it—and knowing that was a fool’s hope. His little hybrid huffed at him, her wide-eyed look vanishing.

      “I’m not asking you to move me there permanently,” she told him, her cheeks flushed a pale pink and her eyes seeming to shimmer in the late afternoon sunshine from the nearby window. “Severus, if Diriel is in Hell, then that’s exactly where I need to be. I need to find out who my dad is so I know once and for all who’s really trying to kill me, and after that…Diriel deserves to die.”

      “No. It isn’t safe, Moira—”

      “Sev, you know the rules are stricter in Hell,” Alaric argued, pushing off the bookcase and crossing the room to stand next to Moira. Fucking traitor. “No one can touch her, especially if she’s a guest of your family. I’m sure they could keep her safe—”

      “Haven’t you said enough today?” He seldom ever quarreled with Alaric. They had been good friends and companionable roommates for years now, so to snarl at him—Alaric stepped back as if Severus had taken a swing at him.

      But he knew better than to bring up Severus’s family. He knew what those bastards had done to him. He knew nearly every sordid, gory detail, and still he presented the option anyway, encouraging Moira to keep pushing.

      “They’re your family,” Alaric said flatly, hands in his pockets and brow furrowed. He wore a similar flush of colour as the hybrid by his side, but they seemed to embolden one another—a united front. “They would keep her safe. It’s been, what, nearly two centuries since you left? Longer, in Hell. People change—”

      “Don’t speak about what you don’t know, Alaric. Not all of us are blessed with a father who loves us no matter the defects of our birth.”

      “Okay, okay, Severus’s family is neither here nor there,” Moira interjected, physically placing herself between him and Alaric, who appeared completely thrown by Severus’s last comment. Had it really never crossed his mind? Did he not realize how fortunate he was that Verrier even acknowledged him—that he would kill for him, that he forced the boy to dine with him weekly, just the two of them, so he could catch up on his son’s life in peace?

      “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Alaric muttered, meandering back to the bookshelf. No. You shouldn’t have. The words danced on the tip of Severus’s tongue, but he swallowed them instead. Alaric didn’t deserve his wrath—neither of them did, yet it bubbled up his throat and burned them all the same.

      Hell had a way of doing that to him, and the mere mention of his family hadn’t helped.

      “It doesn’t matter, Alaric,” he managed. “It’s forgotten.”

      He met the hybrid’s gaze briefly, an unspoken conversation flowing between them, one rife with apologies and acceptances, interrupted by Moira’s very long, very drawn out sigh.

      “Okay, back to Hell—”

      “Moira, honey…”

      Severus flinched at the intrusion of a fourth party in this conversation, having nearly forgotten Ella was even there. The woman stood, tugging her short, tight clothing down in the process, and appeared much more stable on her feet this time. With clearer eyes and less slurring in her voice, she addressed Moira and Moira alone. “I don’t want to pick a side here, but I kind of agree with him.”

      Severus straightened when she gestured in his direction, though her unimpressed scoff had him pursing his lips rather than smiling triumphantly as he’d initially wanted to.

      “I mean, you’re talking about Hell here,” she continued. “Like…fire and brimstone Hell.”

      “And you think that doesn’t scare me? You think I’m looking at this like it’s some tropical vacation?” Moira faced Severus again, imploring him to understand. Of course he understood. Did she think him so simple that he couldn’t grasp the nuances of why she would want to be there when they finally tracked Diriel down? Far from the long-reaching grasp of her father, she could find answers and justice in Hell—but Severus couldn’t let her do it. The risk was too great. His parents alone would eat her alive.

      “No, Moira, I don’t think that,” Ella insisted, plopping down on the armrest of the couch when it appeared her legs had given up. “But you need to really consider his opinion. These guys are from Hell, and you’re…not.”

      “If I can pass through the hell-gate, then I can go to Hell too.” Moira took a step toward Severus, desperation etched plain as day across her face. “Please. I’ll sit in whatever house you tell me to. I’ll wait. I won’t go looking for him, or try to pick a fight, or make a big display, but I need to be there to get the answers I deserve, and…” She inhaled sharply, her lower lip wobbling before she steadied it. “And I deserve to punish the creature who haunts my nightmares.”

      “No, Moira.” Severus pushed away from the railing, closing the distance between them with a few steps of his own. “You deserve to live. I cannot guarantee that in Hell.”

      “This isn’t living! Hiding in your house isn’t living, Severus! I want to do something. I want to—”

      “Well, I’m afraid we don’t always get what we want, do we?” he remarked, fighting to keep his temper in check—fighting, and soon failing.

      “But—”

      “Enough.”

      Ella gasped when the windows rattled, Severus’s anger manifesting in the shuddering walls of the building around them. He regretted it as soon as the word left his mouth, but he couldn’t have her argue about this anymore. He couldn’t listen to her reasoning. He couldn’t look into those desperate eyes, seconds away from brimming with tears. He just couldn’t. Because then he would give in, and he would hate himself for it.

      “Maybe we should just take a breath,” Alaric suggested, breaking the tense silence. With a sigh, Severus finally glanced over at Moira, an apology brewing—but he didn’t find her frightened by his outburst. He didn’t see a cowering woman, but a fierce goddess enraged. His gaze dropped to her hands, half expecting to see them aglow. Tight little fists trembled at her side, and Severus knew that a breath wouldn’t quell the fire within her. So, he walked away.

      “Yes. Fine. A breath,” he hissed, grasping the thin metal railing and thundering downstairs. Overhead, he vaguely heard Alaric’s voice, followed by the gentle pitter-patter of feet padding toward the couch—Moira, most likely, seeking comfort from her human ally.

      None of them knew Hell as he did. Not Alaric, whose trips to Hell had always been with his father, with whom he was looked upon as the son of a prince. The hybrid was practically worshipped down there. Ella appeared to be on his side, but she knew nothing of the true Hell either, for it was hardly all fire and brimstone, but more mocking words and cruel laughter.

      And Moira. Sweet Moira—she had no idea what she’d asked of him. None. And the fact that she couldn’t accept his reluctance at face value enraged him.

      Hadn’t he done everything for her already? Hadn’t he acted in her best interest, his actions dictated by the desire to keep her safe and alive? The one time he had yielded and brought her along for the ride had fucked them all over—and Hell would be no different.

      His lips curled into a snarl, ignoring the way the inner demon scalded his esophagus with a fresh bout of acid reflux—clearly unimpressed with how he’d handled the situation.

      “Oh, what do you know?” he seethed, shoving his feet into his loafers by the door before digging his cigarettes out of a coat in the closet. “You hated it too. You were the reason we left in the first place.”

      Not that there was a we back then. Severus’s true self, the beast within, had fled Hell, and Severus’s human-friendly shell, curated by the hell-gate’s magic, had been picking up the pieces in Farrow’s Hollow ever since.

      Wrenching the front door open, he strode forth onto the sidewalk, holding a flicker of flame to the end of his cigarette before he stuffed the silver lighter back in his pocket. He took a deep, long drag, prowling back and forth across the breadth of the alley between the neighbouring apartment buildings. Pacing. Stalking. Like a caged animal stewing in his own anger, he finished the cigarette without even tasting it, then tossed the butt aside with a grimace.

      He couldn’t take Moira to Hell. Even if his family did offer her sanctuary, how could he face them again after all this time?

      No one had come looking.

      Did they think him dead?

      He kneaded his chest, hating the way it constricted at the thought. None of this mattered—he hadn’t asked after them, either.

      Moira mattered.

      Severus ceased his pacing when he realized he was being watched, and not by Gibson from his tinted apartment window across the street. Two demons stood before the flower shop at the base of the building Alaric’s hired babysitters rented an apartment in. One had the courtesy to carry a bouquet in the crook of his arm, but they were both watching him.

      Severus and Alaric had paid three different sources, none of whom were affiliated with the demon mob families, to spread rumors that Moira had left Farrow’s Hollow. Included in those rumors was the part about Diriel kidnapping her, just to add some credibility, but the emphasis was placed on the fact that the first angel-human hybrid Farrow’s Hollow had ever seen had fled the coop.

      For now, that had taken some of the heat off her, and Severus estimated in another month or two her novelty would blow over completely. However, there were some rather persistent fucks who liked to sniff around the alleyway—ordinary demons, like the two across their street, their dull, boring vibrations an affront to Severus’s sensibilities.

      Many in the Farrow’s Hollow demon community knew that Alaric Crowley had some link to said alleyway. After all, parking his garishly white Lamborghini in front of it wasn’t exactly subtle. Still, no one could crack Cordelia’s enchantments. No one was getting in. No one even knew the house was there. As far as they were concerned, Severus and Alaric waltzed into an alternate realm whenever they disappeared, with magic similar to the hell-gates propelling them away from Earth.

      Besides, Verrier’s involvement usually kept anyone from interfering.

      He did worry about angels dropping in on them, but in all the years they had lived there, Severus hadn’t found so much as a rogue feather around their property. Cordelia was a prodigy. Her magic was air-tight.

      Still, that didn’t exactly stop fuckers from looking, did it?

      He flipped the pair across the street the bird, but before he could march over there and take out a little of his pent-up anger on their skulls, Gibson appeared in the doorway of the flower shop. While Severus couldn’t hear what was said, he could assume Verrier’s name was dropped, and the demons scampered off less than a minute later. He offered the demon a nod, one that wasn’t returned, and then returned indoors, only marginally less annoyed now than he had been before.

      The day felt like it had dragged on forever, and it wasn’t four in the afternoon yet—and he still had three clients scheduled this evening. Cursing under his breath, Severus grabbed one of Alaric’s top-shelf bourbons from the bar under the staircase, cracked open the lid, and drank straight from the source. The liquid burned all the way down, quashing the inner demon’s temper tantrum and warming his core. Upstairs, he could hear the faint murmurs of a conversation, one he had no intention of rejoining anytime soon.

      Alcohol seemed like his best option. So, he settled at the breakfast bar, bourbon in hand, and brought the bottle to his lips again—hoping that by the time he finished it, all would be right again between him and Moira, and neither would waste another breath on the subject of Hell.

      Ha.

      He thought back to the desperation in her voice, the rage gathering around her like the tense stillness before a devastating storm. Moira wouldn’t let this go. She would fight him, passionately pleading her case, blindly putting her trust in him to keep her safe in the pit, pushing and pushing and pushing until he yielded. Again. And not for the last time, either—of that much he was certain.

      Her stubborn tenacity was one of the things that drove him positively insane, yet it endeared her to him, too. It lured him in, ensnared him, infuriated him.

      Severus took a large gulp of bourbon, knowing that, in the plainest sense—it was also one of the reasons he loved her.
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      Moira awoke with a start the following morning, her heart racing as she tried to blink visions of a sneering, black-eyed Diriel from her mind’s eye. A familiar nightmare—she hadn’t quite shaken him yet. Lately, however, she had been able to go at least a few nights without seeing him. But the stress from her spat with Severus must have triggered the dream: she was back in that room, tied up and helpless, with Diriel piercing her spine. This time, Severus had been there, watching with a cold, unfeeling fury—always out of reach. He’d spoken, but Moira hadn’t heard him; she could only see his lips moving.

      Gulping down a shaky breath, she pressed a hand to her forehead and stared up at the ceiling of her third-floor room, exhaustion settling across her body like a thick, unrelenting blanket. This had been the first time in her entire month of living with Alaric and Severus that she’d spent a full night in the queen-sized bed they had bought her. The mattress was too hard and the pillows were too high—nothing like the comfort of Severus’s bed.

      Since the incubus had stormed out to meet his clients before they’d had a chance to settle things last night, it hadn’t felt right to climb into his bed when he returned home shortly after midnight. It had been difficult, listening to his familiar steps ascending the various stairwells. Sleeping with him had become a comforting habit, one Moira found herself itching to satisfy as soon as his door shut soundly one floor above. But she had stayed on the never-before-used mattress, with Ella by her side and a heaviness in her heart.

      Beyond the tension between her and Severus, she hadn’t thought it right to leave Ella by herself, either. Her best friend had offered to stay until things got sorted; as an apology for keeping her out of the loop, Moira had even offered to pay her rent for the entire summer at their shared home on the other side of campus. Ella fought both initially, the staying here and having her rent paid by someone else, but in the end she relented, especially when Moira explained that until Diriel was caught and the angel hybrid fervor died down, this was the safest option.

      Together, they had contacted their landlord about the change. Moira had the money to pay the entire house’s rent from her inheritance anyway, and she preferred having Ella with her now that she was in the know about everything. Alaric’s house was invisible to everyone who might want to hurt her or her loved ones. Ella was now in a fortress of safety and security.

      After everything had been decided, they’d even told their roommates not to worry, that they were just staying with Moira’s boyfriend—well, partying with Moira’s boyfriend, the lie that had been the easiest to sell—and they’d be back in the fall. Two someones named Alaric and Russ would be by to pack up Ella’s things; she had already started her very specific must-haves list.

      Hopefully all this would settle by the fall. With just over three months between now and the start of Ella’s final year and Moira’s do-over semester in their respective Master’s programs, Moira could only hope that the Diriel situation would be dealt with—and by extension, the unpleasantness with her dad.

      Last night, with Ella back in her life, she had been able to forget about all of it. They had cooked dinner together, spoiling Alaric with a roast, and the trio had played video games until the redhead had needed to go to work. With the house to themselves, she and Ella barricaded themselves in the third-floor bedroom Moira never used, continuing to hash everything out. To say her best friend had been distraught at the fact that Moira was so casually discussing a plan to kill another person was an understatement.

      “But why does he need to die?” she’d asked, exasperated and a little hungover. “And why are you so comfortable with it? Moira… You’re talking about taking someone’s life like it’s nothing.”

      “A demon, not a person,” Moira had argued, as if that made the idea any easier to swallow. “The rules are different in their world. For me right now, it’s kill or be killed, and Ella, I have to accept it if I’m going to survive.”

      In her opinion, the whole Diriel issue had put her between a rock and a hard place, and the fact that Severus couldn’t just get on board about her tagging along to Hell with him only made things more difficult.

      Sighing, she slowly untangled herself from Ella’s grasp; her sleeping best friend had snapped around her like a spider monkey when she’d woken up gasping. Temporarily freed, Moira sat up in the near pitch-black, windowless room, the only light trailing in from under the closed door. As she rubbed the sleep out of one eye, she tapped her phone, which had spent the night next to her pillow, then squinted at the blinding, too-bright screen.

      Nearly 5 AM. With only four hours of sleep under her belt, she really ought to try and get some more shut-eye. However, this was around the time she and Severus had been rolling out of bed for weeks—Moira’s mind didn’t want to keep sleeping. Her body wasn’t all that excited to get up, but she was awake now. Alert. Ready to start another day. No going back.

      So, with a heavy sigh, she slipped out from under the thin duvet cover, arranged it snugly around Ella, and then tiptoed to the bathroom. Toilet used. Face washed. Teeth brushed. Normally she would have tackled her unruly, obscenely long white locks too, but Ella had braided them into a thick crown around her head last night while Moira crushed Alaric at Mario Kart. Sleep had tugged wisps of white loose, and she smoothed them down, knowing they wouldn’t stay, before digging a grey wool cap out of her duffel bag and throwing it on.

      She hadn’t felt the need to cover her hair anymore—not after she had accepted it for what it truly meant. However, her white hair made her distinct, and Severus and Alaric both agreed that it would be best to keep it covered when she was out in public.

      As quickly and quietly as she could, Moira changed out of her sleep shorts and cozy tee, swapping them for a pair of old, comfortable jeans and a slouchy white T-shirt. The pants were finally starting to fit better after a month of eating the proper amount of food for her insane new metabolism, and the T-shirt was just a little sheer—enough so that she could see her deep purple bra underneath. She pursed her lips, studying herself in the bathroom mirror, then nodded in approval and crept out.

      Ella was still asleep when she stopped to check on her, hugging Moira’s pillow now rather than Moira herself. Tiptoeing away, she grabbed her cell phone and purse, then snuck out of the room and gently shut the door behind her. She paused for a moment, waiting, listening for movement. With nothing more than Ella’s soft, even snores buzzing inside the bedroom, Moira hurried downstairs. She continued to creep silently but swiftly, knowing Alaric would have only gotten home from the bar an hour or two ago. She carried along right to the ground floor—only to stop halfway down that final stairwell when she found Severus standing at the front window.

      He glanced over his shoulder, turning fully when she came to a stop. While his expression was more unreadable than she liked, much of yesterday’s hard anger had disappeared. The dark circles under his eyes told her that his night had been just as restless as hers, and she studied him for a moment in silence, gripping the thin metal railing, then finally offered a shy smile. “Hi.”

      Her heart beat faster when he returned the smile, even if it didn’t quite meet his eyes.

      “Morning.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d still want to…go,” she told him, taking the rest of the stairs slowly and stopping when she reached the bottom. He already had his shoes on, the usual dark grey sweatpants and black T-shirt clinging to the muscular frame beneath.

      “I’m game if you are,” Severus remarked. While Moira couldn’t help but feel like he lacked his usual enthusiasm, at least he was here. He hadn’t forgotten—purposefully or otherwise. His gaze lingered on her face, the irises a near-perfect match to his pupils. Clearly he had stocked up last night with his clients; Moira swallowed hard, ignoring the sudden painful stab of jealousy in her gut.

      She had insisted he keep seeing clients for his own good. She wasn’t allowed to be jealous.

      “Yeah, of course.” She nodded, forcing her smile to stretch a bit wider. “Always.”

      “Right.” He headed for the door, gaze dropping at last. “I’ll fetch the car.”

      “Okay.” Moira reached out for him as he passed by, but he was out the front door too quick for her to catch. Her arm hung there for a moment, fingers grasping and outstretched, before it fell back at her side, limp.

      Something needed to change. She refused to let it carry on like this—not with Severus. One stupid fight, regardless of how important the issue, wasn’t going to wreck what they had.

      So, she slipped her feet into her beat-up runners, shoved her phone in her purse, strung the purse across her body, and hurried for the kitchen. The boys had only seen fit to tell her after her daring escape attempt down the back of the building that there was an exit at the far end of the pantry.

      Given that she hadn’t even realized there was a pantry, imagine her surprise when they’d shown her a near-invisible door next to the bar under the stairs. It opened to reveal a fully stocked pantry, six shelves high and almost ten feet deep, at the back of which was a heavily fortified door that opened to the alley.

      Passing through the cool, dark space, a soft yellow glow emanating from the light that ran the full length of the room, Moira spotted two baskets of fresh blueberries on the fruit counter.

      “Pancake breakfast it is,” she mused, pausing to poke through the piles of plump little fruit. Ella was a fiend for pancakes of any kind, but blueberry pancakes had been the staple that Moira’s mom made for breakfast every Sunday when they all lived together. The thought made her smile, happier times flashing across her mind—only to be dampened by the faint roar of the SUV pulling into place behind the building. Moira attacked the various locks on the exit door with gusto, knocking them out in a tight fifteen seconds, which was a drastic improvement from the full minute it used to take her.

      Why everything had to be so damn complicated was beyond her. No one could even see the building—why did the back door need ten different locks of varying combinations?

      She stepped outside and breathed in the fresh morning air. Above, the sky shook off the darkness, the purply-black of night giving way to the rosy pink of dawn. As the door swung shut behind her, she glanced back, pleased that she could still see the building even if she was no longer touching it.

      Before Cordelia had gone back to summering in Hell—“I’m missing the height of the social season!” she’d proclaimed dramatically—the witch had carved her secret mark over Moira’s ribcage. A shoddily drawn pentagram, nothing more than a star encircled, now lived on her body forever, allowing her to see beyond Cordelia’s illusions. It technically allowed Moira to come and go from the building as she pleased, but she only ever went out with Severus—and only before sunrise.

      Gripping her purse strap, she hurried down the alleyway and made a beeline for the awaiting vehicle. The giant black beast belonged to Alaric, but Severus used it to take her out each morning, switching the plates often and adding ridiculous bumper stickers when necessary. As she clambered into the passenger’s seat, a chill raced down her spine—he had the air-conditioning blasting already. Just as Moira turned it down, Severus slammed on the gas, the inertia forcing her back into her seat. Glowering, she buckled herself in, then settled in for the ride with a heavy sigh.

      If he could, Severus tried to take a different route each morning. Today, he had opted for the most direct path through the city—not a great sign. The pair sat in a tense silence until Moira turned on the radio, flipping through stations until she found one that she liked. By then, they were approaching the northwestern side of Farrow’s Hollow, cutting through family neighbourhoods that steadily devolved into FHU student-dominated suburbs. Within twenty minutes, he was pulling into the parking lot, and Moira was out before he even cut the engine.

      The towering FHU football stadium loomed before her, stretching at least a hundred feet high to accommodate all the seating. Despite the fact that the venue was separated from the FHU campus by several large neighbourhoods, students always trudged out, by foot or by bus, to watch all the local games—even with the school’s terrible ranking in the university football division. The edges of Moira’s mouth twitched up when she spied the team logo emblazoned across the exterior wall: Farrow’s Falcons—a grimly determined cartoon falcon wearing a football helmet and everything. The team might suck, but it was their team. Students still managed to fill the entire stadium on game nights.

      Now, however, it was desolate and quiet, the nighttime floodlights still on around the vacant parking lot. Moira flinched at the sound of Severus’s door slamming shut, and he emerged from behind the enormous vehicle moments later, a cigarette behind his ear and his sketchbook under his arm.

      Their eyes met briefly as he marched by, each footstep made louder by the crunch of gravel underfoot. Moira followed a few feet behind, her head down.

      While the main public entrance to the stadium was locked down tight, Severus had found a way in through one of the back doors weeks ago. All it took was a good jiggling and the lock sprang free, and thus far, no one had come by to fix it. He held the door open for Moira, waiting, and she strode by with a quick nod, taking the stairs two at a time.

      They emerged halfway up the stadium seating, and she inhaled deeply, filling her lungs as she basked in the predawn peace. Completely empty, the rectangular open-roof stadium was the most tranquil place in Farrow’s Hollow this time of day. City parks were out; Severus had nixed the idea early on, stating that demon drug dealers liked to visit the sprawling greenery to sell their wares. So, here they were. Totally alone—and yet, as Moira followed him up the metal stairs, wide and low, their footsteps echoing, she couldn’t help but feel as though they were somehow crowded today. Just the two of them—and the tension hanging between them.

      Three was most definitely a crowd.

      Nibbling her lower lip, Moira watched as Severus climbed the seats in the last row, then lifted himself up onto the five-foot back wall that fenced the spectators in. Once he was seated, Severus offered a hand to her, and even though they both knew she didn’t need the help, she grasped it anyway, allowing him to hoist her up. She settled in beside him, their thighs touching, and threaded her hands together on her lap. Feet dangling, she studied the horizon and estimated they had about fifteen minutes before sunrise, a gentle pink stretching over the far edges of Farrow’s Hollow.

      Severus had brought her here every morning. No matter how late he was out the night before, no matter what her mood after she woke from nightmare-plagued sleep. Every morning, just the two of them—together, watching the sunrise. He had promised that she wouldn’t feel caged this time, that she wouldn’t be a prisoner in her new home. After her ordeal with Diriel, she had no intention of sneaking out on her own again, but had these morning jaunts not existed, even with her daily routine, she’d be going stir-crazy by now.

      He had made sure that didn’t happen.

      Always looking after her—from the very beginning.

      At the sound of his lighter flickering, she glanced at the flame as Severus carried it to his mouth, held it there to light the end of the cigarette dangling between his lips, then snuffed it out when the cap snapped sharply into place. Openly staring now, Moira watched him tuck it away, then take the first few drags, fingers pinching the long white stick. Smoke soon rushed from his nostrils in two thick streams, and Moira caught his wrist before he could take another drag.

      “Can I…?”

      “Sure.” He held the cigarette out for her, and she latched onto it, her eyes fixed to his, blue to black, then inhaled. Ordinarily she couldn’t stand the stink of cigarette smoke, but Severus bought a brand made in Hell—and somehow it was sweet. Citric. Sharp, yet woodsy too. Pleasant. She had loved sitting in the smoke, breathing it in, but today was the first morning she dared ask for a puff.

      It burned down her throat, making her eyes water—but not in an entirely unpleasant way. She sat back, holding the blend of flavors and scents in her mouth, before less than gracefully coughing it all out.

      “Lemon?” she asked, her hand in front of her mouth as she continued to cough. “And mint?”

      “More or less,” Severus remarked. He watched her with the first real grin she had seen that morning, a warm affection in his eyes. “The herbs aren’t called that down below, but that’s roughly the equivalent.”

      She swallowed hard, the last of her hacking subsided. “I kind of like it.”

      “Here.” Severus shifted about, digging the pack out of his pocket and holding it open for her. Tentatively, Moira plucked one long, white stick for herself, then popped it between her lips. Even unlit, the cigarette’s fragrances danced across her taste buds, and she leaned in when Severus produced a flame. The demon cupped a hand around the end of her cigarette, keeping the gentle breeze from stealing her fire. Once again, Moira watched him the entire time: the downcast of his eyes, the thickness of his lashes, the supple lines of his lips.

      “Now, my little cigarette virgin,” he said, the snap of the lighter closing jarring her back to the moment, “when you inhale, don’t hold it in until it chokes you. Just breathe. It’s a cigarette, not a joint.”

      She shot him a look, one of the don’t patronize me looks that she had perfected since meeting Severus. He merely smirked back, his cigarette still burning in his other hand. Mirroring the way he held it, she took her first real drag, allowing the lemon, the mint, the woodsy green aftertaste to linger on her tongue, down her throat, for just a moment before blowing it out.

      “Better?”

      “We’ll make a smoker out of you yet,” he mused.

      “Only here.” Only with you. “Only at sunrise.”

      Severus’s head bobbed. “Agreed.”

      They sat side by side in an easier silence now, watching as the sun crept above the horizon. It was her favourite time of day, the great glow painting the darkness away with broad sweeps of oranges, pinks, and reds. Moira felt most at ease then, especially right now, nursing the Hell-made cigarette, her leg against Severus’s—basking in the sunrise of a new day. The shimmering orb rose, ever-present and beautiful, just as it always did. For some reason, Moira found that comforting—the familiarity of it all.

      It was only sometime later, as the sun continued its climb across the great wide blue, that she heard the scrape of charcoal on paper. Blinking the flashes of sunlight from her eyes, she looked down—and found Severus halfway through this morning’s sketch. Her profile. He was adding detail to her eyelashes now, his face pinched in concentration.

      He’d bought a new sketchbook just for this—drawing her. Every morning, Moira would find a new work of art awaiting her. It was always her face. Sometimes just her eyes. In the beginning, Severus had told her to give it time—that in a few weeks, she would see the difference in herself. The bags under her eyes would disappear. The sorrow too. He wanted to track it—to show just how far she had come.

      She cocked her head to the side after flicking the cigarette butt over the edge of the stadium wall, studying the profile portrait. She knew he felt her watching, but he carried on as he always did, never missing a beat—going, going, going, until finally he would snap the book closed and pack everything away, never saying a word about it, not since his first explanation.

      He really was a talented artist. Fluid with the charcoal. The shading, the lines, the minute details—Moira only wished he had found a more interesting subject to chronicle.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about your father?” Severus asked, bathed in sunlight, his eyes hooded as he worked. “That you knew he’d hired Diriel?”

      Moira drew in a soft, sharp breath. She’d known that would come back to bite her. Looking to the rising sun, she used it, its unrelenting brightness, to hide the sudden rush of tears.

      She hadn’t told him because she was afraid.

      I was afraid you’d leave.

      Angels frightened Severus too, and if he knew that her dad had been behind everything—well, what if he’d washed his hands clean of her? She wouldn’t have been able to survive the last few weeks without him.

      Moira didn’t want him to leave. Her dad didn’t get to steal yet another piece of her.

      “I…” She shook her head, blinking back the tears. Her bright blues faltered under the sunlight, aching, but she continued to stare at it, knowing she could take it. “I needed time to process it.”

      He hummed in acknowledgement, his charcoal scratching harder across the paper. Another blink had the tears streaking down her face, but she brushed them away with a sniff, the movement as nonchalant as she could make it.

      “I didn’t keep it from you to…to…I don’t know, keep it from you,” she managed, grimacing. This wasn’t the conversation she had hoped to sort out this morning; it felt like a waste of a sunrise. Still, he had brought it up—clearly it was important to him, and if Moira wanted him to hear what was important to her, she needed to do the same. Swallowing thickly, she shifted about, lifting a folded leg up onto the cement wall so she could face him properly. “Severus, I didn’t do it to lie to you. I just needed some time. I’m sorry. I know it could have been crucial information… I’ve just been a bit all over the place after—”

      “It’s fine.” His lips barely moved as he said it, but she caught the way the bulge in his throat bobbed afterward. The charcoal pencil stilled, and he shot her a sidelong glance. “I understand.”

      “You know,” she plucked the pencil from his fingers, tapping it against her lips when he straightened, “if I hadn’t known that my dad was behind everything, the way you seemed ready to just blurt out this hurtful, heartbreaking, potentially devastating information yesterday… I mean, yeah, you said Diriel was working for an angel, not my dad, but who else could it be? You know I would have asked for more information. You know I would have…”

      Now it was his turn to grimace. Moira nodded knowingly, then handed the pencil back, noting how the charcoal had stained the side of his hand.

      “Yeah, if I hadn’t known, kind of a shitty way to break the news—mid-argument,” she finished, arching an eyebrow at him, fighting a smile when his cheeks flushed ever so slightly.

      “Not my finest moment,” Severus said with a sigh. He tossed his head from side to side, cracking his neck, and then looked to the horizon. “I apologize. Yesterday’s conversation was…heated. I should have handled myself better.”

      She nibbled her lower lip, sensing an in to the conversation she actually wanted to address. Still, if it had gotten him heated yesterday, it would very likely do the same again today.

      “Severus.” Moira gently grasped his forearm, holding it as he flicked what was left of his cigarette onto the row of bright yellow seating below. “I need to go to Hell with you.”

      He stiffened, jaw clenched and muscles rippling along it. She shuffled closer, adding her other hand to his arm and searching out his gaze, but he refused to let her meet it.

      “This is my problem,” she continued, forcing the fight out of her words so that he wouldn’t feel attacked. “It’s my dad, my issue. I was the one who was tortured. Mutilated—”

      The demon turned away from her, but she caught the flash of rage in his eyes, the subtle snarl of his mouth.

      “You can’t do this without me.” She gave his arm a little squeeze, hoping it felt more affectionate than insistent. “I know you can, theoretically. I don’t bring much to the table. I can’t control my light yet, and I know nothing about Hell, but I deserve to be involved. You’re doing this all for me, and I can’t in good conscience let you keep throwing yourself to the wolves while I sit on the sidelines and watch—”

      He shrugged out of her grasp, then set his sketchbook aside, closed, and hopped off the wall. While the rest of the stadium had fold-out seats, the very top row was nothing more than a bench, the wall she was sitting on used for back support. If you were unlucky enough to be seated this far up, there was a good chance you were standing, anyway.

      Scowling, Severus stood there for a moment, his hands in tight fists, before he shook his head and strode away from her, back toward the stairs. He moved with one foot in front of the other, oddly graceful, as he balanced himself along the bench seating.

      Moira watched him go, her hands clasped tightly, fighting the urge to jump down and follow—because she knew he wouldn’t leave her up here by herself.

      And sure enough, he stopped, just at the end of the bench, then whirled around to glare at her. Sunlight dappled his handsome face, soaking him in the early-morning glow.

      “Hell is… Hell is hell, Moira. You speak of throwing me to the wolves, but I can assure you that the real wolves are down below. Why are you so eager to go there?”

      “I’m not,” she argued, fighting the urge to roll her eyes. He was latching on to the insignificant issues here—not the one that actually mattered to her. “Severus, please don’t mistake my need to be involved with some twisted interest in taking a tour of Hell. That’s not what’s happening here.”

      He stepped off the bench, moving farther and farther away with each passing moment—nearly out of reach. “Yes, well—”

      “I just need answers,” Moira argued, “and I’m not going to let you go find them by yourself.”

      As he started down the stairs, hands shoved in his pockets and expression hard, Moira hopped off the wall and hurried after him. She stopped at the top step, the feel of him slipping out of her grasp more painful than she cared to admit.

      “Severus, we’re partners.” The word snagged in her throat, and her eyes prickled once more with tears. “Partners. We shook on it. Just you and me, doing this together.”

      He finally stopped, his entire being rigid, his back still to her.

      “Please,” she said, knowing she was on the verge of begging him—begging a demon to take her to Hell. “You can tell me everything. Give me the worst. Make sure I’m prepared, that I’m going in with my eyes open. But, Severus,” she swallowed hard, her vision blurring until she blinked, “if you’re going, I’m going. Because we’re partners. We agreed. Me and you—that’s all I want.”

      She dragged in a shaky breath, then brushed the hot streams from her cheeks again. The emotions were unexpected—all Moira had wanted was a civilized discussion, and here she was bawling. Again.

      Severus stayed right where he was, roughly eight steps between them. Before, she had been so confident that he wouldn’t leave her behind, but now she wasn’t so sure anymore.

      An eternity later, he faced her, and she let out a long sigh of relief as he started to make his way back up. Her lower lip quivered, but she fought the emotion this time, reining it back in until she was sure the floodgates were sealed.

      He stopped one step below her, bringing them to roughly equal standing. Her eyebrows lifted slightly, an unspoken question floating between them, and she slowly closed her eyes when he cupped her face. Two large hands held her, cradled her head between them. Moira never felt safer than when Severus touched her, and she hoped he saw it in her eyes when she opened them again, their gazes locking.

      The demon stared back, black and full, and an array of feeling danced across his face as he studied her. Raw hurt—anger even, his fingertips biting into her. She clutched at his wrists, taking the twinge of pain because she knew she could. Then, with his gentle sigh, the pressure eased and the pain vanished, as did the anger, the hurt. Still raw, Severus blinked and the demon was gone; in its place, a resignation that made her heart race and her stomach knot.

      “Fine,” he croaked, stroking her cheeks with his thumbs. “Fine. You’ll come with me. We’ll stay with my family,” his lips lifted in a snarl at the word, “and we’ll find Diriel, and together we’ll get your answers.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. His gaze dipped to her lips, lingering there, and she let them part ever so slightly with her soft inhale. Not only had sex been off the table for the last three weeks, but Severus hadn’t kissed her—really kissed her—in that time either. Her hands slid down his taut forearms

      “If we go, I call every shot,” he murmured, still watching her lips—his gaze aching. “Do you understand that? Me. No matter what you might think, I will make every decision.”

      Moira’s first instinct was to rebel—to argue that she had a right to decide what was best for her. But she knew that would be pushing her luck, that when it came to Hell, she didn’t know a damn thing. Besides, Severus would act with her best interests in mind. She had to think that—she had to trust him.

      She did trust him.

      “Deal,” Moira said softly, nodding when his gaze finally lifted to hers. “Promise. No unnecessary risks. You make the game plan. I throw the first punch when we get Diriel.”

      “Naturally,” he murmured, though his tone lacked the easy charm, the teasing edge, that she had come to expect. His gaze dipped to her lips once more, briefly, before he released her and started off down the stairs. Moira watched him go with a frown; he wasn’t exactly running, but clearly he needed to leave. Shaking her head, she darted back to where they had been sitting earlier and grabbed his sketchbook, then jogged after him. Down the stairs she skipped, her feet hammering the metal noisily, announcing her arrival as Severus’s pace slowed.

      Grinning as soon as the idea popped into her head, Moira suddenly moved faster—not stopping until she was practically on top of him, and by then, she jumped. Severus staggered down a few steps when she landed on his back, arms coiling around him, legs locking into place.

      “Cheeky minx,” he growled once he steadied himself, his smile glorious. He adjusted her on his back, making it more comfortable for both of them with his hands tucked snugly under her knees. She hung his sketchbook in front of them, her pointer fingers wedged into the spiral binding at the side. When she caught him looking at her, nothing more than a slight glance to the side, Moira swooped down and kissed his cheek.

      He stopped suddenly, standing there at the bottom of the stairs, the expanse of the stadium field before them. She had only meant for it to be a quick kiss, something sweet—something to express how happy she was with his decision. But he had stopped. And so had she, her lips lingering against his cheek. His scruff snagged against her, sharp and angry from his recent shave. She glanced up tentatively and found his eyes black again, his breath hard and uneven.

      She murmured his name against his skin, then kissed his cheek again, quickly this time. “Thank you.”

      Eyes closed, he took a moment to compose himself. When he opened them again, the black had disappeared, and he reached up to grasp the back of her head, fingers digging into the fabric of her wool cap.

      “You’re welcome,” he offered thickly, turning his head toward her, their lips but a breath apart. Moira gulped, then kissed the tip of his nose instead, retracting with a shrill giggle when he snapped his teeth at her. Severus’s chuckles intermingled with her laughter, and he readjusted her on his back again before carrying her down to the car—the air infinitely lighter between them.

      And a trip to Hell ahead.
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      “I’m genuinely impressed with how many clothes you’ve managed to fit in that bag,” Moira said from the head of his bed. Severus glanced up, grinning at the sight of her sitting there, knees drawn up to her chest, his duvet cover with them. Outside, a late-spring storm ravaged Farrow’s Hollow, thick, heavy raindrops pelting his skylight, thunder booming from the roof to the foundations of their home.

      “Well, this isn’t my first trip to Hell,” he told her, fighting the urge to sneer the words—because he wasn’t upset with her. Just the circumstances. And Moira didn’t deserve his bark or his bite because of their circumstances. “You need a little bit of everything, but carrying luggage through check-in is rather frustrating. One bag will do. I don’t intend for us to be there long.”

      She nodded, staring at his bag and nibbling absently at her lower lip, her finger swiping up her phone screen. Her Facebook timeline whizzed by, full of people he knew she didn’t talk to anymore, photos of ordinary humans who were permitted to do ordinary things—while she sat in his house day in and day out, waiting for all this to be over.

      “Are you sure I need a winter coat?” Her voice was distant, distracted, nerves bubbling to the surface for the first time all day.

      “Yes. You’ll see what I mean when you get there.” Hell was a realm of weather extremes. Boiling hot in the day, bitterly cold come nightfall. The storm pounding Farrow’s Hollow now was nothing compared to what awaited them below.

      “It’s just bulky,” she muttered. “Takes up a lot of space in my bag.”

      “You’ll be glad you have it, I promise.”

      Again she nodded. She had been doing a lot of that today—nodding, silent and observant. After he had finally conceded to her argument, moved by her little speech about her and him, partners and what have you, Severus had spent the day educating Moira on what to expect in Hell—and doing the best he could not to let personal feelings colour his lectures. Demons were far more savage in Hell, more prone to brutality and heightened emotions. While there were only so many ways to actually kill a demon in Hell, there were thousands of options should you wish to hurt one. Severus knew that. The other demons knew it too—but Moira had no idea what she was walking into.

      He would keep her safe.

      Severus would protect her with his life, should that be his only option.

      As far as he was concerned, as soon as they crossed the hell-gate, she was his responsibility. The only comfort he had was knowing that his inner demon was savagely possessive of her. Once he was his whole self again, he wouldn’t think twice about killing for her. He wouldn’t think twice about anything when it came to Moira.

      In a way, he welcomed that—the shift. On Earth, he fretted over her so relentlessly, weighing every option and rooting out the best course of action. At least in Hell, instinct would guide him. Moira belonged to him down there, and he needn’t weigh any options—he would just do, knowing that his actions, whatever first sprang to mind, would keep her safe.

      “Are you all packed then?” he asked, sighing when she nodded mutely again. “Good. You should try to get some sleep before we go.”

      “I can’t.” Those ethereal blues lifted to him, and he found himself wondering if the magic of the hell-gate would alter them just as it would alter him. “There’s no way I can sleep, Severus.”

      “That’s fair, I suppose.” He had done his best to explain what the check-in procedure would be like once they crossed through the hell-gate, insisting that it was quite similar to the arrivals terminal at an airport. However, he had a suspicion that much of this information had gone in one ear and out the other. As gung ho as Moira had been about tagging along to the underworld, it had become clear as the day wore on that she wasn’t looking forward to it. In fact, if the look on her face right now said anything, she was terrified.

      Terrified, but she would do it all the same.

      Yet another reason why he loved her.

      He had tried to instruct her as best he could on Hell customs and protocols, promising her that while demons were brutes down there, Lucifer ran the realm with an iron fist. There were far more rules in Hell for demons than there were on Earth—Severus had always thought that was the reason so many applied for permission to live topside amongst humanity. Compared to Hell, Earth was like the Wild West for demons; as soon as they were approved, it was all anything goes—within limits.

      Because, well, angels couldn’t exactly let demons run amok, could they?

      Ol’ Lucifer still shared a few traits with his former brethren.

      As Moira had sat with him throughout the day, enduring lecture after lecture, Ella and Alaric had been given a mission of their own. The pair had been sent out to shop for Moira’s trip, as she still only had a handful of her own clothes, and none were suitable for Hell. So, armed with Moira’s credit card, Ella had shopped all day with her best friend’s taste in mind, and Alaric did his best to ensure what was chosen would help her blend in.

      They had returned with mountains of clothing, mostly black, regal, maybe even a little punk, which would suit her just fine. Pants, skirts, dresses, blouses—structured, lacey, billowing, tailored, studded, spiked. Moira was spoiled for choice, and before the incubus had left for his night with five different clients, she, Ella, and Severus had chosen about twelve outfits to carry her through the trip.

      If Severus had belonged to a low-class family, it wouldn’t have mattered. Alas, he would be bringing her home to the head of the Saevitia clan—a clan with centuries of upper-class pedigree and weight behind it. The sprawling estate that had been his childhood home was also the seat of his family’s power, steeped in patriarchal tradition; his father was the eldest-born son, one of six, and therefore led the family in all matters—in the nicest home of the lot, too. What Moira wore would matter, particularly with his mother. How she styled her hair, applied her makeup, and paired her shoes to her outfit would matter.

      It wasn’t the prospect of hunting Diriel that would make this trip a nightmare—it was his fucking family.

      The very thought of how tedious the whole affair was going to be made Severus want to slam his head against a brick wall until he was bloody and numb.

      Naturally, that wasn’t an option. He was to be Moira’s protector and guide through the drudgeries of Hell; she’d need him in top form, alert and observant in all matters. He had taken so many clients this evening to ensure that his strength would last him at least a week. Hell would heighten his senses, but he knew he needed more than that. He needed to be brimming with life essence—and he was.

      Having returned only a half hour earlier, just after midnight, he had practically floated up to his room, passing Moira and Ella in front of the TV on Alaric’s level on his way to take a quick shower. His roommate was working at the bar tonight, Ella had fallen asleep midway through the movie, and Moira had padded upstairs to join him some five minutes ago, her unease palpable.

      “Severus?”

      He picked up a freshly ironed dress shirt, folding it. “Hmm?”

      “Tell me about your family.”

      His jaw clenched, and he set the shirt into its proper place in his large bag. With Moira’s gaze burning a hole straight through him, he straightened with a sigh, then went back to his closet to grab the next item. “Why?”

      “Because you seem to hate them.”

      He offered a cold, dead sort of laugh. “Picked up on that, did you?”

      “And because they’re the only thing you haven’t told me about Hell,” she added after a tense beat passed. “I should know as much as you can tell me.”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t much to tell,” he said tersely, ignoring the tremor in his fingers as he folded a pair of black slacks over his arm, then in half again, and placed them in the bag. “Typical family tragedy, I suppose. Parents didn’t love me. No one respected me.”

      Parents didn’t love me. No one respected me.

      The biggest understatements of the year. His cheek twitched, fully aware that he was playing it all down for her—and perhaps it would be better to be frank.

      But he couldn’t do it.

      And he hated himself for that—for his weakness, still, all these years later.

      “Why?”

      “No one rejoices when they discover they’ve sired an incubus, I’m afraid.” He paused, hands planted on his hips, and glowered down at the neatly packed piece of luggage. “It’s all very dull, Moira.”

      She leaned forward, crawling down the bed until she reached his bag. He would have preferred her to crawl straight to him, those delicately parted lips used for something much more enjoyable than this conversation.

      “I want to know.”

      “It…” He shook his head, glaring up at the skylight now, at the storm raging outside. “It’s not something I enjoy talking about.”

      “Okay.” She sat back on her heels, fiddling with his bag’s zipper. “That’s fine. Forget I asked.”

      “No, no.” Severus closed his eyes for a moment, pinching the bridge of his nose, then took a resigned seat at the end of the bed. She was right, after all; she ought to know what she was getting into. “Look, to say my parents were disappointed that I hadn’t popped out a chaos demon like my mother and my older brother is an understatement. Incubi are the lowest in demon society—I was an insult from my first breath, especially for a family who had the power and prestige mine did. I’ve always been an embarrassment, a disappointment… I eventually left. If I’d stayed, someone would have wound up dead, and it very likely would have been me.”

      His jaw clenched, and he fought to hold back the tidal wave of memory flooding toward him.

      It all stopped when Moira grabbed his hand. Just a touch, and he was back in the present, staring at her exquisite features as she moved his luggage out of the way and shuffled closer.

      “Sounds awful,” she murmured, curling up at his side, her head nuzzled under his chin. Severus swallowed hard, the inner demon rumbling contentedly within, and watched her collect his hand and place it on her thigh. These last weeks, he had forced himself to ignore what a delightful temptation his little hybrid could be, battling instinct and desire and downright need with everything he had.

      Yet he couldn’t blame her for this—for comforting him. Because it worked. Moira kept the memories at bay, her touch healing him in ways it had never been before. Sighing, he pulled her closer and brushed his lips against her forehead.

      “It was,” he whispered, “terrible. I doubt much will have changed, though I suspect they’ll applaud me for corrupting an angel, hybrid or otherwise.”

      She tipped her face toward him. “Corrupting an angel?”

      “Why else would an angel ever voluntarily go to Hell?” he mused, another lifeless chuckle slipping out. “They must be corrupted.”

      “I’m not corrupted.” She sounded insulted at the idea.

      “No. You’re not.” Severus trailed an open-mouthed kiss from her forehead to the tip of her nose, his smile feeling more genuine at last. “Not even close.”

      “So, okay…” Gripping his shoulders, Moira shuffled about on his lap, not settling until she sat straddling him. Face-to-face. Hers beautiful, determined. His very likely in awe of the exquisite creature who deigned him worthy of straddling. “Just for the sake of preparedness, why don’t you give me the CliffsNotes version of everybody? Basic rundown, so I kind of know what to expect.”

      He pursed his lips, gaze dropping to her pale pink ones. There were a thousand other things he’d rather do to her in that moment than discuss his family, but she sounded so damn earnest—so genuinely interested in knowing him.

      No one had ever wanted to know him before.

      He swallowed hard at the thought, mouth threatening to dip into a frown—until she wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing them closer together, her head cocked to the side.

      “Well,” he started with a heavy sigh, “my father, Ira, is bitter and cruel. I doubt he’ll say more than two words to you until he considers you worthy of his time.”

      Moira nodded. “Okay. Dad’s an ass. Noted.”

      “My mother, Bellona, is a chaos demon,” Severus continued, the woman’s face flashing across his mind—forever pinched with annoyance, but only when it came to Severus. “However, she was demoted to housewife and mother when she married, so I suppose she’s bitter too. Angry. Angry at the world—unless you’re my brother. Her primary interest in you will be figuring out how best she can pick you apart.”

      Moira’s hands slid to his shoulders, then down his chest, fiddling with his shirt buttons. “Sounds like a real treat.”

      “My brother Malachi is one of those lucky bastards born with brains, brawn, and pedigree,” Severus muttered, distracting himself from the sudden rush of anger and anxiety by watching her fingers pluck at his shirt buttons. Long, elegant fingers, rippling with raw power—all she needed to do was learn how to use it. He snatched her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing each fingertip before pressing them over his heart. “My brother is older and stronger than I am. He tormented me when we were children, and he delighted when others did the same. I can guarantee that his interest in you will be primarily carnal—”

      “Ugh.”

      “And when he realizes you’re taken,” Severus growled, yanking her flush against him, his inner demon roaring to life at her surprised squeak, “he’ll leave you be.”

      “Fantastic,” she muttered, their lips no more than a breath apart. Severus bucked beneath her, relishing the gorgeous red that painted her cheeks in response.

      “Yes, they really are a joy,” he grumbled, wincing when his steadily hardening cock nudged against her thigh. If he let this carry on for too long, the damn thing would become far too difficult to ignore—and he didn’t want to force that on her. So, he focused on her supple lips, perfect for nipping at, and the inquisitiveness of her gaze, able to both pierce his sordid exterior and warm his broken soul. Severus cleared his throat, his voice thick as he said, “The light of my very existence, even.”

      Huh. Not quite as jovial as he’d hoped to sound. Moira likely saw right through him, so he nuzzled her cheek instead, hoping to distract her. “You sure you still want to go?”

      “Positive,” Moira said, grimly, but without missing a beat. “It’s good to be prepared, even if what I’m preparing for sounds like it will be the literal worst experience of my life…” Her breath hitched. “Excluding, you know, being tortured by a psychopath.”

      Severus hated to think about it, Diriel’s hands on her body, but what he hated more was that she still thought about it—and would for years to come. It wouldn’t help the situation for him to become enraged every time she brought it up, to throw a fit, break something, stomp about snarling. Sure, it would vent his frustrations with the whole thing, unleashing some pent-up rage so it didn’t consume him, but it wouldn’t help Moira. Moira was the one who mattered here. It wasn’t his place to make a scene when the pain truly belonged to her.

      So, he held her. He battled the surge of desire within as she trailed her ever-so-slightly-parted lips across his cheek and exhaled sweetly as she passed his ear. Her arms tightened around his neck, and his hand brushed up her back before threading into the loose white mane fanning out around her. Hugs were healing, she’d once whispered, cradled in his arms after awakening from a nightmare. Severus had merely smiled against her skin, not believing it, but doing his part all the same.

      Yet as they held one another now, listening to the storm outside, he realized the truth of the matter—that he needed a hug, a real embrace, before they departed for Hell in a few hours. To her, it might be healing, but to Severus it was empowering. To feel the weight of another being, to have them lift and protect him, envelop and keep him—it made him feel stronger, somehow.

      The inner demon purred like a pussycat at her touch, no longer an untamable lust monster, but a pacified beast, content to languish in her embrace.

      She had awoken his truest self.

      Yet she had finally calmed him too.

      Eyes closed, Severus buried his face into the nape of her neck, clutching her harder, breathing her in. When she murmured his name—choked it, more like—he loosened his hold, expecting her to admonish him. But Moira continued to cling to him, the warm rush of her exhales dancing across his shoulder.

      “What is it, darling?”

      “Did your family ever hire someone to torture and kill you?”

      He swallowed hard and shook his head. “No, I’m afraid they didn’t.”

      They had never hired anyone, but the torture had been there—torture without an end. And so, he had left.

      “Right,” Moira murmured. Her long, nimble fingers played distractedly with the hairs on the back of his neck. “Well, I guess that’s something.”

      Severus let out a long sigh. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

      Thunder crashed overhead. Rain pummeled his skylight, relentless. And the two held one another through it all, not moving, not untangling themselves, until the worst of the storm had finally passed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Oh my god, what is that smell?”

      Severus slammed the passenger-side door of Alaric’s SUV, biting back a grin at the sight of poor Ella. Hands clamped over her nose, she appeared utterly distressed, the poor lamb, at the sudden onslaught of stink.

      “I’m afraid that’s the hell-gate,” he told her as Moira clambered out toward her distraught best friend, wrapping an arm around her with a frown. He threw a nod over his shoulder toward the swampy bog in the distance, illuminated by the SUV’s headlights. “It’s designed to dissuade humans from approaching.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” the woman muttered, her words followed by a quick, noticeable gag. Moira shot him a narrowed look.

      “A little heads-up would have been nice.”

      Severus raised his hands innocently. “I’m afraid it doesn’t affect demons in the same way. It slipped my mind entirely.”

      She rolled her eyes before steering Ella toward the back of the vehicle, blitzing by Gibson and Kingsley, who had already started unloading their luggage. The SUV rumbled beside him, mud-soaked from its recent trek through the unpaved stretch of road leading up to the hell-gate. They were the only ones making use of it that morning, arriving about an hour before dawn—which, in Severus’s opinion, was the best possible scenario. They needn’t announce to all of demonkind that Moira was inexperienced with the process of traveling between realms.

      “You ready for this?” Alaric asked as he sauntered around the front of the vehicle, hands in his pockets and eyes bleary. The hybrid had clocked maybe two hours of sleep after he returned from his shift at the Inferno, but despite that, he had been all too happy to drive Severus and Moira out to the hell-gate. Ella had appeared equally exhausted when she emerged from the third-floor bedroom, but she’d been an incessant chatterbox the whole drive out there—nerves, probably. Who wouldn’t be anxious about their dearest friend going to Hell?

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he remarked, snapping at Kingsley before the vampire dumped his bag on the wet grass. The thunderstorm had tapered off an hour ago. Puddles abounded on the drive to the forested north end of the city, leaving the SUV a muddy mess. The ground squished underfoot with every step, grass clinging to and dirtying his oxfords. He’d need to ensure they were spotless before he strolled into his childhood home—as if he hadn’t been gone for, what, perhaps four centuries in Hell? Time moved far slower in the underworld, which was why Alaric and Ella had agreed to wait at the hell-gate until they returned.

      “Well, we’ll be waiting, however long it takes,” Alaric told him, nodding with approval when his vampire babysitter set Severus’s bags on top of the car instead. “I’ll drop Kingsley off first before sunrise, get some food for Ella, and then we’ll just come back and wait here.”

      “Look after her,” Severus muttered, taking a few steps to the side of the vehicle to check on the girls. They were holding one another in a tight hug, with Moira nodding as Ella whispered in her ear. He sighed. If only he could fault their emotional farewells—but he could understand, from a human perspective, why this was so terrifying. Returning to Alaric’s side, he crossed his arms. “I suspect Moira will be quite displeased if she comes back to find her best friend…indisposed.”

      “Of course I’ll keep an eye on her.” Alaric nodded toward Gibson, who was prowling around the vehicle with his demonic eyes on display, scanning the surrounding forest for threats. “Gibson promised he’d mind her while I nap. She won’t be a problem, though she might talk him to death.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Sev…” The hybrid gripped his shoulder, that emerald-green stare seeking out his own. “Don’t do anything stupid down there. I know your family drives you fucking insane—”

      “Understatement,” Severus mused with a smirk, “but go on.”

      “Look, try not to get sucked into their bullshit,” Alaric told him, sounding genuinely concerned. “It’ll be tough enough finding and cracking Diriel—”

      “I can assure you, I don’t need the lecture,” Severus insisted—but he appreciated it all the same. Moira had been the one to tend to his feelings earlier, sensing how uncomfortable he was to be going home, but Alaric had proved himself a true friend in that regard too. Severus almost wanted to hug him.

      He didn’t, of course. Hugging Moira and enjoying it was enough hugs for one day. They might revoke his demonic citizenship should he go for a second.

      Instead, he managed a manly pat on the arm, and the two dislodged with a matching pair of awkward smiles. A quick check of his wristwatch told him that they needed to get moving; the check-in terminal was a pain on a good day, but since the Hell social season was currently in full swing, more demons would be flocking home to take part in the festivities.

      Roasting human souls on a communal spit, hellhound fights, galas where every crystal glass sparkled with fae blood—you know, standard summer fun.

      “Moira,” he called, beckoning her over. “We need to get going.”

      She held up a finger, insisting he wait a minute, and Severus let out a huff, running a hand through his hair.

      “Like an old married couple, you two,” Alaric said with a teasing grin. A month ago, a comment like that would have provoked a barbed response from Severus—today, he merely smiled and went to grab the luggage off the top of the SUV. Moira’s duffel bag was small but compact, stuffed full of various outfit combinations that would hopefully give her a slight in with his parents. Severus, meanwhile, had an enormous bag overflowing with everything, as he was going into this trip under the assumption that the personal belongings he had left behind had either been sold or destroyed.

      The ladies joined them a few moments later, and before Severus could offer to carry her bag for her, Moira tugged the strap off his shoulder and threw it over her own. Ella, meanwhile, had resumed gagging, her face pale and twisted with disgust.

      “Here.” Kingsley, vampire in shining armor, appeared at her side so suddenly that she yelped. His murmured apologies seemed to soothe her—as did the small container of squishy blue earplugs he handed her. Blushing, Ella dug out a pair and stuffed one in each nostril.

      “Thanks,” she said thickly. The vampire nodded and strode back to stand beside Gibson, looking a little too pleased with himself. Severus rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, well,” Moira cleared her throat, her brow knitting, “I guess this is it, then.”

      “Sounds a bit final, Moira. You’ll be back before any of us even realize you’re gone. Guarantee it,” Alaric told her, pulling her into a one-armed hug. She snaked an arm around his thin waist in turn, squeezing back.

      “Thanks, I guess,” she said with a forced chuckle. Then, tears welling in those ethereal blues, she launched herself one last time at Ella, who hugged her back like the very world was coming to an end. Severus glanced at Alaric, hoping he didn’t expect the same dramatics.

      “You want anything when you get back?” the hybrid asked.

      “Some sort of takeout,” Severus told him, readjusting his bag over his shoulder. “I doubt Moira will enjoy the bounty of Hell. Let Ella pick her favourite.”

      “Deal.”

      They shook hands, gripping a little harder than they ordinarily might, then broke apart—and the womenfolk were still clinging to one another. Severus released a long sigh, stealing a quick look at the hell-gate over his shoulder.

      While it appeared to be just a swampy bog, congealed algae and thick green moss floating across the top of still, murky water, it really was a feat of magical engineering. Located in the middle of the very same forest that housed Mammon’s old dilapidated castle, nestled amidst a small clearing that allowed demons to be dropped off and picked up by family members or cronies, the Farrow’s Hollow hell-gate was designed to blend in with the surroundings. Its stench kept most humans away—should Ella go any closer, she would likely start vomiting profusely. All hell-gates across the planet could be found in the middle of nowhere, designed to look and smell unappetizing to humanity and their four-legged friends alike.

      Severus had yet to tell Moira how the hell-gates actually worked—and what she would need to do to cross between the realms. From the panicked expression on her face as she hugged Ella, he’d need to break the news gently.

      “Okay, okay, let’s go,” he murmured, finally calling an end to the display of tears and whispered words. “I’ll bring her back in one piece, I promise.”

      “You’d better,” Ella said, scowling up at him as he gently pried Moira away. As fierce as her glare might be, it was difficult to take such a short creature seriously—her voice nasally courtesy of the giant blue earplugs protruding from her nostrils.

      “I give you my word,” he offered, pressing a hand to his heart. The incubus then straightened with a sigh and turned his attention to Moira. “Shall we, dearest?”

      “We shall,” she said, her nod firm but her voice a little shaky. After yet another round of goodbyes, which Severus abstained from, lips pressed into a thin line, they finally got moving, marching side by side through the muck across the field. Halfway toward the bog, Moira cleared her throat. “Is that sulfur?”

      “The smell? Hmm, probably.” The bog looked innocent enough, but hikers miles away would catch a whiff of it, whether they were upwind or down. “Among other things. Try to ignore it.”

      Not only would humans smell the rank odor of rotten eggs, but the creators of this gate had thrown in the scents of vomit, garbage, and cow shit, just for good measure. A veritable cornucopia of delights for the senses. Mercifully, Moira didn’t look as affected as her friend.

      In fact, his little angel hybrid appeared quite calm about the whole thing. Her voice might quake and her smile might not reach her eyes, but she wore her determination well. Good. Demons gravitated toward the weak—if only to kick them when they were down. Like a circling pack of hyenas, they delighted in rooting out the sickliest, most pathetic in the herd and tormenting them to no end.

      Severus would know.

      But Moira carried herself like a hell-born demon, one who had something to be proud of—no one would bat an eye at her, even with her free-flowing white mane. They had agreed that it would be best to own her hybrid heritage; while the demons on Earth would like nothing more than to dissect her, if only to find a weakness that would help them combat the local angels, the demons of Hell would appreciate that she had chosen them over her heavenly brethren. To them, Moira was a success story—corrupted and turned by Severus’s demonic wiles. Not to say that Hell was safer than Earth, but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about some marauding pack of idiots kidnapping her, especially if she was a registered guest of the Saevitia clan.

      For once, the family name would serve him well.

      Dressed in one of her new outfits, she approached the bog with a confident stride, her shoulders back and her head held high. The fitted leather jacket would go over well down below, and the extra-sharp spikes that detailed each shoulder would be a scream—even more so since Alaric had taken a knife and sharpened each point so that it would do real damage. Her loose white tee was just sheer enough to show off a black lacey bra, which Severus’s eyes dipped to anytime he spoke to her, and her skinny dark grey denim pants clung to her long legs beautifully. Her wedge-heel ankle boots, suede and tan, were all but ruined by the muddy trek, but the hell-gate would fix that; his mother would never be forced to suffer such an insult.

      He rolled his eyes at the thought.

      All in all, Moira was a woman Severus would be proud to show off to his relatives. He would always have been proud, from the moment he met her, but tonight he felt like she could really hold her own, too.

      That is, until they stopped at the edge of the bog. Lips pursed, Moira crossed her arms and cast him a sidelong glance.

      “So, what,” she started, her disgust with the filthy, opaque brown water obvious, “do we get teleported in or something?”

      “Well, no.” Severus adjusted his bag, swinging it to his other shoulder so that the bulky thing didn’t hang between them. “We have to go into the bog. Once we’re fully submerged, the magic of the gate will transport us to Hell.”

      Her eyes widened, mouth thinning, and Severus caught his snort before it even left his throat.

      “I assure you, you’ll only be temporarily wet,” he promised. “Hell-gates clean as they go, removing all enchantments and blemishes along the way. The moss won’t—”

      “Severus, I don’t give a fuck about the moss,” she snapped. “You expect me to wade into that…that…cesspool?”

      “Oh, darling.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, grinning when she jerked away—pouting like a brat. “I can assure you, there are far fouler things in Hell to contend with. If this bothers you so much, perhaps you ought not go.”

      “I’m fine,” she grumbled, sounding anything but. “It’s fine. I can do this.”

      “The parades they’ll throw upon your return, praising your bravery and valor—”

      “Oh my god, shut up.” She grabbed his hand, her sharp smile soon mirroring his own. “Just don’t let me get lost.”

      “Then don’t let go,” he murmured, stealing a kiss from her lips this time, one she pushed into, up on her tiptoes. When they broke apart, Severus grinned, the inner demon positively aquiver. Amidst the smell of sulfur and bile, hands clasped with the woman he desired most in both realms, his truest self crept ever closer to the surface, eager to be free.

      At least someone was looking forward to this homecoming.

      Together, they took their first step into the bog. Moira stiffened immediately, face crinkled in disgust.

      “Ugh, it’s warm.”

      “Dignity, darling, in all things.”

      “Fuck off, Severus.”

      He tugged her in a few more steps, chuckling at the horrified expression she carried the entire way.

      “How’s the water?” Ella’s voice drifted toward them, breaking the atmosphere of sloshing water and chirping crickets. Moira raised her hand, offering a thumbs-up, and her friend’s laughter caught on the breeze.

      “Now, we’ll need to be completely submerged,” Severus told her, quickening their pace as the water rose to his thighs, leading her onward toward the abyss. “Don’t open your eyes. Don’t open your mouth. You’ll only be under for a few moments before the gate transports us. You won’t need to breathe.”

      “Like I’d open my mouth in this disease-ridden—”

      “Down we go, darling,” he crooned when the muddy, slimy, squishy floor gave way to a steep slope, taking them both down suddenly, the water up to their shoulders. Moira squealed, lifting her head to avoid it—but she wouldn’t be able to fight it much longer. He gave her hand a squeeze, forcing her gaze back to his. Trying to appear reassuring, he nodded, adopting one of the unassuming smiles that he used with anxious clients. “Don’t let go of me.”

      “Never,” she whispered.

      His next breath hitched, no longer able to contain the beast within. Black eyes, obsidian and eager, drank her in after he blinked.

      “Here we go,” Severus growled, lowering himself toward the surface, scattered clumps of ivy-green moss parting around him. Moira mirrored him exactly, her lip suddenly quivering, her hand clamped around his like a bear trap. He took a deep breath, a slight nod encouraging her to do the same. She did, but shakily, her fear palpable now, all her previous confidence shattered. So, he breathed again, and again, over and over until hers came out even, until she could finally blink back her tears, stopping them before they fell.

      “Severus.”

      “Come here,” he murmured, tugging her against him, the magic of the gate humming through his feet. “I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you. Just trust me.”

      “I do,” she whispered, and while her voice was still tight, she’d stopped shaking. With a nod, he smiled and sank lower, the water at his chin. Moira did the same, her white mane, recently cut back to shoulder length, splayed out around her.

      “On three,” he told her. Her hand clutched his tighter, so hard that he couldn’t feel his fingers anymore—and he didn’t care. No one had ever held him so tight. Severus tipped his head back, submerging it below the water, warm like the sea at the tail end of summer, so that only his face remained above. Swallowing hard, Moira did the same, and he tried to rub his thumb along hers, hoping it settled her.

      “Don’t let go,” she whispered, words muffled by the water, by the pulsating hum of the gate.

      “Never,” he promised. “One. Two. Three…”

      He inhaled sharply, then dragged himself under. Moira did the same, her little squeal amplified below the surface. Severus yanked her closer, wanting nothing more than to talk her through this—until a sharp tug at his ankles had them both careening between worlds.
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      One moment Moira was submerged in that disgusting water, totally panicked at the feel of a clawed hand locking around her ankle, and the next she was being dragged deeper, deeper, deeper, her ears popping, blood pounding thickly between them.

      And then she was on dry land again. Standing. Surrounded by the buzz of a hundred different hushed conversations in a huge echoey space. Face scrunched, she drew her first hesitant breath through her nose. Mercifully, not a single droplet of warm bog water dribbled down her face. Her clothes were dry—her hair was dry.

      “Moira? Darling?” Severus gave her hand a little squeeze. “You can open your eyes now. It’s over.”

      Why did she feel like they were moving in place? Moira swallowed thickly, then risked opening one eye—then the other, both of them stretching as wide as they dared go.

      Severus had told her they would need to go through a check-in process of sorts when they first arrived in Hell, and that it would remind her of an airport’s arrivals terminal.

      He hadn’t been kidding.

      They stood on one step of a slowly descending escalator, one of dozens, all lined up next to one another in a giant hall of mirrors. Ceiling, floor, walls—all mirrors, all reflecting the hundreds of creatures around her. Moira slowly glanced back over her shoulder. About six steps separated her and Severus from the couple behind them, chatting softly, rolling suitcases on the stair in front of them—smiling, laughing, like this was just any ordinary day. Way behind them was a murky grey cloud, which she vaguely recalled Severus mentioning—something about a magic cloud transporting demons from all over the world to this one spot. With that in mind, she quickly deduced that was what they had been dragged out of, because more people—demons, creatures—were exiting by the second.

      And most of them had horns. Honest-to-goodness horns.

      “Severus,” she croaked, her throat hoarse like she’d been screaming for hours, “why do— Oh!”

      Her cry drew a few curious looks from the creatures around her, and she clapped her hands over her mouth, not caring how ridiculous she looked—because Severus had horns too. Not only horns, but his eyes were their full black, just as they had been before they went under in the bog. Now, however, they had a blazing red pupil in the center, giving him a more human look—and yet not, too.

      “Darling, am I really so hideous?” he said with a chuckle, leaning back on the railing as the escalator continued with its smooth ride, its end point still a ways away. She opened and closed her mouth, struggling to form thoughts, let alone words. Because his skin had adopted an ashy grey hue. Claws replaced nails—black, thick, sharp claws. And the horns. Like a pair of thick slate ram horns, they protruded from his forehead and curled back over his head, their full length hidden by his shaggy black hair.

      He had said the hell-gate removed illusions and enchantments, so Moira had prepared herself to see some weird shit in Hell. He had not given her even the slightest indication that his appearance would be altered so drastically.

      Anger sliced through the thick wall of nerves that had hardened around Moira the second she stepped into the bog—anger and interest, because she wanted to do nothing more than trace each horn, to track its rippled patterning and feel the biting edge of its point.

      Instead, she smacked him as hard she could. “What the fuck, Severus?!”

      He exhaled sharply, red pupils dilating as he pushed off the side railing and lurched into her personal space. Moira held him back with an accusatory finger, stabbing extra hard into the same spot she’d just nailed on his chest.

      “A little warning that you were going to change would have been nice,” she hissed, eyes narrowed up at him as he grinned. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Do I frighten you?”

      “Well, a little.” She crossed her arms and faced forward, every part of her tight, tense. “I just wasn’t expecting it. More surprise than actual fear.”

      “Good.”

      “Not good.” She glared at his towering figure, hovering in the corner of her eye. “I told you to tell me everything.”

      One of those thick, sharp claws ghosted across her cheek, then tucked her hair behind her ear. She fought it, but the shudder won, a pleasant sort of chill dancing down her spine.

      “I told you what mattered, Moira,” Severus murmured. “This doesn’t matter.”

      “This is you,” she said, gesturing up and down his body. “Your truest self, or whatever.” A long, relieving breath whooshed out of her, and she rolled her shoulders back. “Of course it matters.”

      His curious stare burned into the side of her face; was it really such a surprise that she would want to know just a few details about him, too? After all, Severus was a part of Hell—a distinct entity, separate from the demon she knew in Farrow’s Hollow. The more she thought about it, however, the more obvious it became why he didn’t think he was important enough to comment on.

      Which was sad.

      Really sad. Moira took another deep breath, willing away her frustrations. They were in Hell—she didn’t need more drama than that.

      “Fine,” Severus said stiffly at last, his growl curving around the word more savagely than she had ever heard before. Deeper. Gruffer. More dangerous. She shifted about, hating that her body responded so eagerly to it, then leaned down to grab her duffel bag, which she must have dropped in the commotion. Severus, meanwhile, continued to watch her, and when their eyes met, he added, “I apologize. I’m sure the change was…startling.”

      “That’s putting it mildly, but sure, we’ll go with startling,” she told him with a grin. “Anything else I need to know before we get to the bottom of this thing?”

      It drew closer and closer with each passing moment, the mammoth escalator dropping all its passengers off on the floor of the enormous glass hall. Ahead, there were lines as far as the eye could see, as long as the bright, airy, sterile hall stretched—looking exactly like a passport checkpoint at an airport.

      Moira pursed her lips, trying to ignore that she felt…disappointed? Disappointed that Hell was just like an airport terminal?

      Actually, it almost made sense: airport terminals were hellish, even on a good day.

      “You mean besides the fact that your physical appearance has also altered?” Severus asked lightly, and her wandering gaze snapped back to him.

      “What?” She looked up, but the mirrored ceiling was too far away to see any minute details. As she adjusted her duffel bag strap, Severus’s hand trailed between her shoulders, settling on the small of her back, a firm, steadying sort of weight that she hadn’t realized she needed.

      “See for yourself once we get you in a line,” he told her, the end of the escalator nearing as the steep slope evened out. Moira clutched the stony railing and focused on the portion where the walking sidewalk disappeared into the floor. With Severus guiding her, she hopped off without a fuss.

      Huh. Kind of anticlimactic.

      “So, what do we have to do?” Some of the fear was back, gnawing at her insides as she took in the hulking horned demons strolling about—and suddenly she was clutching Severus’s fitted suit jacket, not caring if she wrinkled it. Dressed head-to-toe in black, the tailoring of his jacket impeccable, the buttons of his dress shirt tiny white pearls, he still managed to look breathtaking—horns and all.

      Breathtaking and safe.

      Moira gravitated toward him, trying to keep her gaze on him when it wanted to bounce around nervously.

      “We’ll be in separate check-in lines,” he told her, holding up a hand as soon as she started to sputter. “Returning residents and new visitors are handled differently.”

      “But—”

      “Here, go, go, go, there’s a good line,” he urged, steering her through the hall to a comparatively short line of lone creatures. The longer lines on the other side of the hall, where they’d first stepped off the escalator, seemed to have more pairs, even families.

      Once Severus had her settled, he grabbed her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “They’ll ask who is sponsoring your visit, which is the Saevitia family. Don’t forget the name—it carries weight.” He rolled his eyes. “After, they will take your fingerprints, which you’ll do in your own blood. Don’t panic. It’s just a prick on each finger.”

      Moira fought to keep her breathing even. “Right. Bloody fingerprints. Totally normal.”

      “Then you’ll sign your full name to a guest ledger,” he continued, his voice calm yet commanding, “and a contract. It’ll be in Latin, but as I recall, it states that you won’t do any irrevocable harm to the realm while you’re visiting. And that’s it.”

      “What, no passport stamp?” Her laugh sounded half crazed, but from the smile on Severus’s face, lips peeled back to reveal a set of sharp teeth, he seemed to get a kick out of it.

      “Once they have your blood, that will be your passport.”

      “Peachy.”

      “Now, listen, I’ll be finished before you. Just look for me behind the attendant. I’ll be waiting.” He tipped her chin up and stole a long, deep kiss that had her moaning. When he pulled back, the demon lingered, his hand sliding down to grasp her throat. “Calm down. Just think of it as passport control. It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “The guys at passport control are dicks,” Moira noted somewhat breathlessly, her body prickling with heat from the kiss. “Is it the same in Hell?”

      Severus shrugged, slowly backing away. “Sometimes. We aren’t all the same, you know—demons. Rather racist of you, Moira.”

      He shot her a wink before striding into the mass of strange, somewhat frightening figures, presumably off to find the appropriate line. Weird, that Hell would be so orderly. No fire and brimstone in sight. Demons weren’t hacking each other to bits. Most looked bored, actually.

      So. This was Hell.

      Fuck me…I’m in Hell.

      As she stood there all by her lonesome, more of Moira’s nerves crept back in, making her hands clammy and her lips quiver. She tried to keep her gaze moving, always looking, examining the humanoid faces of, what, vampires? Supposedly they came from Hell too, the ones who weren’t made by another’s bite. Still, no matter where she looked, no matter how she tried to distract herself, Moira couldn’t deny it—she was scared. Scared to be alone, surrounded by mirrors and demons. Scared to be in Hell of all places. Just…scared.

      The woman in front of her seemed to share her fears. As the line moved ahead at a glacial pace, the statuesque figure had started to whimper. Bright red hair, green eyes, human in nearly every way save for her pointed ears. She kept fidgeting, twitching, gasping, unable to look up from the mirrored floor. All around them, demons zeroed in on her; some looked annoyed, others exasperated—but a few smiled. Predators. They had found the weakest in the herd. Moira swallowed hard and stood as straight as she could, schooling her features, hiding her fear.

      Don’t give them a reason to pay you any attention.

      You’re in Hell…so what? You’re here for the summer season.

      Whatever that meant. Severus hadn’t told her what happened when demons took the summers off, but she could imagine it involved a lot of blood and gore.

      Time seemed to slow the longer she stood in the line, and, gradually, her fear started to ebb, replaced by the same irritation she might experience waiting in any long, slow line on Earth. As she shuffled forward once more, the line already ten deep behind her, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the floor at her feet—and she nearly dropped her bag at the sight.

      Severus had told her she looked different too, but she’d forgotten all about it once he left her alone. But there she was—Moira, yet not Moira. Her skin had an oddly translucent quality to it, paler than it had ever been. Frowning, she tugged up her jacket sleeves, blanching at the way her bright blue veins crisscrossed and gathered below her faded skin. Not only had she lost more pigmentation, but her hair appeared brighter, wilder, sticking out around her head, straw-like and coarse.

      The biggest change, however, had to be her eyes. She stared at them, moving with the rest of them as the line inched forward, unable to stop staring at herself.

      Her pupils were gone. In their place was just a single light grey orb. Moira blinked down at herself, her mascara untouched from her dip in the hell-gate. With a deep breath, she scrunched her eyes shut, then opened them quickly; the grey orbs responded like pupils, expanding and contracting with the light.

      Was this what the future had in store for her? Was this the end product?

      Hopefully not. It’d be a lot harder to hide pupilless eyes on Earth, but maybe Cordelia could cast an illusion to make her fit in again.

      When the redhead in front of her was finally beckoned forward, she went staggering along, tripping over her own feet, sunglasses falling off her head—just a jittery mess. Moira shuffled ahead and stopped at the thick red line, some ten feet between her and the check-in point. The demon behind the podium, an angular, sharp-featured creature with chalky olive-hued skin and enormous white horns, seemed just as annoyed with the redhead’s skittishness as the demons around her did.

      Moira’s nerves fluttered again, making themselves known as she waited, counting the seconds until it was finally her turn. When the white-horned demon waved her forward, she worried her feet might not cooperate, but there she was, hurrying along—her breath hitching when she spotted Severus lurking in the distance. He strolled forward, casual as sin, a hand in his pocket and his giant bag thrown over his shoulder. When their eyes met, she couldn’t help but smile; knowing he was there, waiting for her, just like he promised, made all of this a little easier.

      She picked up the pace, her hand reaching back for her bag—almost on instinct, as if to pull out a passport. The check-in demon, clad in what she could only describe as a horrific head-to-toe khaki uniform, stood behind his black marble podium, expressionless, and spoke to her in a language she hadn’t even a hope of understanding. Her eyes widened, brain firing on all cylinders as it tried to comprehend what had just come out of his mouth.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Fucking Americans,” he muttered, shuffling papers about on his stand. “Learn another language for once in your—”

      “I’m Canadian, but okay,” she said flatly, her cheeks on fire when his black eyes, with electric blue pupils, snapped up to her. She cleared her throat, stock-still and heart hammering, then forced a smile. “Not that that means I…speak another language. My French is passable, I guess. I can, you know, ask where the bathroom is, recite all the curse words.”

      The demon rolled his eyes, then produced a small, ridiculously sharp needle, along with a form. With its lines of boxes, it reminded her of a standard fingerprint identification sheet, but Moira still listened intently to his instructions—no blood outside the lines, don’t roll your finger more than necessary, don’t do the same hand twice. From the monotonous, bored air surrounding the creature, his flicker of indignation at her comeback gone, this was probably all very routine.

      Kind of like the people who actually did passport control.

      Setting her bag down, Moira followed all the instructions as best she could, careful to keep everything neat and orderly. The pinpricks on her fingertips hurt like nobody’s business, like that asshole had shoved the damn needle into bone, but she said nothing—literally or with her expression. With Severus watching over the demon’s shoulder, she just wanted to get through this.

      After, she was handed a feather-tipped quill to sign the guest ledger. She needed to list her full name, species, nationality (if human), and sponsor.

      “Angel hybrid?” The demon’s eyes swept over her after he scanned the completed form, her handwriting all jerky and messy courtesy of the adrenaline coursing through her. The open lechery in his stare made her stomach turn. However, he soon stamped the box at the end of the row she had filled out. “Don’t get many of you down here.”

      “I’m not surprised,” she managed, finding it harder and harder to keep up the small talk the longer he looked at her.

      “Now, this contract stipulates that you will not wreak any undue or irreversible havoc on the realm during your stay,” he continued, speaking like he had spoken the words a thousand times before. “Whatever is left of your human soul will be held as collateral should you be in breach of this contract. Do you understand the terms?”

      “Don’t break anything, or my soul gets tortured for eternity?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Cool.” She snatched the feathery quill again and signed her name at the bottom, annoyed that there wasn’t an English version for her to read—and then annoyed at herself for thinking Hell would provide such luxuries.

      “Welcome to Hell, Miss Aurelia,” the demon droned, slipping the contract through a small slit at the top of the podium. “Please enjoy your stay.”

      By the time Moira had her bag on her shoulder again, the demon was already beckoning the next creature in line forward. Gripping the strap tight, she skirted around him and raced over to Severus, who wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders as soon as she was within reach.

      “So, how was that?” He tugged her bag off and flung it over his other shoulder, holstering it next to his own. “Better than you expected?”

      “Weird, but fine, I guess,” she said, unable to stop smiling—feeling as though she had somehow conquered her first trial in Hell. As they strolled toward the enormous doors at the far end of the hall, she stood up on her toes to kiss his cheek. “I feel kind of exhilarated.”

      “That’s my girl—utterly fearless.” Severus flashed those sharp teeth again, the pride in his voice making her heart happy, and dragged her flush against him. “Now, come along… Hell awaits.”
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* * *

      “So,” Moira said as she held back the lacey maroon curtain, peering out the small window on her side of the creaking carriage, “where’s all the fire, brimstone, and torture?” She shot Severus a smirk over her shoulder. “Hell seems kind of tame.”

      Not that she wanted to see fire, brimstone, and torture, but this wasn’t the Hell she had been expecting. After they left the check-in hall of mirrors behind, Severus flagged down one of countless black carriages loitering around outside, each more ominous and shadowy than the next. Pulled by a trio of skeleton horses, it had been quite imposing at first, and Moira had just stood there, watching him load their luggage in the trunk at the back, before allowing him to help her into the seating area inside. Much to her surprise, a spacious, comfortable cabin had awaited her, with squishy leather seats on either side, and the six windows offered an unfettered view of the hellscape around her.

      Which, if she was being honest, wasn’t much to write home about. Hell’s colour scheme was predominantly grey, red, and black. Grey earth. Red, hazy sky, no sun in sight, yet somehow it was obviously daylight. Black flora—if you could even call gnarled, dead, leafless trees flora. While Severus had briefly spoken to the lead skeleton horse before they’d left, there was no one steering this ride; the horses seemed to know exactly where they needed to go.

      Outside the check-in hall it had been chaotic, as demons fought to grab the best carriage, shoving and shouldering their way through the madness. Now, however, hours later, her surroundings were quiet. Dull, even, the landscape so similar that it was like they were just trotting in place, going nowhere.

      Not only was it boring to sit there and stare at nothing, her butt numb, but it was hot, too. That much Moira had expected. Severus had told her Hell was a realm of weather extremes. While the cabin was no worse than a non-air-conditioned city bus, outside the heat waves spiraled off the cracked, dusty ground.

      “Darling, I’m afraid we’re in the suburbs,” Severus rumbled from his seat, his long legs extended, his entire being slumped. “No fire and brimstone here. You’ll need to walk the streets of Pandemonium to see the real torture.”

      “Well, I guess that’s good to know,” she muttered. At the sight of another monstrous estate in the distance, she pressed closer to the window, trying to make out the details. Every so often, they’d pass some grand, walled-in home that looked abandoned, all the windows black. Severus had assured her that people lived there—neighbours, he’d called them—but the distance between each home was so immense that she couldn’t fathom this being a single neighbourhood.

      The soft growl from the demon across from her still required some fine-tuning to understand: it meant he either agreed with her, or had just acknowledged that she spoke. While Moira might have been bored, Severus had turned downright moody ever since the journey started. All the buzz and excitement from surviving the check-in process had disappeared—because every step those skeletal horses took brought him that much closer to home. She didn’t blame him for his mood; had she been in the right frame of mind, she might have suggested a more exciting, more naked way to pass the time.

      But, still on edge at the thought of being in Hell, she had zero interest in doing the deed—even if the husky rasp of Severus’s demonic voice excited her. Even if the way he watched her, touched her, kissed her, was so much more passionate and forthcoming down here. Even if she thought she might be ready for that kind of intimacy, after all these weeks of innocent caresses and heated near-kisses.

      This was all still new to her—and as bland as it might be, as drab as the environmental colour scheme, Moira didn’t want to miss a second of it. One needed to be on their toes in Hell; Severus had told her that.

      Now, if only he could follow his own advice, rather than staring listlessly at the floor.

      The carriage jolted sharply to the right, and Moira slammed into her window with a yelp.

      “Nearly there,” Severus said with a long sigh as the carriage lurched ahead, gaining speed, dust flying up as the wheels whizzed along. Nodding, Moira grabbed her leather jacket and forced her arms back into it. While she hated to wear something leather and long-sleeved when it was this hot outside, she knew she looked great in the outfit, that the spikes would go over well with his parents, and that it made her strut confidently—even if she didn’t feel confident.

      Beyond that, Moira wanted to make a good first impression on the family who would be keeping her safe in the underworld. If she had to sweat a little in the process, so be it.

      “Hold tight.”

      She scrambled to grab the worn leather loop hanging over the window, snagging it just in time for everything to come to a very abrupt halt. Moira braced herself, the entire carriage lurching forward slightly, then slamming back, hard.

      “Don’t take offense to anything they say to you,” Severus warned as he stood, brushing his pants and jacket off. “I’m sure they’ll be vile, but that can’t be helped.”

      “I’m not really here to make friends, so,” she shrugged, “I think I’ll be fine.”

      He offered a pitying sort of grin. “Oh, darling… No, you won’t, but that’s all right. Their opinions mean nothing.”

      “I think I’ve already won over the only person whose opinion matters to me,” she said brightly, enjoying the way his cheek twitched as he extended a hand. She grasped it firmly, allowing him to help her up, then waited until he had the carriage door open so he could help her again.

      Moira hopped out, boots landing hard on the unyielding ground below. It was so cracked and split, she couldn’t imagine anything growing out here, though as her eyes drifted toward the enormous white wall before her, she spied black weeds growing at its base. The structure glittered faintly under the nonexistent sun and spanned on in either direction, larger than any of the estates she had seen thus far.

      “Oh my god.”

      “You might want to eliminate that phrase from your vocabulary down here,” Severus whispered in her ear, the sudden proximity of his mouth to her skin making her flinch. Her cheeks warmed, and she nodded.

      “Right. Sorry.” Moira gestured to the monstrosity ahead, the wall soaring up to an impressive twenty feet at least, shielding much of the house beyond. “Uh, Severus?”

      “Hmm?” he murmured, his nose ghosting down the column of her throat.

      “Are you, like, rich in Hell or something?”

      A puff of hot, annoyed air rushed against her as her heart pounded, goosebumps littered across her skin, and he finally eased away with a scowl.

      “My parents come from two upper-class clans of demon,” he said somewhat dismissively. “So, I suppose, yes, I am.”

      Strange. On Earth he was so dependent on Alaric—for transportation, for living arrangements, for everything. Yet, given his outrageous escort fees, he had to be rolling in cash too—and clearly he wasn’t hurting for it down below either.

      She studied him with a curt sidelong look, up and down; there was still so much she didn’t know about him. Too much. Moira pressed her hand to her chest, absentmindedly trying to rub the tight ache away.

      A sharp whinny from the lead horse had her jumping out of her wallowing, her heart racing just a beat harder. It didn’t matter that she felt like she was seeing a new side of Severus’s life—and it didn’t matter that he had no plans to elaborate about it on Earth, to include her, to tell her all his stories. It just didn’t. They weren’t here for that. So, she took a deep breath and focused on the now, on not making a fool of herself in front of his judgmental parents.

      Severus, however, seemed more annoyed than ever as he glowered at the white wall. She nudged him with her elbow.

      “You okay?”

      “Someone should be here to greet us. Fetch our bags,” he muttered, those stark red pupils slowly wandering the length of the property, his arms folded over his broad chest. Moira frowned, then shielded her eyes from the sky’s glare as she peered up, trying to see over the wall to the house beyond it.

      “Your parents don’t exactly strike me as the meet at the front door kind of people—”

      “Servants,” Severus said sharply before stalking to the rear of the carriage, yanking the trunk open. “I might be the lowliest Saevitia, but I’m still a Saevitia. They should be here.”

      She bit the insides of her cheeks—both to keep from smiling and to keep from commenting on just how much he sounded like a rich, petulant little brat. They could carry their own bags.

      “Severus—”

      “Something feels wrong, Moira,” he told her, throwing each of their bags over his shoulders. As soon as he stepped away from the carriage, it was off, the head horse steering its companions in a loop, black bones stark against the dismal grey backdrop. She watched them go, taking the same route they’d just traveled; back to the check-in, maybe, to ferry more demons around the suburbs.

      Weird. Weird thought. Weird day.

      She shook it off, following him to the wall, her eyebrows shooting up when he swiped his hand along it—and revealed a very dusty speaker box.

      “Here, give me that,” she said softly, trying to grab her bag, but he waved her off. Holding her hands up, she stepped back. Fine. If he wanted to still be in a mood, then he could be in a mood. He was allowed to be, given all he had done for her—this being the most extreme.

      “The black sheep has returned,” he growled into the speaker, pushing the little button at the bottom, “so open the fucking gate.”

      Moira slipped her hands into the very tight pockets of her pants, opting not to question where the hell this gate was supposed to be, because all she saw was wall. Seconds later, however, a chunk of wall directly in front of her shimmered—and then disappeared.

      “Oh.” She really needed to get a handle on all this gasping; nothing screamed Hell novice like being startled by everything, but she couldn’t help it.

      Because beyond the wall was an oasis of lush, green beauty in the middle of a depressing wasteland.

      “Cordelia’s mother is also an exceptional witch,” Severus mused, strolling over to her and facing the sprawling wonder with a sigh. “She did most of the landscaping centuries ago, although it seems my parents have let it get a bit out of hand.”

      Moira nodded; a bit out of hand was one way to put it, she supposed. While the grounds had all the foundations of landscaped artistry, with clusters of floral arrangements throughout, growing in precise locations amidst the thick, knee-high grasses, it was wild now. Wild and beautiful, just like the demon standing beside her, slipping his fingers between hers and grasping her hand tight. She tore her gaze away briefly, smiling up at him, then forced her feet to move—into the wild.

      A lone path of grey stretched from the wall up to the manor, greenery strewn about it, trying to bridge across and connect the two jungles. As soon as she and Severus were past the wall, it shimmered shut, trapping them inside. Moira glanced back with a gulp, then let herself get distracted by the savage ivy crawling across the interior, riddled with thorns and little purple flowers.

      “The house belonged to my grandfather, my father’s father,” Severus remarked stiffly, his pace brisk but doable as they strode down the path. “The floral additions come from my mother’s side. A lot of witches on that family tree, and some have a penchant for plant life.”

      “It’s…a lot.”

      A lot of everything. Colour sliced through the greenery, and while she couldn’t tell what was on purpose and what had wheedled its way in, to Moira, it was all beautiful. Overwhelming. Dense, but not oppressive—nothing like the hazy sky or the endless stretches of cracked grey land. This was a breath of fresh air.

      The house, meanwhile, was not a house: it was a mansion. An estate. An expansive monstrosity that looked like it could fit the house she and the girls rented in Farrow’s Hollow a hundred times over. Three levels high. White, all white, with lightning bolts of grey crackling throughout the otherwise smooth stonework. A behemoth worthy of a spot in Rome, its architecture reminding her of old pagan temples with the columns connecting the front porch to the tiled, flat rooftop. Square windows—all dark.

      “Kind of looks like nobody’s home,” she offered as they drew nearer. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Severus nod, his brow furrowed. They climbed the pair of dusty front steps together, stopping between two of the larger pillars, a black arched door ahead.

      A door that, just as Severus reached for it, wrenched open suddenly—and standing there was a demon Moira could only describe as beastly. Lumbering. Broad. Wilder hair than hers—golden blond and long, giving him a rather lionesque appearance. Black horns, curved like Severus’s. The same eyes, too. Handsome, in a more unkept, domineering sort of way.

      Moira felt about an inch tall in front of him—all she could do was gawk, mouth hanging open, utterly frozen in place.

      “Fucking finally!” the creature boomed, muscle rippling beneath the remnants of what must have once been a finely tailored burnt-umber suit, now tattered and frayed. “Done with your little tantrum then?”

      Severus scoffed. “What are you—”

      Then, before she knew it, the demon yanked Severus into a bone-crushing hug. Literally. She could hear bones cracking as he hoisted the incubus off the ground.

      “I’ve missed you, little brother…”
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      Crunch. There went a rib.

      Crack. That had to be something in his back.

      “Malachi,” Severus choked out, his arms pinned at his side as his older brother continued to crush him—in a hug, at that. They had never hugged in the entirety of their relationship, unless Malachi secretly planting some horrid creature on him mid-embrace counted as a hug. “Y-you’re crushing me.”

      His brother squeezed harder, this time splintering his collarbone. Pain bloomed throughout his body, but Severus could already feel the breaks healing, even in the confines of the chaos demon’s embrace. Finally, Malachi released him, setting him back on his feet and dusting his jacket off. With a frown, Severus swept his gaze up and down his brother’s figure; this was not the demon he had known all those years ago. Malachi had been a prized peacock in his youth, obsessed with style and reputation and influence. He strutted about, keeping his emotions hidden, always dressed in the very best that their parents could afford. He had been a trendsetter. A go-getter. The envy of all their peers.

      Now, the chaos demon wore his relief like a second skin, and that outfit—the old Malachi would have never stepped out of the house with frayed hems and jagged rips. Never. He had thrown a servant off the balcony once when she had forgotten to replace a missing button on his pajamas, for fuck’s sake.

      What the hell was going on down here? First, the gardens, the care of which his mother had micromanaged with an iron fist, were woefully overgrown. Wild, even. And now his brother looked like—that. Like he’d been wearing the same clothes for months, and his once-lustrous golden mane hadn’t seen a comb in far longer.

      “I’m sorry, Severus,” the demon rumbled, still smoothing out his suit, dusting him off. “Do you know how long it has been down here since you’ve left?”

      “Well, I’ve been on Earth for two centuries—”

      “Nearly five down here, you fuck,” his brother snapped, scowling as he folded his arms across that great burly chest of his.

      Brawn, brains, and pedigree—that was the Malachi Saevitia that Severus had once known.

      So, what had gone wrong? Why did he look like this? Why were his emotions so, so, present?

      “When I left, I told you all that I had no intention of returning,” Severus said stiffly. Malachi snorted, the annoyance fading away to something verging on—affection?

      What. The. Fuck?

      “I always thought it was just a tantrum, a snit,” his brother mused, that great booming voice Severus had long tried to forget echoing across the estate. “Figured you’d be home in a couple decades, but not this.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for—”

      “No matter,” Malachi crooned, voice dropping to a purr and eyes snapping to Moira as soon as Severus gestured to her. “And who is this exquisite creature?”

      Jealousy, possessive rage, flooded his system. His hands curled to tight fists, claws sinking into flesh, and he fought the urge to strike the leer off his brother’s face.

      “Moira,” he forced out, swiftly falling to her side, grasping the nape of her neck with a growl. “We’ve come together.”

      Malachi held his hands up, chuckling. “All right, all right. So, you finally found someone who wants to play, eh, little brother? Good. We were all worried you’d be some simpering virgin forever.”

      “I wasn’t a virgin when I left—”

      “Oh, fae don’t count—”

      “Then neither do vampires, brother—”

      “Okay,” Moira interjected loudly, glaring up at them both—but mostly at Severus. The demon pair fell quiet at the unspoken admonishment. “We’re not here to bicker.”

      “Darling, you haven’t met the rest of the family yet,” Severus told her, eyes narrowing at his smirking brother. “All we do is bicker.”

      And nitpick, abuse, torment—it was one of the many reasons he had seen fit to leave. To shuffle off to Earth, head hanging low, and try to rebuild what they had destroyed. Not this time. Severus was stronger now. He had a purpose. He had a life.

      And he had a woman he loved.

      They couldn’t touch him, the filthy ingrates—

      “Well, all we did was bicker.” Malachi’s wheedling cut through his thoughts, and it took him a few long moments to process it. Did. Past tense. Slowly, he lifted his gaze to his brother’s; his smirk seemed hollow now.

      “As if either of them has changed,” Severus said, hoping to have the higher ground here, the moral authority, just this once. Malachi merely stared back, until that smirk disappeared completely, until his hands hung limp at his sides and his brow furrowed. Puzzled. Severus had never seen his brother puzzled before; nothing in life had ever challenged him enough to puzzle him.

      “Don’t you know?” Malachi asked, head tipped to the side, that great tatty mane giving him the appearance of a lion crossed with a bear—crossed with a pup who just didn’t understand. “Severus, Mother and Father are dead. They’ve been dead for over a century.”

      Severus’s hand, which had been clutching possessively at Moira’s neck, suddenly slid down her back. Dead? They couldn’t be dead. In Severus’s mind, those two old fools would endure throughout the ages—crotchety, pathetic immortals until Hell finally splintered and withered away.

      “Dead?” Why did his throat feel so tight? And why was Moira suddenly clutching his hand, her wide grey eyes boring into him, pupilless and dripping with empathy? “What do you mean—dead? They can’t—”

      “Didn’t Cordie tell you?” Malachi shoved his hands into his pockets, unmoved by the announcement. Unmoved now, perhaps, but as Severus took him in, really studied him with his bewildered stare, he thought his brother appeared comfortably numb to it all instead. Malachi shifted his weight between his legs, then chuckled. “Doesn’t she visit you in that little pin-drop of a city?”

      “We…” Severus cleared his throat, finding it thick and constricted. “We never really talk family when she visits. Hers, sometimes, if she’s feeling chatty. Mostly she comes by to moon over Alaric.”

      “Ah, yes, Verrier’s boy, isn’t he? Poor soul. No one ever escapes our cousin’s whims, do they?”

      Severus nodded absently, his mind sluggish as it digested the news. Dead. His mother and father, bitter, surely, to the last breath—dead. He had wished for it his whole life. He had no qualms imagining their lifeless bodies, their pale useless corpses. He’d laughed about it as a boy, daydreamed about it as they mocked him from across the dinner table.

      He had thought he would be immune to feeling a single shred of anything save relief at the news of their death.

      Not so.

      Severus swallowed hard, suddenly aware that the conversation had stagnated, the air thick between the three of them. Malachi watching Moira. Moira watching him. Severus staring at the frayed edge of his brother’s right sleeve, the string a mere breath away from their father’s crested ring, which Malachi now wore on his middle finger.

      Moira gave his hand a gentle squeeze, willing him to look at her—but he couldn’t. On Earth, he enjoyed being coddled by her. After all, he was a different creature on Earth. In Hell, he was raw—his entire being an exposed nerve that felt so much more viscerally. In Hell, he did the protecting, the comforting, the coddling. Otherwise, what use was he?

      So he stood tall, wishing the news had just rolled off him like it was nothing—like he didn’t care. His silence suggested otherwise, and now he needed to recover.

      “Well, that’s that then,” he said, forcing out each word, loud enough to distract his brother from Moira. “We’ve had a long journey and could do with some rest.”

      “What? Not even going to tell me why you’re here?” Malachi barred the entryway with his enormous frame, countering Severus’s step to the side with one of his own. “Now that I know it’s not for a family visit…”

      “Later, brother,” he insisted, readjusting the luggage on his back—dead weight that he had nearly forgotten about. “Is my bedroom still intact, or…?”

      He arched an eyebrow. Or did they dismantle it the second I was out the door?

      “I told them to leave it,” Malachi admitted with a sigh. Right—his things were definitely destroyed. “It’s a guest room now. I take it you two will be sharing?”

      “Indeed,” Severus said gruffly, finally shouldering his way into the enormous foyer, keeping a firm grasp on Moira’s hand as she tried to keep up. While the white and gold colour scheme remained, the structure of his enormous childhood home untouched, the interior décor—his mother’s plants, her rugs, her paintings—had vanished.

      “I let the staff go a few decades back,” Malachi said, leaning on the doorframe. When Severus glanced at him, he shrugged and rolled his eyes. “They were stealing things…and they just got in the way. The thieves I impaled at the yearly Saevitia summer gathering. The rest serve the extended family these days.”

      “Then I believe we both have stories to tell,” Severus remarked before looking to Moira. While she was paler in Hell, she was paler still at the news of his brother’s extracurricular activities. Malachi was an excellent impaler. He’d won awards for it when they were children. However, he needn’t boast—especially when Severus knew he was doing so to test Moira. See how squeamish she was, how far he could push her. Needling—it was another one of his family’s specialties.

      Well, not with her.

      “I suppose we do,” Malachi said tightly. “Five centuries apart will do that.”

      “Two centuries by my count.” Severus raised his eyebrows, issuing a challenge as he never would have dared in the past, then pulled Moira deeper into the foyer, its ceiling stretching all the way up to the roof three stories above. “We’ll talk later.”

      “Come find me once you’ve tucked her in, brother,” Malachi called as Severus led a mystified Moira, her grey eyes wide and her pale pink lips parted, toward the enormous stairwell. It spanned the breadth of the foyer and was made entirely of alabaster and marble; Severus had fallen down it once and knocked out all his baby teeth, whether they were ready to go or not. Fallen. After Malachi had pushed him.

      His older brother finally slammed the front door, his voice cutting through the echo. “I’ll break out Father’s good scotch, and we’ll really get into it…”
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* * *

      “If you were so fucking bored down here, why didn’t you just leave?”

      His brother let out an exhalation rife with annoyance, then took a sip of his drink. His silhouette in front of the towering hearth, flames snapping and hissing within its depths, was even more foreign to Severus than his new look. He was still broad, tall, imposing, yet his big brother had lost muscle mass—with no servants, he was likely eating less, and poorly at that. And that hair, that tangled mane, stuck out in all directions. Where had his pride gone?

      Dead. Dead like their parents.

      “You know the laws, brother,” Malachi growled. “If I left, our home could have been taken. It would have been abandoned. I needed two signatures to put it in the care of Aunt Circe. Mother and Father were dead and you had been gone for centuries. What else was I to do?”

      Severus swirled the contents of his drink, then gulped down the rest of the molasses-brown liquid. This was an entirely new experience—having a frank conversation with his brother. Before he had left, Malachi talked, Severus listened. Sometimes Severus would fight back, whine, but Malachi had never engaged with him in the past—not meaningfully, anyway. Most of their conversations had consisted of childish squabbles that evolved into full-blown brawls through the white and gold halls of their home, Severus forever the loser and Malachi the golden child who could do no wrong.

      This was uncharted territory. Murky waters. He couldn’t decide whether his brother spoke to him now with respect or not, but Malachi hadn’t sneered—much—or insulted him—much—since they had joined one another in the dimly lit third-floor lounge. In an age gone by, this was where the men of the family would retreat, cracking open expensive liquor and Earth-smuggled cigars, while the women chattered away on another floor entirely. Like much of the enormous estate, the décor had disappeared—no rippled silk curtains over the windows, no oil paintings of the gardens, no marble busts of their father. The furniture remained, dusty and unused, and Malachi had admitted to giving most of the decorative pieces away to family after their parents died.

      “It’s never been to my taste,” he’d sniffed, seated on the other end of the long, rock-hard couch that Severus had always hated as a boy—hated and wished he had been invited to sit on all the same, as Malachi had, for late-night chats with their cantankerous father. Naturally, he was never sullen with the golden child. The two would sit up here, before a fire much like this one, and talk well into the wee hours of the morning.

      “Your father is preparing Malachi to take over the family,” his mother had always insisted, her eyes sparkling at the thought of her favourite son. “It’s a monumental undertaking, running the Saevitia clan. Something you will never understand.”

      Much to his surprise, Malachi hadn’t wanted to run the clan. Apparently, after their parents’ deaths, he’d signed away all legal responsibility to their father’s younger brother, Heuric. He ran the clan now with the same rigidity as their father had. All gatherings were held at his estate—which, coincidentally, had taken in most of their mother’s old décor.

      It was all such a mess down here. Severus couldn’t help but delight in it, if only a little.

      After he had settled Moira into what was once his childhood bedroom, in the far corner of the third floor, tucked away from all the other suites on the second, he had searched the entire property, top to bottom, to ensure that Malachi was truly the only one there. Sure enough, there wasn’t a servant in sight—and from the amount of dust that had settled over everything, there hadn’t been any in quite some time. With only Malachi for him to keep an eye on, he had felt confident that Moira could get a few hours of undisturbed shut-eye. Safe, wrapped in layers of blankets to brace her against the nighttime chill.

      She hadn’t said much since they’d arrived, her eyes heavy but curious as she’d watched him check the room for any bits of magical trickery that Malachi might have hidden for kicks.

      “Just talk to him,” she had urged softly. “He’s all you have left, Severus, but at least it’s someone.”

      He had almost reminded her that her father was all she had left, but she didn’t deserve that. So, he had tucked her in, checked the manor for other beings, then met his brother in the formal lounge for drinks and what he assumed would be a very forced conversation.

      His first question, of course, had been how his parents had died.

      “Father killed Mother’s lover,” Malachi had told him, sounding painfully bored with the whole thing as he poured their drinks, “and then Mother killed Father, and then our beloved uncles killed her. Quite grisly, but I’ve washed my hands of the whole affair.”

      It seemed Malachi had withdrawn from most familial events in the aftermath, and Severus couldn’t help but wonder if the solitude had changed him. After all, they were talking as equals now—perhaps almost like true brothers, even. As a creature built for chaos, Malachi seemed deflated. Lesser. Still the strutting male with his golden mane, but aged and wiser, his voice shaded by a heartache Severus had never heard before.

      The deaths of their parents affected him far more than he let on.

      But then again, the same could be said for Severus.

      They had moved away from the topic swiftly, with Severus giving a very brief rundown of recent events with Moira, then Malachi whining about how dull the last century had been, stuck here all by himself in this big, old house, unable to come and go from Hell as he pleased.

      “Yes, I know the law,” Severus muttered, then cleared his throat and shook his head at his brother’s back. “Malachi, the law doesn’t stop you from leaving the property, only leaving the realm. No one says you can’t go to the city, see the rest of the clan—”

      “And what? Fraternize with the bastards who butchered our mother?” His brother let out a hollow laugh before grabbing an iron poker and stabbing at the black, charred wood in the hearth. The fire hissed back at him, spitting sparks that burned more holes into his tattered suit; the demon carried on rearranging, unfazed. “Not likely. And Mother’s side of the family is all witchy and close-knit. Hardly space for another chaos demon in their midst. I was far more content with my own company, anyway…for a time.”

      To limit squabbling over land and property, and to cut down on outright thievery, one of the residential laws of Hell dictated that should you leave the realm, and by extension your home, without a member of the immediate family tending to it, the property would be considered abandoned. Given this was their father’s ancestral estate, it appeared Malachi wasn’t ready to give it up just for a bit of excitement on Earth.

      In order to keep a home in the family name, the deed needed to be signed over to another relative, who would claim temporary ownership in your absence. Unfortunately, such a contract required two blood signatures from the immediate family. Without Severus, Malachi had been stuck with the place.

      “I tried it once,” his brother continued, standing there, back to him, fire poker in hand. The sharp tip glowed a pulsing orange hue, and Severus could see the way his brother’s fist clamped down around the other end. Malachi exhaled sharply. “Fraternizing with them. Once and only once after her death—that was it. I’m afraid I don’t have the tact to associate with those cretins anymore.”

      Malachi—unable to swallow his pride and smile at those who had left such a gaping hole in his heart? Who would have thought. Severus had forced a smile at his tormentors for centuries.

      Still, he couldn’t help but grin.

      “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me,” Severus mused, tapping his finger against the rim of his crystal tumbler. “Your lack of tact.”

      His brother faced him with a scowl, one that weakened the longer Severus grinned. Slowly, his frown bloomed into a lopsided grin of his own, and Malachi set the fire poker back in its place with a sigh. Downing the rest of his drink, he started to pace, back and forth across the width of the stone hearth, a hand in his pocket.

      “So, Diriel.” He seemed to roll the name across his tongue, tasting it, trying it on for size. “Hurt your woman, did he?”

      “By order of her angel father, yes.”

      Malachi chuckled coolly. “Tricky business, those angels.”

      “They’re much more powerful on Earth than we are,” Severus told him. “Hardly seems fair.”

      Well, no. The sheer wanton destruction demons would unleash should they be allowed to operate at full power on Earth, unrestricted and unchecked, was too insane to fathom. As much as Severus loathed to admit it, his kind needed to be monitored by a more powerful species. Dripping with arrogance and an exceedingly high, usually undeserved, sense of self-importance, demons would burn the human world to the ground just because they could without the angels keeping them in check.

      Not that that logic made his situation with Moira any easier.

      “Perhaps I ought to lend a hand then. You know, make it a fairer fight,” Malachi said, finally stopping in front of Severus, that hulking frame looming over him, dominating his view.

      For once, Severus didn’t cower. Not even a hint of fear circulated his system. Severus was a different demon than the one Malachi had known—it was reassuring to feel it, to prove it now in this conversation. However, his brother’s offer to lend a hand did not compute in the slightest. Severus blinked rapidly and sat up straighter, an incredulous smile flashing across his face.

      “What?” He arched a skeptical brow at his brother. “Malachi, you’ve never lent me a hand in your entire life.”

      And if he had, it would have only been because he planned to screw Severus over in the end, preferably somewhere public, for maximum humiliation.

      “No, I haven’t,” Malachi said with a curt nod, “and I’ve had a lot of time, alone, to think on that. You are my brother, Severus, but I’ve never treated you as such. And why? Because of some antiquated stereotype?”

      Severus merely stared up at him, expression unchanged, unsure of where this could all be headed—unsure of what, exactly, he was ramping up to.

      “I let Father dictate my relationship with you when we were children,” Malachi continued, his words edged in a snarl. “I let a vicious old man, weak, with no extraordinary abilities, tell me how I should treat my own brother. A brother who never schemed against me, never plotted my downfall. A brother who never stole from me, and who never broke my heart.”

      The corners of Severus’s lips twitched, but he swallowed his smile, too busy trying to decipher the subtext of this rant to admit that he had, in fact, plotted and schemed against Malachi in the past. Hundreds of times. However, all those plots and schemes had lived squarely inside his miserable little head, for he’d known he hadn’t the strength to go through with them. Now, he saw no reason to scheme against his brother; circumstances had done enough of that already.

      “And…” Malachi studied his hands, the empty scotch glass clutched within them. “And now you’re here, Severus. You’re home. I want things to be different between us. They need to be different between us. Please.”

      Jaw clenched, Severus put some distance between them, standing and strolling around to the other side of the couch. He stood before the smaller of the two liquor cabinets, setting his glass on the empty silver tray.

      “Malachi, you were the bane of my existence growing up,” he said stiffly. “You were one of the reasons I finally left. You cannot expect to say a few flowery speeches and I’ll embrace you as the brother I’ve always wanted—”

      “Let me prove it to you, then,” Malachi told him, his booming voice drowning out Severus in an instant. “I’ll have my contacts locate Diriel for you by tomorrow morning. There will be no need for you to remain in Hell longer than necessary. I’ll find him, and together we will draw the truth from him. All you need is a name, correct? The name of the angel he serves?”

      He spat the last bit, just as disgusted as Severus would have been had he still lived in Hell. The thought of a demon doing the bidding of an angel—it was sacrilege in the underworld. Corrupting an angel? Praiseworthy. Cowering before one, following orders? Pathetic.

      He nodded all the same. Acquiring the name of Moira’s father was the only thing barring him from returning to Earth. The sooner they found it, the better. Diriel would be a hard creature to press for the information, but Severus would find a way to make him squeal.

      He sighed, fiddling with the half-empty bottles along the top of the small cabinet, searching for something to replenish his tumbler with. “Looking as you do, brother, I have to wonder if you have any associates left.”

      “Gold speaks just as loudly here as it does on Earth,” Malachi countered tightly, “and in your absence, the entire family fortune went to me. I can assure you—buying Diriel’s hideout, down to the exact room we might find him in upon arrival, will be simple enough.”

      Whether he believed in Malachi’s change of heart or not, he couldn’t deny that their family had wealth—none of which Severus had helped himself to before he had gone topside. In fact, said wealth had been a critical piece in his plan to locate Diriel, and he was pleased to learn that he wouldn’t have to fight for what rightfully belonged to him.

      “Do it then,” he said tersely, “find Diriel, but I cannot fathom what you expect to gain in return—”

      “For you to have a modicum of trust in me,” Malachi told him, “and nothing more. You’ll see, Severus, that I am not the same demon I once was…” His brother gestured toward him with his glass, a smidgen of leftover scotch sloshing around the bottom. “Just as I can see that in you. You’ve grown up, little brother.”

      Severus rolled his eyes. He hadn’t come back to Hell in search of his brother’s approval—nor did he want it. Rather than lashing out, he merely held out his hand and snapped at Malachi’s glass, which the golden-haired demon passed over without a word. Popping the crystal cap off one of the dozen bottles of expensive liquor, Severus refilled both glasses, then strolled around the couch. The heat of the blaze warmed his weary legs; the steadily darkening room, touched by the descending night outside, was a mere reminder that he had crossed between worlds today—and he needed some time to recharge.

      Malachi accepted the glass with a half smile, one that grew as Severus lifted his own too-full tumbler for a toast.

      “To a modicum of trust,” he offered.

      “To Diriel’s head on a spike,” Malachi crooned back, and they clinked their glasses together. The scotch scorched a path down his throat, even now with his third drink. Scotch might have originated on Earth, but demons had perfected it in Hell. Severus smiled thinly when he realized his older brother was still watching him, then returned to his spot on the ridiculously uncomfortable couch.

      “Yes, well, I suppose I’ll have to see it to believe it.”

      “I’ll come through, brother,” Malachi told him, drifting back to the fireplace. He rested against it, propped up on his arm as he watched the flames dance. They flickered and crackled, intensifying under his presence, the firelight catching in the black pits of his eyes. “I will do this for you. You’ll see.”

      “Hmm.” Severus had nothing more to say on the matter. He would believe it when he saw the results. Malachi had never been the sort to just do a good deed for anyone without expecting something grand in return. So, while he could almost, maybe enjoy this new demon his big brother had morphed into over the centuries, he didn’t trust him.

      Not yet. Not until Malachi proved himself.

      Until then, Severus would keep him at an arm’s length, in no mood to be burned for the thousandth time in their relationship.

      So, they watched the flames hiss and spit, drinking their scotch, neither moving, neither speaking again—not until the thickening clouds outside split open, the weather extremes of Hell finally unleashed. Setting his empty glass aside, Severus stood and nodded to his brother when the reds of their eyes met, then strode out of the room to check on Moira, eager to get back to her after what had been the most surprising, and confusing, conversation with Malachi of his very long life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Moira awoke with Severus’s arms wrapped around her and a chill clinging to the tip of her nose. Inhaling deeply, she tried to shuffle about, but even the slightest movement made his arms lock tighter. With a wince, she glanced over her shoulder and found him dead asleep, his eyelids dancing and his jaw slack. A stiffness permeated her limbs, courtesy of the unfamiliar bed and the inability to move as she slept. She stretched as best she could, trying not to wake him, then blinked the sleep out of her eyes as she studied the dark, silent room around her.

      Severus had been so thorough when he checked it, searching under the bed, between the sheets and the mattress, inside the bedside table drawers. Apparently his brother had liked to hide little magical bombs around his room when they were children; Moira could only imagine the distrust that would create, and the pranks seemed like the tip of the iceberg with these two. Still, the fact that he was back here and sleeping as soundly as he was had to mean something had gone right.

      With some effort, grunting, Moira managed to roll herself over in his arms, facing him now. His breath hitched in the process, brow furrowing, but it all evened out once she settled, and Moira pressed her lips together, smiling, when she felt him fiddling with her hair in his sleep. Coarse black claws, likely capable of unimaginable savagery—twirling her hair as his eyes continued to twitch under their lids.

      Moira snuggled closer to his bare chest. While his skin had cooled somewhat in Hell, the tip of her nose was colder still, and she warmed it in the hollow of his throat. She listened to his deep, even breaths, the constant, slow thud of his heart. If she hadn’t felt so alert suddenly, the combination would have lulled her back to sleep. Instead, she cuddled up to him, enjoying him, relishing these few peaceful moments before the real work began.

      Although she hadn’t admitted it, not even to herself, really, Moira had feared what Hell might do to Severus. The inner demon usually flared whenever he was angry or aroused, and the thought of dealing with a forever angry, horny Severus had made her stomach turn. Thankfully, he was more or less himself, even with the physical changes. Less himself in the way he touched her—always touched her, his hand on her lower back, sometimes clasping hers. Severus was more forthcoming in Hell—more upfront to the rest of the world—realm?—about the fact that they were together.

      She blinked.

      Were they together?

      Had it happened so naturally that she hadn’t even noticed?

      Her cheeks warmed at the thought, but Moira could acknowledge that the incubus’s possessiveness here was a tactic. You know, announce to all the demon creeps that she was taken. Mark his territory.

      Keep her safe.

      It would have been easy to get indignant over the fact that his touch, his kiss, his caress was basically just him peeing a circle around her. As much as she wanted to prove herself, to withstand Hell on her own two feet, Moira knew she needed Severus too. She needed his support. She needed him standing behind her, glowering at anyone who dared show too much interest. Because this was a land of demons. Demons took what they wanted. They consumed. They stole. They were self-indulgent and cruel, petulant and unpredictable—she had experienced it all with Diriel and his cronies.

      Now, there were thousands of Diriels around her, and she had no idea whom she could trust.

      But she knew she could trust Severus. He’d keep her safe. He’d bring her home. He’d stand by her side in this fight until the bitter end.

      Because they were partners. Just you and me, that’s all I want. Moira had meant it when she said it.

      So, really, was it such a stretch to consider them together, in the grand scheme of things?

      She inhaled deeply again, forcing the thoughts away, the frantic, rushing, racing thoughts that hammered her skull. Thoughts of Severus, Diriel, her dad—the rest of her life, if she even had one. Instead, she traced the swell of muscle across his chest, tracked the corded bands up his arm, taut, even in sleep. The bulge in his throat. The sharp lines of his jaw. The thick black lashes twitching with dreams.

      Only when her body screamed, in need of a good stretching in every direction, did Moira finally try to wriggle free. Severus refused to budge, dragging her up against him to the point where it was difficult to breathe. Wincing, Moira managed to wrench her arms loose, then cradled his face and peppered it with a dozen soft, fleeting kisses.

      Slowly, he relaxed, loosening his grasp. His downturned lips quirked up, and when Moira finally had the freedom to get out, she took it. To make up for her disappearance, she slipped a pillow into her place, sitting at the edge of the bed as Severus tugged that to him instead.

      A chill washed over her now that she was out from under the thick blankets. She had thought they were ridiculous when Severus first pulled them back—Hell was hot, and she had been sweating up a storm under her leather jacket. However, now that night had fallen, the temperature had taken a nosedive to the point that her teeth chattered.

      Her skin erupted in little goosebumps the second her bare feet touched the tile, and she dug through her duffel bag at the side of the bed, rooting out a long black sweater dress to cover her baggy sleep T-shirt and shorts combo. The dress tickled her knees when she stood, and she tugged the material about, finding it tighter and itchier than she would have liked—just one of the many new items Ella and Alaric had bought for her yesterday.

      Today?

      She blinked, feeling strangely out of sorts not knowing the time difference between Hell and Earth. It was night now, a storm raging outside, but how long had she been gone from Earth? Minutes? Hours? How did this all work?

      Shaking her head, she did a quick scan of the room, blanketed in shadow and sparsely furnished. A king-sized bed dominated most of the space, paired with small tables on either side. While white and gold threaded throughout Severus’s childhood home, visions of eighteenth-century French palaces coming to mind, sparkling and opulent with a Marie Antoinette aesthetic, most of the furniture in this room was dark, a stark contrast to the light, airy structure of Severus’s childhood home. From what little she had seen, the place was enormous, and his old bedroom was no different. A positively cavernous space stretched out around her, but as far as things went, items to make it feel lived in and homey, there was just a bed and some tables. Bland. Dark and boring. Like the rest of the house, the room lacked décor, unless you counted the shaggy black rug in front of the fireplace near the bathroom door—a fireplace that hadn’t seen fire in quite some time.

      In fact, nothing in this house—mansion, estate, whatever—had seen much of anything. While the architecture was beautiful, the amount of dust and spiderwebs was insane. It made her itchy and wheezy just thinking about it.

      One enormous window faced the east side of the property, and she padded toward it, arms crossed as she fought to still her shivers. The view overlooked the dense gardens below, the towering white wall surrounding the Saevitia estate, and then barren grey waste beyond, as far as the eye could see.

      Or, could see on a clear day, anyway.

      The night was anything but clear. In fact, as Moira stared, her jaw hanging open and her brows knit, a snowstorm bustled across the landscape outside.

      A snowstorm. In Hell.

      Thunder boomed over the property, drawing her gaze up to a black sky. Thick, oppressive clouds hung, and she gasped when a dozen lightning bolts splintered the darkness, illuminating the red tinge in the clouds she had seen earlier. Another onslaught of lightning, so close, so vivid that she flinched back, fearing it would strike the house. But it didn’t. The light flashed like fireworks in several more impressive displays, followed swiftly by another rumble of thunder that she felt in her bones. All the while, hail billowed across the landscape, catching the bright white shimmer of each lightning bolt.

      It was almost…beautiful.

      When Moira realized she had pressed herself up against the window, desperate to see more, her breath fogging the glass pane, she made a beeline for the balcony. Severus had locked the door earlier, but it was nothing more than a simple latch—hardly a deterrent. After gently nudging the towering glass door’s handle down, she glanced over her shoulder to see if her rustling had woken Severus. Nope. He continued to snooze away, hugging the pillow.

      It was the most relaxed Moira had seen him in weeks. A new pang of guilt wedged itself into her heart, one of many. He hadn’t been relaxed because of her, because of what she had dragged him into.

      She owed him the world when all this was over.

      And Moira intended to give it to him—however she could.

      A gust of cold, howling wind barreled in as soon as she opened the door, and Moira slipped outside before any of it could reach the nearby bed. While the bedroom had been chilly, the outside air was positively freezing. She gasped, the chill burning down her throat, then hugged herself tighter. The frigid wind, brutal across the cracked grey terrain, batted her about on the small semicircular balcony. Situated at the back of the house, it was as if Severus’s parents had wanted to put him as far away from everyone else as possible.

      The hail blitzed sideways, not down, just beyond the balcony, and her heart dropped to her stomach at the next boom of thunder, the stone tile rattling underfoot.

      She drank it all in with a wide-eyed stare, mouth hanging open unabashedly now. The raw power of the lightning strikes illuminated the entire realm, the sky ablaze with red, white, and black. Moira gathered her hair in one hand, trying to contain it as the wind whipped it about. Her breath fogged in front of her, briefly, before being swept up in the storm. As she padded to the edge of the balcony, still sheltered by the corner of the building, she realized she couldn’t feel her toes.

      And it didn’t bother her. The pain. The cold. It was worth it to experience this. Standing just outside of the storm, even Moira felt powerful. Hail whizzed by in a steady current about a foot out from the edge of the balcony. It glittered and shimmered, carrying a tune, a melody, that had her thinking of bells—the sweet, tinkling high notes of bells. Curious, she reached out with her free hand, wanting to touch snow in Hell. Out, out, out her long fingers stretched, her arm tensing against the wind. Her mouth lifted into a smile, a laugh on the tip of her tongue, no more than a breath away from touching the…

      Shards of glass.

      It was raining shards of fucking glass.

      Moira screamed as soon as the first batch pelted against her, razor-sharp edges slamming into her skin, embedding themselves in her hand and wrist. Pain scorched up her arm, a thousand tiny knifepoints stabbing her over and over again in the span of three agonizing seconds before she snatched her hand back. The wind sucked up her screams, the gale dragging them out—milking it, stealing her hoarse cries of agony before she finally staggered away from the edge. She lost her footing, tripping over her numb feet, and landed hard on her knees, sinking onto her side as she cradled her hand to her chest.

      Shaking, she risked a look at it, her stomach roiling at the sight. As if she’d been struck by a porcupine, glass shards stuck out everywhere—embedded in her palm, the undersides of her fingers. They sliced through the coarse fabric of her sweater dress, biting into the tender areas of her bony, pale wrist, dangerously close to vital veins. Her stomach dropped suddenly, mouth dry and head spinning, as hot, thick tears cut down her cheeks.

      “Moira?” The balcony door flew open, Severus striding through, shirtless and alarmed. His black and red eyes dropped to her, and in an instant he was by her side. “What did you do?”

      She dragged in a ragged breath, light-headed but blushing, and weakly lifted her glass-riddled hand. His whole being seemed to tighten as he grasped her forearm.

      “Of course it rains glass in Hell,” she choked out. Pain thrummed through her as Severus quickly assessed the injury, then started to help her to her feet. “Of course it isn’t hail.”

      You fucking idiot.

      He tsked, an arm around her waist to steady her. Even the slightest movement had the dozens of puncture marks burning, and she whimpered, her knees giving way.

      “Now, now, darling,” he murmured, and when she dared look up, she swore he was trying not to laugh, his lips twitching, “I think it looks like hail too. An honest mistake.”

      “A stupid one.” She whimpered as he helped her inside. Severus quickly seated her at the end of the bed, then jogged into the bathroom. As soon as he disappeared through the dark doorway, she glared at her quivering hand, hovering above her lap, every muscle, every tendon, screaming for her to just put it down. Severus emerged moments later, towels and a white opaque bottle in hand. She looked up at him miserably. “I’m so stupid. I don’t—”

      “Enough, Moira.” He knelt in front of her and set his supplies aside. A ghost of a smile still played on his lips. “You made a mistake. You’re tired. You’re in Hell for the first time, and you made a mistake. At least this mistake we can fix.”

      “I guess,” she muttered, pleased that the wooziness had started to pass—although it came raring back as soon as he lifted her hand for inspection.

      “We’ll just take all the shards out, which,” he met her eye briefly, “might hurt, but then we’ll bandage it up and you’ll be healed within the hour. Sooner, even. And then we’ll all laugh about it.”

      “I don’t want to laugh about it—” Another scream tore from her throat when he pulled out the largest shard, which had settled in, nice and deep, where the base of her hand met her wrist.

      “Sorry,” he murmured, setting the bloody chunk of glass on the bed. “I’d hoped you were distracted enough.”

      Warm red liquid spilled out of the wound, trickling down her arm, the other shards splitting the bloody river into little streams. Moira nodded mutely, her hand numb, her teeth starting to chatter again, as a fresh batch of tears sliced down her face. Head down, Severus worked quickly and efficiently, plucking the sharp bits of glass with more tact than she would have on her own. Still, she couldn’t hold back her screams, not as pain seared up her arm, a stark reminder of what an idiot she had been.

      The bedroom door flew open after Severus had pried a particularly jagged piece from her palm, her hoarse cry echoing around the room.

      “What in Lucifer’s name are you doing to her, brother?” Malachi demanded from the doorway, his face brimming with morbid curiosity. Moira wanted to turn away, to hide her tear-stained face, to keep him from seeing what she had done to herself, but it was too late. A few steps in and he saw everything, a bark of a laugh flying from his lips. “Did you… Did she really—”

      “Start a fire, Malachi,” Severus ordered sharply, continuing his task without missing a beat. “I need some better light.”

      The larger, burlier demon snorted, then crossed the room to the hearth. By then, Severus was down to just a few pieces, but Moira could still feel the miniscule bits of hard, unrelenting debris whenever she flexed her fingers.

      It was a wonder Severus could even see what he was doing, there was so much blood. At the sound of the first flames crackling to life, he grabbed a towel and started to dab down her hand, gently, carefully. Face screwed up in concentration, he wiped it all away, the dusting of glass shavings gone too.

      “Up we go,” he murmured, helping her to her feet and steering her toward the fireplace. Malachi stepped out of the way with a huff, making space for Severus to set her down on the thick carpet in front of the hearth.

      “Why did you need to touch?” Malachi asked, arms crossed, head cocked to the side—that grin of his in full sneer mode. “Was it just too pretty to resist?”

      “Malachi,” Severus growled as he returned to the carpet, white bottle in hand. “Enough.”

      “I truly did think you were murdering her up here,” the demon mused as Severus twisted off the cap. “I came running in the hope of a little something to liven up the night, and I find you playing nursemaid? Really. It’s most unbecoming, brother—”

      Moira cried out again when Severus poured the thick liquid across her wounds, more out of surprise than anything. She had expected it to burn, to sting—something. Much to her delight, it was more like a salve, soothing the pain away as Severus delicately massaged it in, the milky white paste blending with her blood to produce a rose pink.

      “You’re wasting the last of Cordie’s stock on—”

      “Don’t you have associates to be paying off?” Severus snarled, finally glaring up at his brother. Moira nibbled her lower lip, her heart hammering, the light-headedness gone at last. Severus was always ready to defend her, to stand up for her, to comfort her. He could have responded the same way his brother had—and she would have deserved it. What a ridiculous thing she had done, but beyond his barely-there, noticeably amused smile, Severus hadn’t once made her feel like an idiot.

      Cool in a crisis.

      Comforting to a fault.

      Always her best interests in mind.

      Three reasons why she loved him.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about me,” Malachi announced with a long, heavy sigh. “My little birds are searching the kingdom. You’ll have Diriel by morning, so long as this one doesn’t maim herself further.”

      Severus had gone to and returned from the bathroom in the terse silence that had followed his snarl, broken now by his brother as if it hadn’t even happened. Moira watched the firelight dance across his handsome features as he knelt in front of her again, wrapping a long, thin, soft bandage around her arm and palm. The wounds on her fingers had stopped bleeding. The others were reduced to a trickle. The pain had disappeared.

      As he towered over the pair, Malachi’s expression hardened, and she noticed that when he flicked his hand toward the hearth, the flames soared. Petulant. A child demanding attention, insisting they acknowledge his dramatics. Moira flinched, the heat of the fire too much against her already-flushed skin. Severus remained focused on the task at hand, not even blinking at his brother’s antics.

      “Did you hear me, brother? By morning, you’ll have—”

      “Yes, I heard you, Malachi.”

      The older demon poked at Severus’s head with a rigid finger, and Moira pressed her lips together when the incubus looked up at her, visibly annoyed for the first time since all this had started.

      “The respectful thing to do is acknowledge me, then,” Malachi carried on. “I know you’re busy tending to your ridiculous lover, who thinks it necessary to throw herself out into a maelstrom—”

      Finished with Moira’s dressings, Severus caught Malachi’s hand this time when it went to stab at his head again. His brother grinned, the slight lift of his brow suggesting the move surprised him.

      “Enough, Malachi.” The flames responded to Severus too, crackling angrily, a shower of red flakes sprinkling onto the carpet, extinguishing on impact. “If you say one more word about Moira, so help me, I will—”

      Moira silenced him with a kiss. She couldn’t help it. Grasping his chin with her good hand, she pulled him back to her, into her, their lips colliding as Severus let out a sharp, startled exhale. Overhead, Malachi groaned, but he was already off her radar. She focused on the soft fullness of Severus’s mouth, the cool touch of his skin, the way he growled against her as she climbed into his lap. He toppled backward to accommodate her, eyes heavy-lidded and tongue eager as it slipped between her lips, which parted when she giggled.

      “Oh, for Lucifer’s sake.” Malachi huffed down at them a moment longer, but when they didn’t break stride, the kiss growing more frenzied by the second, a perfect rival to the roaring fire, he finally seemed to give up. “Fine. I’m going.”

      His footfalls clicked noisily across the tile, followed swiftly by the bedroom door slamming shut—hard. Fingers threaded into Severus’s hair, her bandaged hand cradled to his chest, Moira whimpered softly when he broke the kiss, their foreheads resting together. Thunder rumbled outside, the bedroom briefly illuminated by another lightning display. Silence blanketed them, a welcome, easy quiet punctuated by the crackling flames and the chorus of their panting breaths.

      “Why?” he murmured, nuzzling her cheek before stealing another hard, firm kiss. Desire blossomed within her, a raw, dark heat unfurling in time with her racing heart.

      “You know why,” she whispered back, breathing the words against his lips—the unspoken declaration. Because I love you. Because she had only just realized it, accepted it. And because she wanted to kiss the man she loved, over and over again, until they forgot about the storm, forgot that they were in Hell.

      Until it was just the two of them, alone in the universe—alone and content.

      So, grinning, she kissed him again. And again. And again.

      And again.
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      Malachi wasn’t wrong—his little angel hybrid was ridiculous.

      But in the best way possible.

      In the way that made his love more ardent. Sharper. More acute. Like he could feel it in his bones. You know why. Severus tasted the words in her kiss, each one a delectable morsel sliding across his tongue, trickling down his throat, pooling in his core. He didn’t, in fact, know why she had kissed him, but he would take it all the same.

      You know why.

      You know why.

      You know why.

      He growled, both in frustration and desire, then yanked her against him, her supple body molding to him. A lapful of moaning Moira—it was the sweetest torture. For Severus wanted to be sensitive to her injury, the silly thing. He wanted to be sensitive to the fact that this was her first time in Hell, that Malachi had been a fucking bastard, that he no longer looked like a fetching man, but a demon…

      Yet as she ground against him, her hands cupping his ashen-grey face, her tongue sliding between his dangerously sharp teeth, he also didn’t want to be sensitive. Severus wanted to take her as she ought to be taken—brutally, the body Hell had granted her withstanding even the harshest storms of his lust.

      Sucking at her bold tongue, relishing the little squeak she made when one of his canines grazed the side, Severus ran his hands over her figure. Her fuller, softer figure, no longer all hard edges and sharp points. No longer bony and angular. She had seemed happier this way, dressing in better outfits, showing off her shape more readily—no longer suffering through clothes that were too big, too baggy, too much. Severus could appreciate the fashion upgrade, sure, but he liked her best in nothing at all. And it had been fucking weeks without a glimpse of more than her legs, her arms, the tips of her collarbones under some well-fitted T-shirt.

      So, rather unceremoniously, he grasped the neckline of her black sweater dress, the wool scratchy under his fingers—and ripped it all the way down. She dragged herself away with a gasp, a scolding look in those grey eyes. Severus merely grinned back, peeling the fabric off her shoulders, resisting the urge to toss the damn thing in the fire.

      Moira got him back, of course—and the punishment certainly didn’t fit the crime. As he dragged her thin sleeping shirt over her head, admiring the way the slouchy fabric was nearly see-through with the firelight, Moira wriggled against him. Purposefully. She swirled her hips. Bucked them back and forth. Teased his cock, hard and straining to meet her, and she wore a grin of her own as he tossed her shirt aside and smoothed her staticky white hair down around her face.

      “Don’t start what you can’t finish.”

      “Is that a challenge?” she purred back, rocking against him again as he trailed a lone finger along her jaw, up to her bottom lip, full and ravaged by his kiss. He plucked at it once, twice, not missing the way her breath hitched.

      “A plea,” he finally whispered. She swallowed hard as his finger ghosted down the column of her throat. He felt her gulp, rode it out with his thick black claw, sharp enough to peel the flesh from her bones. Not that he ever would. In fact, Severus was very mindful of all the new sharp and pointy edges he had gained since crossing over the hell-gate, knowing Diriel’d had some semblance of them topside. Still, he couldn’t resist prodding just a little into the hollow of her throat, admiring the poppy-red blush that bloomed across her cheeks in response. He cocked his head to the side, watching, admiring the rise and fall of her breasts, trailing that claw between each full mound.

      His gaze snapped up to hers, only to find her heavy-lidded, her lips parted just enough to make him groan. That caught her attention, her sultry stare jumping to his, and he claimed her mouth again with the brutality she deserved.

      Her hand buried itself in his hair, tactfully avoiding his horns at the back of his head, but Severus didn’t mind. Too lost in the way she gave in, her mouth opening desperately, her lotus-bloom scent drowning him as she arched up. He plucked at one pebbled nipple, his cock practically screaming to plunge deep inside her when she snapped at his lower lip, catching it between her own set of sharp, Hell-brand teeth. She held firm, slowly circling her hips, and Severus pinched the other nipple, harder this time, his eyes flicking open to find her watching him.

      He could taste her smile—just as he could soon taste the metallic tang of his own blood. Severus gave her nipple one last tug, enjoying the way she squirmed against him in protest, then snatched her good forearm. The bandaged hand in his hair tightened, but she released his lip with a gasp.

      He went for her throat next, grasping it firmly, feeling her steadily thrumming pulse against his fingers, and captured her lips. She moaned, and he swallowed every delectable decibel of it, wanting to burn it to his insides—to carry it with him forever.

      Slowly, he let himself tip backward, until he was flush with the hideous shag carpet someone had seen fit to add to his once tastefully, albeit sparsely, decorated bedroom. Moira toppled down with him, exhaling sharply on impact, and he released her with a smirk. She immediately propped herself up, her hands planted on his chest, which rose and fell in time with hers.

      The fire beside them hissed and spit, as if annoyed that the show had ceased, no matter how momentarily. Severus twitched as one of the sparks settled on his bare arm, but nothing could divert his gaze from her—from this goddess, this exquisite creature whom he was desperate to keep all to himself.

      She pushed her hair back with one hand, the bandaged one resting limply on his taut stomach, but no amount of fussing could rid her of the white halo surrounding her flushed face. In the glow of the hearth, he noted that her grey pupils had darkened, from flint to iron, a heady intensity about them that made the hardness of his cock almost painful, restrained by his silken sleeping pants and pinned by the weight of her body, by her heat.

      Slowly, she stopped fixing her hair, that hand drifting to her lips instead, to his black demon blood dribbling down them. Ah yes, his ethereal goddess, tainted by darkness. She was primal, an old-world creature with no place among today’s living. His breath caught, snagged in his throat, as she ran her finger the length of her lower lip, then licked it clean. Not ostentatiously. She didn’t do it for his benefit, to put on a show for her tortured lover. Moira seemed to do it to satisfy her own interests, her own dark curiosities, and he swallowed hard when her tongue swept along that swollen bottom lip, collecting the rest of the blood along the way.

      Save for the thin stream that ran from her lip to her chin. Severus wiped that away with his thumb, and she caught him before he could retreat, both hands wrapped around his wrist. He held his breath, heart pounding, as she dragged her tongue the full length of his thumb, cleaning it, her eyes never once leaving his.

      “Tease,” he hissed, bucking against her—hard, hard so she could feel exactly what she did to him. Moira grinned, engulfing his thumb in her hot mouth, scraping her teeth along it. This was for show. Ostentatious. Brazen. Cruel. Severus loved every second of it, almost as much as he loved her.

      When she released him from her clutches, Severus pillowed his head on both hands, the curled ends of his horns pressing into the underside of each wrist. Her hands had fallen back to his chest, studying him just as he watched her, serenaded by the crackle of the fire and the drumbeat of thunder outside. Every so often, lightning illuminated the room, casting a shadow over Moira, her back to the window, and in that moment she was his dark queen—yet still he watched her. He tracked the bright blue veins under her nearly translucent skin, so much paler in Hell. At first, he’d thought she might try to hide it, but Moira bared herself to him, seeming more curious about his changes than hers.

      Slate-grey eyes wandered his chest, his neck, the hard cut of his jaw. Soon her fingers followed, whispering over his lips, his nose, the delicate flesh around his eyes. Up and up she went, rubbing his hair between her thumb and finger—no doubt finding it coarser, more savage. And then his horns.

      Her exploration stopped there, as she leaned over him, breasts dangling above his face, the most enticing, succulent fruit he had ever seen. The fruit of temptation. His lips parted, ready to arch up and close around her nipple, but he stilled when she touched one of his horns. Black like his claws, thick, with rings slicing across them. He had heard a rumor once as a child: if you cut off a demon’s horns, you could count the rings inside, much like a tree, and discover their true age.

      Severus had never seen the theory put to a test, nor did he feel much of anything when Moira touched his horns. He had been most worried about them, the two gaping demonic identifiers thrust out from the tip of his forehead, unsightly. Only to her, they didn’t appear that way. To Moira, they appeared—curious. She followed one horn’s curve along his skull, tracing it to the very tip, then gasped at the razor-sharp point. He braced himself, expecting the fear to come flooding back, waiting for her to climb off him and bring her knees to her chest, all of this just too damn much.

      As she had done many times before, Moira proved his fears unfounded. She examined the second horn with equal interest, not pricking her finger on the end this time, and her nipples, soft pink pearls, brushed his cheeks with her deep breath. Severus finally risked a glance up, searching out her face, and his lips twitched to a lustful snarl at the ghost of a smile splayed across her features.

      She wasn’t frightened.

      She was openly inquisitive.

      Fuck, he loved her.

      He snatched her wrists tight, no longer minding the bandages, a little voice inside reminding him that the salve would have healed all her wounds by now anyway. A surprised cry slipped out of her, quickly silenced as he claimed her mouth again. She fell into him, kissed him back with such fervor that he almost came right then and there, like an inexperienced boy who had never touched a woman before.

      And in a way, he hadn’t. Not as a demon. He had been with lesser creatures before he fled Hell—dark fae, mostly visitors from the Unseelie Court, along with the occasional vampire here and there. They were the only ones who’d touch him. The only ones lower than lust demons in the grand scheme, and none of them had felt like Moira. None of them had felt this sturdy, this eager.

      None of them had been his match. His equal.

      His claws descended on her sleep shorts at the thought, shredding them to nothing, scraps of fabric, until she was bare as sin on top of him. The last semblance of her humanity gone. She was as he saw her—pure divinity, straddling him, commanding him, controlling him. And Severus was her most willing acolyte, with no other purpose in this life than to shower her with pleasure.

      Tongue between her lips, hand between her thighs, Severus found her wet and wanting, drinking down her whimpers as he stroked her. She grasped at his face, holding him, caging him, her hips bucking against his fingers, and he yanked down his black silk trousers as best he could. The fabric tore. He didn’t give a fuck. All that mattered was her—and burying himself deep inside her.

      Moira broke their kiss as soon as his cock’s glistening tip nudged at her entrance, her eyes closed and lips parted in a voiceless cry. Grasping her hip with one hand, steering his cock with the other, he eased into her. She moaned the whole way down, engulfing him with her heat, taking him, her body clenching slickly around him until they collided. Her eyes fluttered open then, the grey verging on black, and he encouraged her to move, to buck her hips—to ride him screaming into the morning.

      She felt so fucking good. Tight and hot. A perfect fit, the pair of them, and it took everything he had not to lose himself in her. To take the reins. To fuck her into oblivion. But she was on top—she had never been on top before—and he wanted to watch her soar on her own. Hand still resting on her hip, he waited, swallowing thickly, as she adjusted to the intrusion, as she ground against him. Unable to resist the swollen bud at the helm of her cunt, he trailed his hand lower, moving until his thumb found it, until he worked it. Her little squeak of surprise had him smiling, and he rubbed her clit in slow, lazy circles.

      Their eyes met and held. Locked. He could lose himself in her eyes just as readily as he could in her body, and he hated that when she finally lifted herself, his traitorous eyes fluttered closed. At least his thumb managed to do its job, massaging her little bud, careful not to get his claw anywhere near it, as she dragged herself up, then let herself fall. Up and down, she stroked him just as he did her. Slow. Torturously slow.

      He realized then that this wasn’t fucking.

      Not even close.

      This was how a couple in love danced—surely.

      So, he forced himself to open his eyes, to not get lost in the fall, and watched her breasts bounce, her stomach clench, her eyelashes flutter. He drank in the spiderweb pattern of blue veins, the darkening hue of her eyes, the pure white halo around her head.

      On Earth, his mind was so fucking loud when they were together, always awash with what he wanted to do to her, for her, with her. Wondering what she might do to him. Imagining, daydreaming, lusting.

      In Hell, his mind was quiet. It had found its peace—and that peace was her. Her and him. Moira and Severus.

      There was no need to imagine the what ifs, to plan ahead. He didn’t need to give himself over to the beast within; Severus was the beast, and the beast adored her. The beast longed to be in the moment, enjoying every fucking second of it.

      “Severus…” Moira fell forward, bracing her hands on the shag rug, and he took that as his cue to take charge. He set the pace now, an arm wrapped tightly around her waist, dragging her to him as his hips bucked against hers, hard and fast. As he fucked her.

      As he loved her.

      Moira came with a hoarse cry, mouth right next to his ear and cunt rippling with pleasure all around him. He choked back a cry of his own, the sensation more overwhelming here than it was above. As she clung to him, her arms managing to thread their way around his neck, her face buried against him, he didn’t slow—not even a breath. He kept time, pounding into her as she mewled and whimpered and tightened around him, milking her climax of every last ounce of delirious pleasure—until she went limp on top of him, panting beside his ear. Panting and moaning and murmuring incoherently.

      With a response like that, it was difficult not to have an ego.

      As she stilled on top of him, taking a moment to catch her scattered breath, Severus brushed her hair over her shoulder, finding her skin coated in a thin sheen of sweat. He nuzzled up the curve of her neck, smiling again when she giggled, his nose tickling at her ear.

      “How is your hand?” he rumbled. He might have been positively bursting inside, desperate to pick up where they’d left off, but he had no qualms in taking the time to tend to her. If she was finished, then they were finished.

      Please don’t be finished.

      “Doesn’t even hurt anymore,” she murmured back, shaking her head a little and smiling that sweet sort of sleepy smile he wished he saw more of.

      “You aren’t done with me yet, are you?” He tucked her hair behind her ear now, their heads resting together on the carpet, face-to-face, his cock pulsing inside her. Her smile grew.

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      His gaze drifted down her face, soon followed by his mouth, touching everywhere his eyes did; her nose, her cheek, her lips. Severus lost himself in her again, in their kiss, in the way she gasped when he sat up—then pushed onto his feet. Her legs snapped around him, ankles locking, but Severus held her there in the kiss, his hand on the back of her head, his tongue teasing hers. She was light as air; someone he would never let fall.

      His trousers slipped down the moment he stood upright, and Severus kicked the lush fabric off with his first few steps. Eyes closed, Moira clung to him, and he carried her swiftly across the sprawling, empty bedroom, straight to the balcony door.

      She broke the kiss at the sound of the handle, her forehead pressed to his. Surrender still played across her features—surrender to the moment, to the pleasure of her climax. However, as soon as he stepped outside, their naked bodies assaulted by Hell’s frigid night, all that hazy, lazy sweetness sharpened, and she gripped him tighter, eyes wide and wild as she took in her surroundings.

      The storm was moving east, billowing across the grey wastes, the dead forests, the marshes of molten red. Moira had referred to the downpour as glass, and in a way, she was right; it was glass-like, with all its jagged edges, able to slice through thick demon hide like a knife through butter. Hell knew its inhabitants, and it responded accordingly, pummeling the landscape with debilitating storms to keep the demons in check. After all, nighttime was when they were most brutal. Darkness. Shadows. Even with all of Lucifer’s rules in place, there needed to be a little something extra to keep everyone in line.

      “Severus, what are we…?” Moira looked over her shoulder, her breath quickening, suddenly panicked. “No, I don’t want… Take me back inside.”

      “Hush now, darling,” he cooed, peppering her with kisses—until he had her seated on the edge of the balcony. The storm was no longer within reach, but they could still see it tearing across the landscape—still hear the melody of the downpour. Satisfied that she was safe, relatively speaking, Severus then eased out of her, his body physically aching at the loss of hers. As she tried to protest again, he spun her, easily bending her over the thick railing, her naked torso pressed to the smooth marble, and then thrust back into her.

      She moaned and quivered in his grasp, hands reaching back—to push him away, to drag him closer, he wasn’t sure. Her long fingers merely wrapped themselves around his wrists, and his body hummed with need, eager to move again, to fuck her into sweet oblivion.

      Out here. Beneath the storm. Here, where he had so often hidden as a child, fearing the disdain of his family. Here, where he could prove that he wasn’t the same demon today—and that she needn’t fear any of it either. That she was stronger than this, than the howling winds and the biting rain, that Malachi couldn’t get under her skin. Moira was strong. They both were.

      “No, no, don’t look away,” he murmured, freeing one wrist from her vise-grip and wrapping it around her throat. Severus forced her upright, her cunt tightening around him at the shift in positions, her back arched and her gaze leery. Mouth hovering next to her ear, he steeled himself, forcing his body not to shake, beating back the mind-numbing lust threatening to take over. No. He had better control here. The beast was stronger than that. “Moira, look at it.”

      Tears glistened in her eyes. “I shouldn’t have—”

      “It’s beautiful,” he whispered, brushing her hair back, his lips caressing the shell of her ear. “It’s…exquisite. You needn’t be frightened of it. Things here can hurt you, scare you, but when you stop and really look, you see…” He shook his head, running his lips down her neck and back up again, slowly starting to pump in and out of her. “You see their beauty.”

      Hesitantly, she lifted her gaze back to the retreating storm, then flinched at the latest boom of thunder—followed swiftly by a dozen lightning bolts cracking across the red and purple sky, slicing through the oppressive cloud cover. Moira watched the squall roll out, then looked to her bandaged hand—and back to the storm. Severus felt her swallow hard, his hand still wrapped around her delicate throat, and he couldn’t stop himself from kissing her again, this time nibbling at the crook of her neck.

      “You’ve been my hellstorm from the moment I saw you on the other side of my hotel room door,” he admitted gruffly, first against her skin, then into her ear, murmuring it as faintly as he dared. Moira leaned into him, her legs widening as his pace quickened. His breath hitched, but he forced it all out, every fucking word, his skin prickling when she reached back and cupped his cheek. “If I can overcome the fear of what you’ll do to me, the ruin you’ll reap upon me, then you can too. Don’t be frightened of the storm. Don’t be frightened of any of it. You’re stronger than some fucking glass and my brother’s taunting words. You’re stronger than Diriel, than the threats of your father. You’re stronger than all of this. Look at it. Look at its beauty, its power, and embrace it.”

      As I’ve embraced you. Every part of her. Just as she was. Moira could leave him utterly destroyed—and she still might one day—but in the meantime, he was all in. He’d ride out this storm, her, to the bitter end, and love every second of it.

      Growling, he released her throat and settled for her hips instead, gripping them hard with each savage thrust. As he buried his face in the nape of her neck, he felt her wandering hands drift upward, heard her crying out each time their bodies pounded together.

      Suddenly she grasped his horn, tightly, firmly, dragging him closer. Something inside of him burst, her touch, the raw acceptance of it all, drowning him, and he soon had them both bent over the railing, a hand between her thighs as he took her. She came once more, soundlessly this time, her body tightening around him. One hand around his horn, the other buried in his hair. In her pleasure, there was pain; she twisted his hair as she shuddered, as her legs tried to clamp down, to still his torturous hand while he dragged every last bit of that climax from her, fingers on her clit, teeth at her throat.

      Only when she slumped forward, her hands falling away, did Severus straighten, clutching her to him, and allow himself release. Pleasure bloomed throughout his body, blurring his vision as he spilled himself into her heat. He snarled against her neck, but pressed his lips to her palm when her trembling hand reached up for him, and they rode out the spasming of his body together, breathing, moving, acting as one.

      Moira yelped when a booming, bone-rattling bout of thunder bellowed above his home, followed swiftly by a near-blinding lightning display that splintered around them; a stray bolt even singed the creeping vine along the outer wall. Her heart hammered, pulse racing—until she laughed. It was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard, eliciting a tired smile across his lips, and Severus joined in on her giggles with a few satisfied, spent chuckles of his own.

      “Should we consider that a round of applause, a roaring ovation demanding of an encore?” he rasped, mouth drifting listlessly against her palm. She glanced at him over her shoulder, cheeks flushed and gaze fearless.

      “I think the performance was worthy of something like that,” she murmured, and he only then noticed her teeth chattering. Nights in Hell were positively frigid, but the heat of their bodies, their desire—swelling, swelling, swelling to a crescendo—had sustained them. Until now. So, Severus eased out of her, relishing the flutter of emotion across her features, and then unceremoniously threw her over his shoulder and carried her off for a piping-hot bath.

      And maybe, just maybe, a much-needed encore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’d never have thought Diriel would own a place in this neighbourhood,” Severus muttered, squinting out the window of the family’s grandiose black carriage, the hooves of skeleton horses clomping along outside. The mist that had plagued Hell’s depressing landscape had lifted since he, Malachi, and Moira had left the house some hours ago, giving way to an annoyingly bright overcast, heat rising off the cracked earth in waves.

      “For a Lutum, he’s done rather well for himself, hasn’t he?” Malachi mused. Out of the corner of his eye, Severus spied his brother recrossing his long legs, one ankle over the other, his leather-clad feet just a breath away from Moira’s.

      “I didn’t know he was a Lutum.”

      “Low class status, no notable parents to speak of, no wealth, no special abilities.” The chaos demon uttered something between a scoff and a snort. “Of course he’s a Lutum.”

      While nearly every middle- and upper-class clan of demon had a family name, a branding that would carry them through this world, lower-class creatures of no real significance all shared the same last name: Lutum. Dirt. Severus might have been looked down upon by his peers, but every Lutum bastard would be sneered at by the upper echelons of demon society. Still, at least a lowborn Lutum had the chance to ascend. They could change their circumstances, just as Diriel somehow had. Severus would be a leech for life.

      “I’d thought to look in the slums first, but one of my men insisted the wretch had been spotted here, of all neighbourhoods,” Malachi continued as he examined his claws, noticeably bored now. Severus couldn’t blame him; this ride had been mundane to an almost painful degree. With the heat outside and the stale conversation inside, Moira had fallen asleep almost two hours ago. Severus couldn’t blame her for that, either—it wasn’t like they’d gotten much sleep last night.

      What had bothered him, however, was the way Malachi had offered his coat for her to use as a pillow. It seemed Severus’s jacket hadn’t added much padding, which she’d insisted was fine—and then there was Malachi, slipping off his blood-red trenchcoat and offering it to her. The plush material cushioned her head far better, untouched by whatever moths had dug into the outfit Severus had seen yesterday, and Moira had been out like a light within minutes.

      Sighing, he stroked her hair, tucking it behind her ears, refusing to budge so much as a hint lest he wake her prematurely. With her head on his lap, she looked so peaceful, and given her nerves about facing Diriel again, she deserved the rest.

      “When you’re through with him, I’d like to interrogate him a little myself,” Malachi said, his voice raised—petulantly, as if to steer Severus’s attention back to him. Dressed in a freshly pressed beige dress shirt, black trousers that had seemingly never seen the light of day they were so pristine, and their father’s old gold and ruby cuff links, the demon actually looked presentable.

      “Oh? And why’s that?” He had been questioning his brother’s motivations behind all this since their talk last night. Malachi had never been one to help before, especially if it was Severus who was doing the asking. All that bullshit about being a better brother and fuck our terrible father and blah blah blah—Severus didn’t buy it.

      For now, however, it seemed he’d come through. He’d had Diriel’s location in hand as soon as they concluded the most uncomfortable breakfast of Severus’s life.

      Apparently, Malachi had heard him and Moira on the balcony last night.

      And he enjoyed bringing it up.

      A lot.

      Much to Moira’s embarrassment.

      “I want to know how some Lutum fuck wormed his way into the Periculum borough,” his brother insisted with a roll of his eyes. Periculum housed demons who just missed the mark—the ones who were so close to elite status they could taste it. Riddled with greedy, dangerous, narcissistic climbers of Hell’s social ladder, the borough was adjacent to Severus and Malachi’s own crème de la crème suburb, and the more Severus thought about it, the less it surprised him that Diriel had settled here.

      “He’s made a name for himself in Farrow’s Hollow over the last two decades or so,” Severus told his brother after a moment’s consideration. “A slow, gradual climb, but I’ve always wondered where he acquired all that influence.”

      “And wealth, surely.”

      Severus nodded, absently looping and unraveling a lock of Moira’s coarse white hair around his finger, his gaze drawn back to the window. Although he wouldn’t say he had devoted an obscene amount of time to thinking about Diriel over the years, he had wondered, here and there, how the demon had managed to rise through their society. He hadn’t come from money, yet, out of the blue, one day he had cash to burn and minions at his heels.

      And now he was living in the second-plushest demon suburb in Hell. Severus’s frown deepened as he watched the houses pass by. While still large, still surrounded by towering walls and impenetrable gates, they weren’t quite as substantial as the homes in his neighbourhood, and they were planted much closer together. Every ten minutes or so, they would pass another property, as opposed to the half-hour to forty-five minute gap of barren nothing between estates in Severus’s neighbourhood.

      Still, it was far better than the Lutum slums where he’d expected to find a coward like Diriel.

      “Nearly there,” Malachi told him, nudging at his foot. “Wake her.”

      Severus shot his brother a scowl, then gently roused Moira, the backs of his knuckles brushing against her cheek. Her eyes snapped open, breath catching, but she settled quickly, as if realizing where she was, and sat up. One of the jacket’s thick gold buttons had left an indent on her cheek, and as she rubbed at it, she sheepishly handed Malachi’s coat back.

      “Thank you.”

      His brother shot her a quick smile before slipping the garment back on. Clearly he was far more accustomed to this outrageous heat; Severus had grown soft on Earth. Dressed to impress in his priciest black suit—a three-piece Alexander McQueen number with silk lapels and skull buttons—Severus was positively roasting and they hadn’t even done anything yet. He couldn’t imagine how Moira fared either; her dark grey slacks had very little give, but at least her frilly white blouse was thin. The bright red bra underneath all that refinery was a fucking tease, however.

      “How are you feeling?” he murmured, smoothing some of her wild, staticky hair down as she righted her clothes. His little hybrid shrugged, and he pretended not to see the way her fingers trembled.

      “Fine. Ready to get this over with.”

      “Now remember, I will do all the talking,” Malachi drawled, sounding bored already. “Just stay out of sight until I’ve confirmed he’s there.”

      “We know, brother.” If Diriel had people watching the hell-gates, news would have reached him that Severus was in the underworld again. The demon would be on the defensive, and they had all agreed it best to let Malachi approach his hideout first. Malachi carried more prestige than Severus. He commanded respect, even if privately the family home had fallen to ruin. Perhaps Diriel would think he had come to talk terms—when really, Malachi intended to drag the coward back to the carriage, wherein he and Severus would drive him out to the wastes and torture him into talking.

      And Moira would…watch. Severus cast her a wary look, still uncertain of her response. She hadn’t offered to lend a hand, nor had she inserted herself into the planning of today’s events. In fact, she had been oddly quiet the entire time, merely nodding and agreeing whenever Severus checked in with her.

      He wasn’t sure where her head was at—and he didn’t like it.

      “There’s a bit of foliage in front of his villa, maybe ten, fifteen feet from his exterior wall,” Malachi announced, all but pressed up against the carriage window to get a better look. “We’ll stop there and I’ll approach his speaker. Stay in the bushes, brother, until I’ve got him.”

      Severus grunted, eyes still fixed on Moira. She sat stock-still at his side, shoulders back and hands in tight fists on her thighs.

      “You all right?”

      “Fine,” she said firmly, staring ahead as they both ignored Malachi’s very obvious eavesdropping. “Locked and loaded, I guess.”

      “You needn’t do anything you’re uncomfortable with—”

      “I said I’m fine, Severus,” she told him, their gazes meeting sharply. While her tone might have sounded unkind, her eyes were pleading: let me do this. So, as Malachi grinned from across the way, as if hoping for a show, Severus merely nodded and sat back.

      “And your men have confirmed he’s still inside?” he asked.

      “Would I be here if he wasn’t?” Malachi droned with another roll of his eyes. Honestly, Severus had never realized what a ridiculous drama queen his older brother could be; was this the outcome of a century of solitude?

      “Now, take this,” his brother continued, pulling what would look to Moira like a flare gun out from under his seat. “Only use it if absolutely necessary. I’ve already got two strikes, and I’ll be damned if I have to spend the next fifty years working check-in at the arrivals hall.”

      “Noted.” Severus accepted the firearm with a smirk; it was difficult to find compelling punishments for hell-born demons, given they so delighted in torture. Working the arrivals and departure terminals, where they were forced to be pleasant to nervous first-time visitors, was deterrent enough for some. For his dear brother, it would likely be his pride that would hurt most should he be sentenced to don the uniform and smile for tourists.

      The carriage came to a smooth stop, and as Malachi exited, Severus studied the foliage outside. A collection of black, gnarled, trees clustered together, thorny underbrush crawling up the bottom three feet of their thick trunks. Their shadows stretched long and lean, cutting across the cracked grey earth and looming over what he assumed was Diriel’s estate.

      After the door slammed shut, he shuffled across the carriage quickly and peered through Malachi’s window. While the home was substantial, a giant block of onyx surrounded by pristine beige walls, along with intricate yet oppressive wrought iron gates next to the wall-mounted speaker, it wasn’t the nicest in the neighbourhood by any means. Good. Diriel didn’t deserve to ascend that high.

      “What did he give you?” Moira asked, and Severus shifted the gun out of reach at the sight of her creeping fingers.

      “A last resort.” Frowning, Severus tried to figure out where he was going to tuck the damn thing; his suit didn’t leave much room for extras. In the end, he opted to hold it. When he spotted her studying him, white brows furrowed, he added, “Should things go south, think of it as a flare gun, only the flare is magic. Once fired, it summons all the Saevitia clan vassals to our aid.”

      Those furrowed brows shot up. “Your family has vassals?”

      “Demon families who have sworn loyalty to our clan, yes,” he told her with a nod. “Most vassals are low-ranking, occasionally middle-tier, demons who want to better their family. Heads of the clan support them—financially, but in theory we’ll stick our necks out, when warranted, should a vassal find themselves in trouble. If we run into trouble, we have backup.”

      “Good to know.” She glanced out the window, nibbling her lower lip. “And what’s a strike? Malachi said he had two?”

      “For all the evil bullshit talked about Lucifer on Earth, he generally wants to keep the peace below,” Severus said quickly, knowing they needed to get outside to watch the proceedings. “If you incite conflict without a just cause, spill a great deal of blood unnecessarily, you’re given a strike. Three strikes and you face punishment. The demons working at the check-in hall don’t clock in for the benefits, darling.”

      She snorted, then pressed a hand over her mouth, flushing. Unable to stop himself, Severus tugged her hand away by the wrist and stole a quick kiss.

      “Now, come along. Let’s make sure Malachi doesn’t fuck this up.”

      The pair slipped out of the carriage through the door facing away from Diriel’s supposed residence. Severus crouched low, using the tires to hide his legs, and motioned for Moira to do the same. Together, they crept around the back of the carriage, then scurried into the thorny shrubbery. As they knelt out of sight, he kept her back enough that the grasping thorns didn’t snag on her clothes.

      As far as he could tell, no one had witnessed their dash from carriage to foliage, the next house positioned far enough away that Severus was forced to squint to see it properly, but he knew he must act as though there were a dozen eyes on them.

      “Stay low,” he whispered. Moira shot him a look.

      “Duh.”

      Smirking, he gave her cheek a little chastising pinch, then crept around the spiny underbrush to get a better look at things. Malachi was already crooning into the speaker on the wall next to the gate, the same communication device outfitted to all estates, grandiose and pathetic alike; Hell had no electric lighting inside its homes, but a speaker box fuelled by magic? No problem.

      From the distance, he couldn’t hear what his brother was saying, nor could he hear what was said back whenever Malachi paused, but as he stabbed lazily at the talk button, pushing it like it might infect him with the stench of poverty, he certainly looked smug.

      But then again, that might just be Malachi’s face these days. In their youth, it had only been cruel; Severus remembered that far better than this new mask.

      However, that smug, drawling façade fell away when something shot out of the wall directly below the speaker—a spear, its head a jagged grappling hook.

      A grappling hook that pierced straight through Malachi’s gut and out the other side.

      Blood spurted from his mouth, spraying the once-pristine wall, and Severus reared back to clamp a hand over Moira’s mouth when she shrieked.

      Heart in his throat, Severus pressed the tip of the gun to his lips, holding Moira’s stare until she nodded frantically, and then stood. Through the dead trees, their limp branches and curled leaves chattering in the breeze, he found his brother staring down at the harpoon that had impaled him. Mouth gaping, Malachi staggered back, dragging the spear with him as blood oozed onto his shirt and dribbled down his chin. The spear gave him some leeway, a chain rattling out of the wall—only to stop sharply at about two feet. Malachi reached behind him, grabbing uselessly at the tip, and Severus shook his head, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to reach it the way he needed to.

      His brother tried to pull it out the way it came in, lips peeled back in a snarl, black blood splattering the ground, watering the scorched earth.

      “It’s hooked at the ends,” Severus whispered. “It’s a fucking pronged hook.”

      The claws bit into Malachi’s back as he attempted to drag it back through his body—stuck. His roar echoed through the suburb, the carriage windows rattling and the skeletal horses snorting while he flailed about, a fish caught on the line.

      “Severus, what do we…” Moira trailed off as a new sound resonated through the air: the cries of baying hellhounds. Severus stilled, Malachi too, and they listened to the snarls, the snapping of razor-sharp teeth, the low, eager whines—all culminating in a horrific symphony on the other side of the wall.

      Fuck. “He’s going to kill Malachi.”

      “I thought demons couldn’t die in Hell,” Moira countered, and he pushed her back down, a firm hand on her shoulder when she tried to stand.

      “You can die if a pack of hellhounds eats you,” he hissed, “bones and all.”

      It wasn’t supposed to go like this. Malachi was supposed to do what he did best and charm his way inside, or possibly coax Diriel out. Either outcome resulted in Diriel being hauled into the carriage for torture. Simple. Straightforward.

      Diriel wasn’t supposed to fight back—they hadn’t even started yet.

      As the chorus of howling hellhounds reached a crescendo, Severus sprang into action; it was either move or watch his brother die. Lurching forward, he grabbed at the large metal carriage wheel, ripping one of its spokes clean off.

      “Get in the carriage,” he barked, pointing to it with the spoke, his glare so fierce that Moira shrank back, cheeks red. With no time to apologize, to coddle, to explain, he sprinted toward his brother.

      As soon as the iron gate swung open, a pack of savage hellbeasts bounded straight for Malachi, and Severus pointed the gun up and fired. A fizzing red ball of energy shot up and exploded, blitzing the landscape like a nuclear shockwave. He heard Moira cry out behind him, but there was no time to see to her.

      Because within seconds, all Hell broke loose.

      Literally.
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* * *

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      Malachi and Severus had been so sure of their plan—so sure that Moira had gone along with it unquestioningly. She couldn’t help it; ever since she woke up that morning, she had been lost in her own head, battling the anxiety of coming face-to-face with Diriel again. Hoping she’d be brave enough to do what needed to be done. Fighting the fears of being in Hell, of facing her torturer, of the way Malachi looked at her. Her head had drowned in it all, so much so that she’d passed out midway through the carriage ride and woken up here, better rested but still lost.

      And then…this. All of it. Malachi getting skewered. Severus rushing to help the brother who had always tormented him, firing that gun. The shockwave knocked her on her ass as it washed over her, and by the time Moira had pushed herself back onto her feet, bits of crusty ground stuck in her palms, everything had changed.

      Demons materialized out of nowhere. Demons of all shapes and sizes, of all skin hues and horn lengths. All savage. All fierce. All glowing with a gold and red hue—symbolic of Malachi, maybe. Vassals. The cavalry had arrived, but as Severus sprinted toward the pack of enormous wild dogs attacking his brother, more demons appeared out of nowhere. Blink and you miss it. Blink and there’s chaos. Silver and blue hummed around the second wave of demons, and as she ducked down behind the scraggly underbrush, Moira couldn’t help but wonder if they were Diriel’s vassals, summoned to protect his home.

      Because as soon as the demons saw each other, the bloodshed began, titans colliding on the battlefield, the opposing sides made distinct by the shimmer glowing around them.

      Malachi’s roar echoed over the madness. Hands clenched in tight fists, Moira forced herself to move, ignoring the way her legs trembled, and spotted the chaos demon through the mosh pit between them. Severus had been pulled away; he slammed the metal wheel spoke down on a demon shimmering in blue and silver, a trio of his allies keeping the others at bay as black blood splattered across his face.

      No one had stopped the pack of dogs—dogs the size of Irish wolfhounds but thicker, sturdier, deadlier. No one had stopped the hellhounds.

      And Malachi was going to die.

      “Fuck,” Moira hissed. Get in the carriage. Severus’s gruff order rattled around her head as she lurched toward the carriage—but she didn’t listen to it. Instead, her hands closed around another metal spoke, and she tugged with all her might. It didn’t move. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      She pulled harder, propping a foot up on the wheel, needing a weapon. No one had bothered to give her one, but then again, the Saevitia brothers hadn’t thought it would go this way. Maybe there was something hidden inside the carriage, but she didn’t have time to root around. Malachi probably didn’t have that kind of time.

      “Fuck you, you stupid wheel,” she whispered harshly, feeling the strain in her neck, her shoulders, as she pulled harder. Moira yelped when the spoke finally came loose, tumbling onto her back, adrenaline pounding through her. One of the skeletal horses at the front of the carriage glanced back, seemingly unfazed by the bloody battle raging in front of Diriel’s home. The creature continued to watch her as Moira scrambled to her feet, then took off in a sprint.

      Not wanting to attract any unnecessary attention, Moira skirted around the conflict—far around. Offhand, she counted roughly forty demons, more glowing in red and gold than blue and silver. That had to be good, right? They stuck together tightly, wielding swords and axes and knives as they slashed at each other, the ground soaked in black demon blood. She tried to find Severus in the midst of it, but she couldn’t see him anymore. Her heart leapt into her throat at the thought, but she was already nearing the gleaming beige wall that had skewered Malachi.

      Severus would have to wait—because Malachi had officially become a hellhound chew toy. Blood spattered the otherwise pristine white wall, coating the speaker and dribbling down to the ground. It soaked his clothes, stained his face, his hands. It was a miracle the guy was still standing, still fighting, still kicking, still swinging those enormous fists as the pack ripped into him, that too-thick red coat doing a half-decent job at protecting him, but not for much longer.

      To his credit, Malachi hadn’t shed a single tear. In fact, as the furry black blurs ravaged him, anger rolled off him in waves—waves Moira could feel in her bones. As she watched, feeling somewhat helpless, somewhat overwhelmed, the chaos demon managed to pick one of the beasts up, raise it over his head, and hurl it some fifteen feet away. The creature landed with a yelp, grey dust flying up around it, but Malachi was already onto the next defense, body-checking a trio of hounds away. Not the kind of guy to go down without a fight—Moira could appreciate that.

      “Hey!” Apparently his will to live had her thinking she could help with this fucked-up situation. Malachi’s head snapped in her direction, and she made herself as big as possible, hoping to attract some of the hellhounds her way. And then what, she had no idea—one step at a time. “Hey!”

      One of the hellhounds turned its great black head toward her, red eyes narrowing as blood and spittle oozed from its mouth.

      “Moira, don’t—”

      “Shut up, Malachi, for once this fucking morning, just shut up,” she snapped, eyes fixed on the hellhound taking a few curious steps toward her. “Let me help you.”

      She stumbled back, hoping to attract a few more, but the lone hound had its sights set on her. Moira screamed when it lunged forward, a great, terrifying black spectre made entirely of muscle and fangs and bloodlust—headed straight for her. Somehow, she managed to hold her ground, body responding instinctively; once the hellhound was close enough, its jaws snapping at her, its snarls the stuff of nightmares, she reared back and clocked it hard across the side of the face with the wheel spoke.

      The beast lost its balance and barrelled into her with a cry, its mouth turned to the side, its body like a runaway train as it knocked her to the ground. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear Severus shouting her name, but she blocked it out, focusing on the lead weight on top of her. Grunting, she pried her arm out from under the hound, then slammed the spoke down into its side. The hellhound yelped again, the sound followed by a long, low whine, and she scurried away, leaving her sole weapon embedded in its side.

      As she crab-crawled back, her heart racing, she couldn’t help but think that the hellhound sounded like any regular dog on Earth. Low whines. Whimpers. Wet, ragged breaths as it flopped to one side, panting.

      The spoke stuck straight up, nestled between its ribs, ochre blood pumping from the wound. She must have punctured a lung.

      Why did it have to sound like such a dog? She’d never admit just how much her heart broke at the sound of its cries. Forgotten by the rest of its pack, it just lay there, red eyes locked on her, pink tongue lolled out over its sharp white teeth.

      Before she knew it, Moira was crawling back toward it, one shoulder pressed to her ear—as if that would muffle every wet, strangled gasp. With trembling hands, she grabbed the hellhound’s muzzle. Much to her surprise, it let her close its jaw—and then finally snap its neck. She turned hard and fast, yelping herself at the feel of bone breaking. The creature went limp. The sounds of demon snarls and growls, shouts and insults, were nothing but white noise as she stared down at the too-still body.

      Her first kill.

      Tears blurred her vision, and she wiped them away hastily, smearing blood across her face. It was warm. Too warm. Warm enough to make her stomach turn.

      “Don’t cry!” Malachi’s voice cut through her stupor. She looked up, brain muddled, and suddenly all the sights, sounds, and smells of the moment slammed back into her with such ferocity that Moira gasped. Severus’s brother glared daggers at her some ten feet away, still impaled as hellhounds shredded his trousers, hands thrown up in an are you fucking kidding me?! sort of way that had her cheeks burning.

      “Right—”

      “Don’t fucking cry, for Lucifer’s sake!” the chaos demon bellowed as she staggered to her feet. He was right. Nothing in this hellscape deserved her tears—nothing and no one but the demon she loved. Moira took two steps forward, then hurried back to grab the wheel spoke as Malachi flung a steady stream of curses at the creatures tearing into him. Whenever he managed to throw one off, there were three more to take its place, and three others still going to town on him.

      Severus had been right; without her help, those hellhounds would devour him.

      Moira charged in screaming, hoping the sound would distract them, maybe even frighten them, but they had such an intense, laser focus on Malachi that nothing could deter them.

      That didn’t mean she wouldn’t try.

      Moira swung at their legs, their backs, the spoke landing hard enough that she felt every blow radiate up her arms. She wrenched tufts of fur from their raised hackles. She kicked and pushed and screamed, fighting alongside Malachi, but after all that, only one fought back. As she tried to wrestle off the hellhound ripping at Malachi’s right arm, another lunged at her and slammed into her side. She toppled down, the spoke flying from her hand, bouncing, then rolling a few feet out of reach.

      Not wasting a single second on the loss, Moira rolled over, narrowly avoiding the hellhound that would have landed on top of her had she stayed still, then pushed onto her feet.

      “Leave him alone!” she cried, clapping in the face of the charging beast.

      As soon as her hands collided, a spark of bright white angel light flickered between them. Moira stared down, stunned. Malachi had fallen quiet. And the hellhound in front of her blinked its red eyes furiously, then wiped at its snout with a snort. She looked up, quickly meeting and holding Malachi’s gaze, an unspoken plan forming between them. As he hid his face in the crook of his arm, Moira clapped again. Nothing. The hellhound facing her growled, its hackles rising as it stepped toward her—and the pack behind continued to rip into Malachi.

      They’re going to kill him. Do something!

      “I said, leave him alone,” she shouted, just as she had that night at the Inferno, the night she had tossed Diriel clear across the room with her white light. Moira clapped again, this time harder—and finally the light did as she commanded. A bright white beam erupted within her clasped hands, shooting out between her fingers.

      The hellhound yipped and turned tail the second the light touched it, skirting around the pack and making a beeline for the still open gate. Her light disappeared seconds later. Moira clapped again and again, each time temporarily bringing back the angelic glow, charging the hellhounds, ordering them back, ordering them not to touch Malachi. She wished she didn’t have to look like a clapping lunatic to make her powers work, but she’d take what she could get for now. One by one, the hellhounds fled, tails tucked between their legs, slinking low and fast for Diriel’s property beyond the wall.

      Unfortunately, there wasn’t much time to revel in her victory.

      “Get me out,” Malachi snarled as he sank to his knees, coughing up a mouthful of black blood, his shredded hands grabbing at the spear still embedded in his torso. “Get it out.”

      Moira rushed to his side as the demon somehow managed to stand upright again. The wound was bad—really bad.

      “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” she muttered under her breath as she examined it from both sides—the entry and exit point. “Oh my god.”

      “If you say that one more time—”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      Malachi snorted, the sound forcing her to look up as she fiddled around with the hooks digging into his back.

      “When did human females get so mouthy?” He cocked his head to the side, as if considering it. “Have I really been gone so long that they— Fuck, woman!”

      Moira had tried to tuck the hooks into the wound so that maybe he could pull it out from the front—no dice. Malachi glared at her over his shoulder, the battle cries of the demons behind her growing louder by the minute. Out of the corner of her eye, she swore a demon shimmering with Diriel’s colors had charged her, but two of the Saevitia vassals dragged him back before he got close enough. She gulped, wishing she’d just stop shaking already.

      “It’s bad,” she said, hands smeared in black blood. “It’s… It’s really bad.”

      “I know, Moira. I can feel it ripping into my bowels.”

      She tried to bend the hooks around, to straighten them out, but she wasn’t strong enough. However, an idea sparked to mind, and she darted away to retrieve her discarded spoke.

      “Hold your side as still as you can,” she ordered, then tucked the spoke into the curve of a hook. A gargled protest came from Malachi as she planted her foot on his bloody upper thigh and pushed off him, tugging the spoke with both hands.

      The hook gave way—and soon straightened. With a victorious cackle, Moira worked through the others, eventually turning what had looked like a grappling hook into a pronged spear.

      “Pull it out on your side,” she ordered, giving him some space, the spoke falling from her hand. Exhaustion was starting to sink in; adrenaline had pumped her up, but she’d never done something like this before. She had never battled a pack of hellhounds, then rescued a skewered demon.

      She wasn’t sure she was cut out for the long-haul race. Sprinting. Moira had always been good at sprinting.

      With a roar that rattled between her ears, Malachi wrenched the spear out, slowly dragging it back through his body. Fresh blood splattered the wall, and he whirled around in a flash—only to embed the pronged end of the spear into the face of a charging demon. Moira screamed, staggering back against the wall as the spear sank deep into the demon’s skull; within seconds, the blue and silver hue vanished, and he crumbled to the ground as Malachi fell into her. She caught him with a grunt.

      “How you feeling, champ?” she forced out, struggling to hold his immense weight.

      “Better by the second,” he growled back, his hot blood seeping through her clothes, staining her skin. “You surprise me, half-breed. You’re good in a fight.”

      “Thanks.” I guess?

      “I didn’t think you’d help me—”

      “You’re his brother,” she told him, eyes wide at the sight of his wounds mending. The gaping hole in his stomach had already closed, the skin sealing itself together, but the blood hid the rest. Her gaze raked across his body, broad and rippling with taut muscle, her breath catching when she discovered him watching her—more than a little intently.

      “I am his brother,” he said softly, then cleared his throat. “Yes. Well. Try not to get yourself killed before we find Diriel, eh?”

      He pushed himself away from her, striding, strutting toward the bloody battlefield.

      “Oh,” Malachi glanced back and nodded at her, “and don’t get too close to the wall.”

      Moira leapt away from it, her heart racing. Malachi might have survived such a monumental spearing, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t be quite so lucky down here. Even if last night’s wounds had healed completely, she suspected it more due to Severus’s healing salve than her own innate abilities. She was only half supernatural. It wasn’t worth the risk.

      In fact, as she watched Malachi, a towering brute in tattered clothes, caked in his own blood, grab two blue and silver demons by the necks and slam them together, she realized what a risk she had taken coming this far out into the fray to begin with. Maybe she ought to go back. Maybe…

      Not until she confirmed Severus was okay.

      Arms crossed, she stood up on her toes, searching out his face in the crowd. Although two demons had already tried to charge her, the rest were too interested in beating the holy hell out of each other to pay her much attention.

      “Severus?” she whispered, eyes darting here, there, and everywhere, unable to focus on a single face for long. “Where are you?”

      A figure drifted by, dancing across her peripherals. Something about the way it moved, the familiarity of it all, had Moira’s gaze darting toward it. Her knees threatened to buckle—Diriel, in the flesh, just strolling along, flanked by a trio of armed escorts. Demon Diriel: leaner, gaunter, with a receding hairline and bright white horns. So different, yet Moira saw him, the face that stalked her dreams.

      Dressed to impress in a decadent black suit, dozens of pearl necklaces clattering against his chest, sans crosses this time, he sauntered toward the battlefield with a sort of grace and arrogance that made her blood boil. Her knees weren’t going to buckle. He didn’t get to win that way—he didn’t get to haunt her anymore.

      He glanced toward her, thin mouth suddenly twisting into the same sadistic smile he’d dazzled his eager audience with as he tortured her. Slowly, he brought a familiar jagged knife to his lips, kissing it, and then pointed it dead ahead. Straight into the fray—right at Severus.

      She saw him now, her incubus, his pristine jacket torn at the sleeve, his hands coated in slick black blood. Her breath caught when a demon threw an arm around his neck from behind, only for her to cheer silently as Severus flipped the creature over his shoulder and Malachi finished him off with a dagger to the throat.

      But they were distracted. There were too many of Diriel’s vassals around them—they wouldn’t see him coming.

      Her gaze snapped back to Diriel. The demon winked as his escorts surged ahead, knocking demons out of the way like they were nothing. All three were roughly the size of Malachi, but she knew Diriel wouldn’t allow them to land the killing blow—he wanted to take Severus from her himself.

      “Not today, you black-eyed fuck,” she hissed. Diriel wasn’t going to touch Severus ever again. None of them were. Not when she was finished with them. Shoulders back, she thought of Severus, of saving him, of annihilating a common enemy, and her hands started to burn with angel fire. Slowly, she raised her right arm, fingers stretched wide, palm out, waiting for the light to wash across the field—to drown Diriel where he stood.

      She cried out, however, when a gloved hand clamped down on her wrist, instantly closing the tap. As lush, soft leather tightened around her, Moira looked back, panicked, to find another white-haired, grey-eyed, human-like creature gazing down at her. Her lips parted, her eyes drinking in the near-translucent skin as the being stared back, seemingly bored. He let out a huff, and in one swift motion forced her onto her knees.

      Moira winced, the ground unyielding as ever, and then cradled her throbbing arm to her chest when the creature released her. He looked exactly like her.

      Swathed in billowing black robes, he strode toward the battleground, and Moira crouched down, an arm thrown protectively over her head, as his entourage trailed after him. All white-haired. All with the same grey eyes that the hell-gate had given her. Their robes reminded her of priests’ black cassocks: long-sleeved and nipped around the neck, billowing to the ground; regal, yet mostly indistinct from one another. All that was missing were the white clerical collars.

      “Are you angels?” Her question tumbled out in an embarrassingly squeaky voice. The last of the group looked down at her in passing, his thin lips curved and his white brow creeping up. He answered with a laugh—a cruel, cutting sort of laugh, the kind that made her skin crawl, and she shrank back further. Every fibre of her being screamed not to cross them—not to get up. So she stayed down, spared by the new arrivals, and watched as the leader of the group, his robes the only trimmed in gold, dramatically plucked one of his gloves off and snapped his long, thin, bony fingers.

      In an instant, all the demons edged in glowing light, be it red and gold or blue and silver, vanished. Even the wounded, the fallen, the headless—gone. Only Severus, Malachi, Diriel, and herself remained. With some effort, Moira picked herself up and shuffled after them, careful to keep her distance.

      “Malachi,” the group’s leader purred, lips lifted into another cruel smile as he appraised the demon, “we’ve got to stop meeting like this. Wouldn’t this be your, what, third strike?”

      “Asmodeus, please, you must listen to me—”

      “I must do no such thing,” Asmodeus mused, his thin white brows shooting up, “but I am anxious to hear the cause of this… This…” He gestured toward the battlefield, the ground wet with black demon blood. The creature sighed, rolling his eyes. “This thorn in my side.”

      Moira stood out of the line of fire, holding herself as she studied the impassive faces of the new arrivals. Only Asmodeus seemed to get some sort of pleasure in listening to the onslaught of arguments that followed, all three demons clamoring to be heard. Severus pointing wildly at Diriel. Diriel thrusting an accusatory finger at Malachi, all the while watching Moira. Malachi’s arms flapping about like he was a headless chicken, his voice the loudest of the trio. It was chaos. Unbridled chaos—but didn’t Malachi deal in chaos?

      What little she could make of the clamor made her blood boil. Diriel had accused all three of them, Moira included, of disturbing the peace, butchering his vassals, and threatening torture. Ha. Diriel was one to talk. Malachi, meanwhile, in his shredded clothing and bloodstained skin, was snarling on and on about how this was his brother’s idea, and he was only here to defend the family honor, which Diriel had shit on in the first place.

      Severus could barely be heard over the pair.

      Enough of this. Moira slipped her hand into her pocket, clasping the polaroid she had carried around for weeks, and strode forward.

      “Diriel is working for an angel,” she insisted, positioning herself between the three demons and Asmodeus. She thrust the polaroid toward him, her heart thundering, the whump whump, whump whump of it vibrating through her entire being. “He was ordered by his angelic master—”

      “Why you little—”

      Diriel grunted noisily after what sounded like a fist colliding with his jaw. A quick glance back confirmed Severus had been the one to do it. Good.

      “He isn’t corrupting the angel,” she continued, knowing that, for some reason, was a big deal down here. “He’s doing his bidding. Diriel was ordered to kidnap and kill me, and when he failed, spending too much time on the torture, he ran back to Hell like a coward.”

      Asmodeus appraised her for a painfully long moment—what could only have been three or four seconds stretching on for an eternity. Her arm trembled, held out between them. The rest of his party remained impassive, until he finally waved his gloveless hand back at them; briefly, she noticed a large red smear across his palm, like a permanent bloodstain. She blinked hurriedly as the group of white-haired creatures fanned out, soundlessly encircling the group.

      “Let me see, little Nephilim,” Asmodeus murmured, plucking the polaroid from her with those long, spidery fingers. “And who is this angel you speak of?”

      “My dad,” she said, her breath catching. Curious grey eyes flickered up from the polaroid, and her cheeks burned. “I don’t know his name.”

      “He works for our local Seraphim Securities in Farrow’s Hollow,” Severus interjected. Out of the corner of her eye, Moira caught him moving forward, only to stop when Asmodeus fixed him with the same unflinching look. “Sire. We’ve been trying to find him. My theory is that he sent his dog Diriel after my…my…”

      “His woman,” Malachi offered. She figured he was just trying to help, that maybe the connection between her and Severus, or his perceived ownership of her, would have some sway in this backwards society. However, the burn in her cheeks only intensified when Asmodeus smirked and returned to appraising her photo. On top of the fear, the nerves, the panic about how this day had gone, about standing in front of Diriel again, Moira just wanted to rip the polaroid out of his hand. Hadn’t he gotten a good enough look by now?

      “Filthy, slanderous lies from the incubus and his whore—”

      “Enough.” Asmodeus raised his gloved hand, seemingly bored again, and returned her photo. Moira stuffed it in her pocket, then scrambled backward until she knocked into a solid body that she hoped belonged to Severus. Mercifully it was; his hand settled on the back of her sweaty neck, holding her firmly under her hair. A quick glance up showed he too was coated in blood, but beyond that, everything looked intact. From the two thick black streams under his nostrils, now dry under this relentless heat, she assumed he’d broken his nose at some point. One of his claws felt like it was missing on her neck.

      “Neither my brother nor I had any intention of going to battle,” Malachi said, and she couldn’t ignore the slight tremor in his voice when Asmodeus peered down at him. In fact, all the new arrivals looked down at them, pushing seven feet or more. Malachi cleared his throat, then finally shrugged off the tattered remains of his coat and shirt. “I merely requested a civilized discussion through his speaker when the coward speared me.”

      “And I summoned assistance when Diriel set loose his hellhounds on my otherwise incapacitated brother,” Severus added, his voice low and even. Both were trying their best to appear submissive and respectful. Moira leaned back into him; she had no clue who these guys were, but the fact that they frightened all three demons had to mean something.

      “I’ll hear no more,” Asmodeus remarked with a sigh. “A Truth Touch will be performed on both the girl and the Lutum—”

      “But, sire, please consider…” Diriel shut his mouth as soon as Asmodeus shot him a glare withering enough to make even Moira’s blood run cold.

      “Nephilim.” Asmodeus snapped his fingers sharply, making her jump. “To me. Berith, take the Lutum.”

      As soon as those grey eyes returned to her, she froze. Instinctively, Moira knew she was supposed to move forward—go to him for whatever the hell a Truth Touch was supposed to be. But she couldn’t move. Her legs refused to budge, stick-straight and rigid. Mouth dry, throat like sandpaper, she just stood there, leaning back against Severus, the thunder of her heart growing louder the longer the creature watched her.

      “It won’t hurt.” Distantly, she heard Severus whispering to her, and still she couldn’t move. Finally, he gave her a little nudge forward. “Moira, go on. I promise it won’t hurt you.”

      Stiffly, she shuffled toward Asmodeus—only to gasp and reel back when Diriel started screaming. And not just any old scream either, but a deep, throaty, tortured cry that made the skeletal horses whinny excitedly in the background. One of the black-robed men, Berith, had a hand on Diriel’s forehead, the other pushed against his chest. The demon crumbled under the touch, his eyes shut tight and mouth twisted in terror. As he continued to scream, his back arched in an unnatural arc—any further and his spine would snap.

      Horrified, Moira looked to Severus for an answer, for reassurance, but he merely shook his head and mouthed a single word: Go.

      “You are neither demon nor hell-born,” Asmodeus stated over the racket. “There will be no pain. Come here.”

      Moira snapped into action at the sharpness in his tone; no longer did he sound bored, but noticeably annoyed, which couldn’t bode well for her. Moira crossed the space between them in a few long strides, standing before him a quivering mess.

      Yet she didn’t flinch away. Not as he closed in on her. Not when he placed an unexpectedly cold hand on her forehead, the other on her chest, and not when the light came.

      It flooded every sense, the light. All she could see was a pure white shine. Her mouth dropped open, and she imagined the glow flooding from every opening—her nose, her ears, her mouth, the seams of her eyelids. Warmth washed over her, as if she’d been submerged in a bubbling hot tub. Warmth and peace. How strange—to find them here, in Hell.

      Amidst the light, images flashed before her eyes, too quick to make much sense of, but clear enough that she surmised they were memories.

      And then darkness. The light vanished, as did the images, and suddenly she was staggering backward, with Severus there to catch her. He cradled her close this time, both arms wrapped around her tightly, possessively, dragging her away from Asmodeus as she tried to gather her bearings.

      “The Nephilim speaks the truth,” Asmodeus announced, the faintest glimmer of amusement twinkling in those unfeeling greys. “And the Lutum?”

      It was only then she noticed that Diriel had stopped screaming. He sat on the ground, broken, cowering with his hands over his head as he shuddered. Moira had stopped shaking. In fact, she felt oddly calm about the whole thing. Her gaze darted to Asmodeus. Not an angel, but maybe…a fallen angel?

      “He serves an angel by the name of Aeneas,” Berith announced. Like Asmodeus’s, the creature’s white hair curtained his sharp, angular features, his skin translucent and waxy. “Aeneas controls their city’s security office. He serves Heaven, and this traitor serves Aeneas.”

      “Aeneas,” Asmodeus said, chuckling, showing humor for the first time since he’d arrived. “Naughty boy, consorting with humans.”

      Moira inhaled sharply, no longer calm, as a prickling, deep-seated anxiety skittered across her body. Aeneas. Her dad’s name was Aeneas.

      Aeneas. Kind of sounds like…

      Onions.

      Her knees buckled, and Severus’s grasp tightened, holding her up, her back to his chest—but she couldn’t feel him. Moira couldn’t feel anything. Not the sweat dribbling down her face. Not the uncomfortable tightness of her blood-soaked clothes as she broiled in Hell’s heat. Not her lingering aches from battling hellhounds.

      She just heard her mom’s voice. She saw the intensive care unit, all the wires connected to her, the beep, beep, beep of the heart rate monitor.

      Twenty-two and onions. Twenty-two everything would change.

      “No onions, honey.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      “Onions…bad.”

      “Okay, Mom. Sure.”

      “Onions will kill you.”

      “Mom, I really don’t like onions that much. You don’t have to worry about it. I pick them out of all your salads, remember?”

      Holding her mom’s hand. Fighting back tears. Smiling when Moira just wanted to die inside. Nodding. Laughing. Yes, Mom, I’m sure twenty-two is a big year for everybody. Are you sure you don’t mean twenty-one? No, Mom, no onions. Promise.

      She’d said whatever she needed to at the time to soothe her mom—her best friend—waiting on death’s door.

      She was trying to say Aeneas.

      All the pain medication, all the other medication for whatever the doctor’s theory of the day had dictated—she hadn’t been able to speak well, not at the end. But Moira thought she had been able to understand. She had smiled and nodded, thinking she knew what the woman was saying because this was her mother. She would always understand.

      Oh my god.

      “For your crimes of serving the enemy and inciting bloodshed without just cause, Diriel Lutum,” Asmodeus crooned, his serpentine voice cutting through her jumbled thoughts, her panicked musings. He was much closer now, hovering over a cowering, whimpering Diriel—and he seemed to delight in it, the sentencing. “You are hereby banished from Hell for one full Earth-bound century. You will be marked, unable to cross through a hell-gate, nor will you be permitted to reside in a city with a hell-gate.”

      “Mercy,” Diriel wailed, “please, sire! Mercy!”

      “Consider this mercy,” Asmodeus said sharply. He then looked to Moira, his gaze lazily sliding across her to Severus, then to a silent Malachi. “I trust you’ve found the answers you needed.”

      “Yes, sire,” Severus insisted. Asmodeus gestured toward the carriage.

      “Then consider yourselves free to go.”

      Before she knew it, Malachi had grabbed Severus’s arm, and Severus all but lifted her up as they collectively sprinted across the bloody battlefield straight for the carriage—a single entity with six legs, always touching, clinging to one another. As soon as the door slammed shut behind them, the skeletal horses spirited them away.

      In the distance, Diriel’s forlorn screams echoed. The horses whinnied. And Moira buried her face in Severus’s chest, sobbing.
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      Severus tapped his knuckles on the doorframe, battle-weary and more drained from the day than he cared to admit. “You rang, brother?”

      He wasn’t sure why his brother had summoned him to their very empty entertaining hall, but here he was, being a good sport. He hadn’t exactly been prompt; Malachi had called him through the manor’s speaker system some time ago, but Severus hadn’t come trotting along like an obedient dog until he was sure Moira was all right on her own.

      “Hmm, yes.” Malachi beckoned him in with a crooked finger, studying one of the dozens of papers spread across what had once been an elegant dining table. Now, all the chairs had been swept aside and stacked against the walls. Any simpleton would have thrown a sheet over them to protect them from the dust, but his brother wasn’t exactly adept at housework.

      None of them were, to be fair. Alaric and Severus only begrudgingly team-cleaned their home every other month or so; Moira had taken over much of the cleaning after she had moved in, despite their constant insistence that it wasn’t necessary. She had told him that it kept her busy while he and Alaric were out of the house all day, but he still didn’t like the idea of her tidying up after them all the time. She wasn’t a servant. Alaric had wanted to hire a maid service, but Verrier put his foot down; the fewer people who had access to the building, the better.

      “What’s all this?” Severus asked, his shoes clicking curtly along the tile as he crossed to the table. Contracts of some sort, written in a very old Latin script. He reached for the nearest page, only to stop when Malachi cleared his throat.

      “How is she?”

      “Fine.” When prompted by his brother’s arched brow, Severus quickly added, “Better. Today shook her, as I thought it would. We shouldn’t have brought her.”

      Malachi snorted. “Like you have the resolve to leave her behind. She wouldn’t let you…not when you’re so tightly wound around her little finger.”

      A retort brewed on the tip of his tongue, but Severus swallowed his annoyance instead. After all, Malachi had been helpful today. He had taken a near disemboweling for the cause, been chowed on by Diriel’s hellhounds, and protected Moira once she’d sprung him free. Now, clad in his usual form-fitting attire, his dress shirt’s sleeves rolled up to his elbows and his wild golden hair pinned back, he looked almost presentable. Hours ago, he’d been a bloodstained mess.

      But Severus had been too. Covered in his blood, the blood of Diriel’s vassals—so much blood. Under his nails, in his ears, caked up his nostrils. Every injury he’d sustained had healed, but he still couldn’t forgive himself for not getting to her. Moira had charged into the fray to defend his brother, and there had been too many fucking obstacles in the way for Severus to reach her. He’d be kicking himself for years to come; it was by some miracle that Asmodeus and his boys had shown up when they had. Given more time, Diriel’s vassals might have turned their sights on her.

      Asmodeus. Trailing his finger along the dusty table, Severus shuddered at the memory. The former angel was one of the six hundred and sixty-six who’d fallen alongside Lucifer. Like Verrier, they had been cast to Hell for disobeying the laws of Heaven, and here they had ruled ever since. Corrupted Ones. Demons yet not, infected, poisoned, by the spirit of Hell: or so the stories went. Asmodeus and his band of merry men made up the Exsequores—the enforcers. They spent their time corralling and punishing miscreant demons. Rumor had it they delighted in every sentence passed, and from the way the creatures had pounced on Diriel as the carriage pulled away, Severus was inclined to believe it.

      Things could have taken a very, very, very bad turn today.

      He shouldn’t have brought Moira.

      But Malachi was right, the bastard. Severus was hopelessly wound around her little finger, and he was starting to wonder if it clouded his judgement. He loved her, sure, but in the end, what would that love cost him?

      “Where is she?” His brother’s voice cut into his musings, silencing what could have been a very long, very arduous spiral into regret and self-doubt.

      “My room,” Severus told him, turning his attention back to the papers. “I brought her something to eat. She’s settled now.”

      She had cried herself raw on the carriage ride back, chilling both demons to the bone with her ethereal anguish, only to start up again once they were alone. The battle. The blood. The hellhounds. Diriel. Her father’s name. As a child of Hell, nothing beyond their run-in with the enforcers rattled Severus. But for Moira—it was all too much.

      He should have left her behind.

      While he had wanted to ask for her thoughts on Aeneas, he had decided to give her time to process the news herself first. He tended to her feelings, held her while she cried and kissed her when she stopped. Severus had insisted she think on everything. Verrier had named Aeneas among the angel sketches Severus had made when all this first started. Moira had seen his face there. She had read the name before; if he recalled correctly, she thought it sounded rather archaic. It likely played across her mind now, a memory tainted by all that the fucker had done to her.

      Severus had kept his cool in front of her thus far, but the fact that Aeneas was head of the Seraphim Securities branch in Farrow’s Hollow troubled him. He ran the show. Leader of his garrison: all the other angels would look to him for guidance. One word and the full might of Heaven could rain down upon Severus—and Moira.

      They needed to play their cards carefully when they returned to Earth. Very, very carefully. It was a wonder Aeneas hadn’t smote them both already.

      “Well, good,” Malachi crooned, maintaining an unnerving amount of eye contact as he swept all the papers up into a single neat stack. “If she’s all tucked away with a good meal, then I can assume I’ll have your full attention?”

      He let out a bristly exhale. “Don’t be a fuck, Malachi.”

      His brother grinned, and for a few moments, Severus was tempted to grin back. The flicker of his lips, the sudden humor in his heart—was this what it felt like to bond with one’s sibling? Unimpressed with himself, Severus forced his lips into a thin line, then nodded to the pile. “What’s this?”

      “This is a contract signing over the property ownership to Cordelia in my absence, who will then entrust it to Auntie Circe when she needs to go topside.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Wait a moment. Your absence?”

      “From Hell,” Malachi said frankly, his fingertips drumming the edge of the marble table. “I’ll be returning to Earth with you, and I can’t go unless we sign the deed over to Cordelia…together. I’m sure there are countless rats waiting to descend upon such a prime piece of real estate. It should stay in the family.”

      Stay in the family? Severus finally allowed himself to grin. “How selfless of you. Tell me, brother, why is it that you want to go to Earth? Burned all your bridges here?”

      “You’re about to square up against an angel,” Malachi remarked, lifting his chin haughtily. “An angel who is leading a squadron of other angels. You’ll need my help.”

      Severus couldn’t help himself: he snorted. Loudly. Repeatedly. He held a hand over his mouth to contain it, but he couldn’t stop. Malachi wished to go topside so he could help? Never in his very long life had Severus known him to be quite so selfless. There had to be an ulterior motive in play.

      “D’you think I’m a fool, Malachi?” he asked once he’d settled. His brother had watched the whole display in silence, exasperation dripping from every pore. Waiting, Severus crossed his arms and chuckled, his laughter more subdued this time. “Tell me the real reason, and perhaps I’ll consider lending my signature.”

      “Don’t be petty, brother, it doesn’t suit you.”

      “And, what, altruism suits you?” he fired back, the laughter dead and buried now. “Be serious with me.”

      “I was being serious with you,” Malachi growled, stalking around the corner of the table, going toe-to-toe with an unflinching Severus.

      “When?”

      “When I said I wanted to be a better brother,” Malachi hissed, his eye twitching. “I tortured you, Severus. I know it now. I’ve had a fucking century in this place by myself to reflect on our history, and I…I want it to be better. You and I… We’re all that’s left. You’re my family—”

      “I haven’t had a family for centuries, and we both know it.”

      “Save the dramatics—”

      “I will not—”

      “You are my brother,” Malachi snarled. “You’re the only one I’ve got. I’ll not grovel at your feet and beg forgiveness. I’ll not ply you with sweet words and trinkets, hoping to change the past. We are alone, you and I, and I wish for us to be allies. I wish for us to be better than they were, because I know for a fact that we are.”

      “An incubus, better than any old run-of-the-mill demon?” His words trembled as he spoke them, and Severus hated himself for it. “Blasphemy, brother, utter blasphemy—”

      “Stop,” Malachi stabbed the dead center of Severus’s chest with a thick finger, the claw biting through his shirt, “being petty. I am sorry for my past behavior. Have I not proven myself willing to do the work? I saved your lover’s life today—”

      “After she saved yours,” Severus spat, taking a much-needed step back, his heart racing. “You’ve never been one to sit in another’s debt, Malachi.”

      “She’s a good fighter,” his brother remarked. “Strong. Determined. Brave. She was terrified, yet she thrust herself in harm’s way for me. Mother would approve.”

      “Enough of this—”

      “Let me help you help her.” Malachi prowled after him, hands clasped behind his back now and head ducked down so they were at eye level. “You face an angel, brother. You’ll need all the help you can get. If I’m more hindrance than help, we’ll go our separate ways, but you must—”

      He shook his head, scowling. “I must do nothing.”

      “We are brothers, Severus. You must let me try.”

      The chaos demon paused, and only then did Severus feel the wall pressed up against his back. He pushed off it, stalking around his brother—but only back to the table, not out the door. If Malachi was so desperate to leave Hell without losing the family estate, he must have his own game afoot. The idea of him helping Severus—of lending a hand in his hour of need against a real foe—was laughable.

      But what did it matter if Malachi abandoned him the second they were through the hell-gate? What was it to him? If anything, it would prove Severus right, and it would put Malachi in his debt—because he couldn’t leave without Severus’s signature, his full name scrawled in blood across dozens of those parchment papers.

      “Fine,” he muttered, swiping a hand over his hair—forgetting, briefly, about the horns. “I’ll sign it, and then your actions will define us, Malachi. Do you understand me? It will come down to you.”

      Malachi dipped into an unnecessary little half bow. “Naturally.”

      Fucker, I don’t believe you for a second. “Well, summon Cordelia, I suppose. I want to get Moira back where she belongs as soon as possible.”

      “No need, brother, she’s already here.” Malachi crossed the room with an annoyingly confident strut, forever the victor. “Let herself in, too, the minx.”

      Severus pinched the bridge of his nose; of course Malachi already had Cordelia waiting in the wings. Naturally, his brother was just that arrogant—because Severus would yield and Malachi would get his way, as per usual.

      He glared up sharply when Malachi clapped him on the shoulder in passing. With a heavy sigh, he swallowed his snarl and joined his brother at the table, skimming the first page of the contract with only mild interest. He’d made it to the small print at the bottom when the click-clacking of heels distracted him.

      “Hello, boys,” drawled that raspy jazz-singer voice, made harder and smokier in Hell. In waltzed Cordelia, dressed to the nines in her summer attire—black lace from head to toe, including the gloves.

      “Thank you for coming, Cordie.”

      “You’re lucky I adore you, Mal. I don’t miss the midsummer roast for just anyone.”

      Ahh yes, the midsummer roast—demons torching human souls in Pandemonium’s ceremonial town square. What a sacrifice his cousin had made to be with them today.

      After she greeted Malachi with a surprisingly gracious hug, Cordelia sashayed around him and made a beeline for Severus. Alaric would have found her wildly fascinating, all her magic-induced scarring on full display. There was hardly a sliver of untouched skin left on her face, but even now, Cordelia was beautiful. She had always been beautiful, scarred or not.

      “Hello, cuzzy,” she greeted, kissing his cheek when he offered it. Neither went in for the hug, but she patted his chest affectionately instead, leaning in with a smug grin. “Glad to see you looking more yourself.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” he told her, finding his mood suddenly improved at the sight of Cordelia as it never had before. In some strange way, she reminded him of Farrow’s Hollow—and the fact that he was headed back there shortly. “We go topside as soon as we’re all sorted out here.”

      “So I’ve heard,” she said lightly, shooting a sidelong glance Malachi’s way as he strolled toward them. “And I’m left with this pile of dust and marble in the meantime. How lady fortune smiles upon me.”

      “Consider it a temporary measure,” Malachi said as he settled himself between them, an arm thrown over each of their shoulders. Severus stiffened at the touch, but Cordelia snuggled up next to him like a purring cat. Honestly. Where had the dignity in this family gone? Malachi gave them both a squeeze, then marched them over to the stack of papers. “Now that we’re all present, let’s get signing. The notary will be arriving shortly.”

      As Cordelia plucked off a glove and sank a sharp tooth into the flesh of her bony index finger, Severus shot his brother a skeptical look.

      Why the rush to go topside, brother?

      Was he running away from something down here—or running to something up there?

      Only time would tell, and Severus knew that time would vindicate him; Malachi would disappear the second they stepped out of the gate, and all this talk of rekindling their relationship, of being better brothers, would be shown for the bullshit he knew it to be.

      Severus just knew it. He could gloat at last—for he would finally be the victor in this never-ending marathon of fraternal competition.

      Fan-fucking-tastic.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Moira had never seen so many family portraits in one place before—not unless said place was a museum or gallery, and even then, this was excessive.

      She stood before one wall of four that was lined, floor to ceiling, wall to wall, with portraits of varying sizes. They all appeared painted; oil paintings, it seemed, but she didn’t dare risk a touch, even if she was curious about technique, about the oils used in the finishing. Not only had her degree forbidden her from touching any work of art with her hands, museum relics and artifacts included, but she half expected the demonic faces to lunge out at her if she got too close. Hundreds of twisted yet handsome figures peered down at her—down their noses at her, more like—and, ever since she had innocently wandered into this grand hall on the first floor, she’d felt like someone was watching her.

      Well, not someone—someones. The artist had managed to create portraits with eyes that followed her no matter where in the room she stood. It should have unnerved her enough to send her running, but she found she couldn’t look away. There was just so much intricate, rich detail to take in. While nothing here was remotely close to Severus’s style, she couldn’t help but wonder if his love of portrait work stemmed from this space. It sprawled the entire three levels of the building, and had she worn shoes, she knew each tentative footstep would have echoed.

      Like much of the rest of the house, the room had been neglected after Malachi and Severus’s parents passed. Dust coated the tops of the portraits she could reach, and there wasn’t a speck of furniture or décor to be found. Just a giant room with hundreds of demon paintings—and just about every single one of them looked smug.

      Must be a Saevitia thing.

      She frowned, saying Severus’s last name over and over again. Saevitia. When she had first learned his true name, back on that fateful day in her bedroom, her world falling apart all over again, he hadn’t offered a last name. Just Severus. Incubus. He identified more with that, with this caste of demon looked down on by all the others, than he did his own family. That should have been telling enough, but as Moira studied the portraits, hands clasped behind her back, she wished she knew more. More about him, about the clan and its history. More about his relationship with his brother, his parents, his extended family.

      Moira just wanted to know him. She loved him. And she loved her family. It had always been important to her to fall for a man who shared those values, but she could understand why he chose to go it alone.

      She could be his family, then, and Severus could be hers. Severus, and Ella. Moira could live with that—quite happily.

      Because the only blood family waiting for her in Farrow’s Hollow was some high-ranking angel who wanted her tortured and murdered. If that hadn’t changed the emphasis she placed on relationships with her immediate family, she’d be a lunatic.

      Aeneas. Onions.

      What had she ever done to him?

      Did he loathe her on principle? Could he really be so petty—so cruel?

      She knew she had to stop thinking of him as an angel in the traditional sense. Angels were supposed to be loving—to protect mankind from the evils of the world. Apparently her dad had missed the memo.

      She shook her head, dragging in a deep breath before moving on to the next portrait: a female demon, her wispy white hair painted down to her shoulders, flyaways and all. Moira admired the bluish undertones in her otherwise pale skin, her full black eyes and sumptuous mouth. The Elizabethan collar had the most wonderful detail, with all its little buttons and pearls and gold embellishments.

      Moira wanted to use the clothing to take a stab at the era the portraits were completed in, but time ran differently in Hell, and if Cordelia could dress like she had just waltzed out of a Victorian gothic romance, then there was no telling when Elizabethan collars had been in fashion.

      She needed this—the distraction. After Severus had dropped off a much-needed meal—fluffy breads and a platter of thin-sliced, maybe raw, meats—and disappeared to see what his brother wanted now, Moira had been left to dwell on everything. On what she had seen today. On the way she still saw the merciless red glare of the hellhounds whenever she closed her eyes. On Asmodeus and his cruel smirk. And on her dad. It all came back to him, and it made her stomach turn. Unable to sit still a second longer, she’d polished off the breads, still leery of the raw meat, and gone exploring on her own.

      Moira had forced herself to admire the details of the home, from the crown molding to the pillars, to the accents of gold throughout and the enormous white marble staircases. She thought back to her lectures on architecture and interior design. She kept her mind as busy as she could, hoping to block everything else out, but she only succeeded in that when she found the portrait room.

      Time had no meaning surrounded by all these portraits, but she guessed she’d been at it—her curious, somewhat academic inspection of Severus’s family—for about an hour when she heard the curt click of shoes stalking toward her. Wingtip oxfords, most likely; Severus seemed partial to them in Hell and on Earth. She cocked her head to the side ever so slightly, a small smile playing across her lips as she listened to the familiarity of his gait, his strides long and leisurely, yet precise as always. She knew he’d have one hand in his pocket—she knew it without so much as glancing back.

      The clicks stopped directly behind her. He had no hum in Hell. No faint vibration, nothing hiding under the surface. She smiled, leaning into his sturdy figure when he wrapped his arms around her middle, and tipped her head back to rest on his shoulder, her neck exposed. Severus trailed his lips across the sensitive skin, murmuring a soft rumble of approval.

      “You had me worried, you know, when you weren’t in the bedroom.”

      “I had to walk,” she told him, her gaze drifting upward, higher and higher, across the portraits. “I had to get out of my head.” Still, she didn’t want him to worry. He did enough of that already. Exhaling softly, she leaned back even further to kiss his cheek—a quick peck and nothing more, giggling when he tried to turn swiftly and catch her lips too.

      “Tease.”

      “I didn’t mean to make you worry. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I like worrying about you. I’ve never worried about anyone except myself, and I find the change of pace refreshing,” Severus insisted, his mouth back on her neck, their bodies swaying ever so slightly side to side. Their own little dance, here, with hundreds of judgy eyes watching them. Moira smoothed her hands along his arms, clutching at his elbows and grinning at the faint hint of teeth on her throat.

      “I’ll keep that in mind, I guess.” She nibbled her lip for a moment, still staring at the portraits, but no longer seeing them. It was easier to get lost in him—and infinitely more fun. Moira found comfort in the strength of his body, firm and unrelenting, even after today’s battle. In his scent, masculine and gruff, yet reassuring too. Strange how a smell could do so many things, elicit so many feelings—touch every one of the senses. His scent stirred visceral memories of their naked bodies entwined as rain hammered his Farrow’s Hollow bedroom, of wicked smiles and dangerous glances. It made her wet—and it made her whole.

      “Everything all right with your brother?” she asked, knowing the subject merited a quick check-in—even if being wrapped in his arms made her knees weak.

      “As all right as it’ll ever be, I suppose,” he said after a sharp exhale, his breath hot against her skin. His head lifted from her neck, and a tentative glance up showed his black-eyed stare wandering between the portraits, that red pupil especially noticeable amidst the white and gold airiness of his family home. She wanted to press him more about Malachi, but it was clear as day that the topic needed to be handled delicately. So, Moira waited. Let him bring it up again—if he wanted to. If not, she’d try another day.

      She only meant to glance back at him briefly, get a read on his expression, the look in his eyes. But in his true form, Moira just couldn’t help but openly ogle him. Severus had been startling at first—the ashen-grey skin, the horns, the crazy black hair, the claws. He should have sent her running. It was her first thought whenever she learned something new about him, whenever she saw a new side to him. Run. But she couldn’t—she wouldn’t.

      While Hell might have been too overwhelming for her, Moira found she adored Severus in Hell. There was something different about him down below—a cool, genuine confidence that she hadn’t always seen on Earth. He knew who he was. He didn’t take shit from his family anymore. And his raw, open affection with her was priceless. Confident, laid-back, yet still in control—demon Severus was sex on a stick. If she wasn’t so terrified of everything down here, so in her head about her dad, Moira had a feeling they would never leave the bedroom.

      “Take a picture, you ridiculous creature,” Severus said, his tone straddling the line between teasing and self-deprecating. Moira chuckled, tipping her head to the side, an unspoken come hither for his mouth.

      “Speaking of pictures,” she said, trailing her nails along the landscape of his face—gaunter in Hell, with higher cheekbones. “I haven’t seen your portrait yet. I found Malachi’s, but not yours.”

      “No, I suspect you wouldn’t.” He broke away suddenly, snagging her hand and tugging her along until they stopped at the painting of his brother. With all that golden hair, he looked positively angelic. Moira smirked; maybe she should tell him that.

      “But—”

      “I had one. I assume they took it down when I went topside and never came back,” Severus mused, loosely clutching her hand as he studied the other portraits around Malachi’s. “I’m sure Father burned it.”

      “I’m sorry your parents were such dicks.”

      He snorted, drawing her into his arms again, her back fitting perfectly into the hard dips and lines of his chest. “Don’t be sorry. I don’t care. Not anymore.”

      Moira bit the insides of her cheeks to keep from blurting I very much doubt that. She had seen his face when he learned that his parents were dead. He cared—at least a little.

      He nibbled at her ear, each soft breath eliciting a new wave of goosebumps coursing down her body. Moira had forgone all the tight leather and uncomfortable studded crap they had packed for this trip, and instead opted for an airy floor-length dress instead. Eggplant-purple with a high neckline and sleeves to her elbows, it dripped opulence with each flutter of the excessive skirt fabric, and while it needed to be worn with a belt to hug her figure, Moira had gone without that too. It hung loosely down her body, concealing it, which she knew Severus wouldn’t like—but she looked forward to the hunger in his eyes when he realized she’d ditched the underwear too.

      “If you want to keep looking at the, er,” he waved a hand toward the wall, “pretentious paintings, feel free. I just wanted to tell you that we’re going home tonight. As soon as we’re packed, we’re gone.”

      Home. The word, spoken in his gravelly baritone, plucked at her heartstrings in a way so real, so primal, that Moira found herself blinking back a sudden onslaught of tears. She quickly swiped her finger under each eye, unable to stop herself from smiling.

      “Home?”

      “Mhmm.” His mouth was back on her skin, like he just couldn’t stay away. “Now that we have your father’s name, our business in Hell is complete. I have no desire to stay here longer than necessary, and I’m sure Ella is positively beside herself in your absence. I think we should go home.”

      Home. He thought of Farrow’s Hollow as home. She swallowed hard. Of course he would. He had lived there for years, much longer than she had always imagined, but the way he said it—we should go home. Together. They should go back to their home—and Moira realized in that moment that home was wherever they were together. It wasn’t a place—it was a feeling.

      Lower lip caught between her teeth, she turned in Severus’s arms, sliding her hands up his chest and cupping his chin. His jawline was sharper here, his entire being more angular, and still he was the most handsome man she had ever known. Demon. Not man. The word didn’t bother her anymore; she should get used to thinking it. His hands threaded together, resting on the small of her back.

      “I’m home with you,” she whispered, then pushed up onto her toes and kissed him. He didn’t respond right away, and before her eyes fluttered closed, she caught him staring straight down at her—maybe in shock. Maybe he was too surprised to kiss her back, and maybe he was just cherishing the moment. Whatever the reason, it brought a smile to her lips, and she wrapped her arms around him and nipped at his lower lip—again and again, tugging at it and letting it snap back into place before he finally growled and descended upon her.

      Moira took the harshness of his reciprocation with a squeal, desire unfurling deep within as he marched her toward the wall. Her back collided with a portrait as the kiss deepened, their mouths parted, tongues tangled—a flash of teeth to keep things interesting. She arched up into him, a hot rush of need slicing across her as his hands explored her. Each one blazed a firm, purposeful trail down her body, starting at her breasts and ending at the curve of her backside. She gasped when he lifted her leg, quickly settling between her thighs like he had always belonged there.

      His cock dug into her harshly, her thin dress doing nothing to soften the blow. Severus was hard where she was soft; hard and firm in muscle and want, his insistent hips grinding against her as he hoisted her up. Their mouths hovered over one another, hers parted and gasping, his parted and taking—drinking her in, taking what little mewls she made for himself.

      As he hoisted her up, however, the portrait behind her lifted off its hook, and it came crashing down when he carried her ever so slightly away from the wall. Moira yelped at the commotion, clinging to him, blushing furiously as he chuckled.

      “Don’t laugh,” she said, half whining, half admonishing. Still grinning, Severus set her legs down, and she looked back, worried the fall had damaged the frame.

      Worried, irrationally, that the two new limbs growing out of her shoulder blades had, what, cut the painting?

      She tucked her loose white hair behind her ears, embarrassed at the thought.

      “Maybe we should be careful—”

      “Fuck ’em,” Severus growled, kicking the portrait aside. Then, with a gleeful smile, he knocked several more down in a single, fluid movement. He tossed them aside and plucked their hooks out of the smooth alabaster wall. When he was through, he’d cleared about ten feet of space for them, family members discarded—but not Malachi. His brother stayed right where he’d been hung; Severus appeared to ignore him. Smoothing a hand over each horn, he faced Moira and bowed low, gesturing to the opening amongst the portraits. “My lady.”

      “My lord,” she purred back, striding dramatically past him and snagging the collar of his shirt with a giggle. Moira pressed herself up against the wall and dragged him to her, their mouths colliding like the interruption had never happened—like they’d never broken apart in the first place.

      And maybe they never would again.

      As his mouth plundered hers, Severus’s hands dropped down, and she moaned at the sound of his belt unbuckling. With his tongue thrust between her lips, their frantic breaths reached a crescendo as she helped him shove his pants down, briefs too, and his shaft fell against her like a lead weight. Her hands closed around the thickness, stroking the silky skin with fervor, eyes open so she could take in the expression on his face—the furrowing of his brow, the tremor behind his eyelids, the twitch in his cheek as she worked him over.

      Something told her that Severus hadn’t ever had a partner who catered to him before. Sure, he had clients—but sleeping with a client and sleeping with a lover wasn’t the same. Moira refused to believe that. She wanted to cater to him—she wanted to spoil him, to take just one night where it was all about Severus and his pleasure. However, as he gathered the flowy material of her dress and hitched it up, grinding himself against her, she knew tonight wasn’t going to be that night.

      But soon. She’d make it happen, even if she had to tie him down to do it.

      The thought of turning the tables on him, a little torturous pleasure where he couldn’t do a thing to stop it, only added to the slickness between her thighs—a slickness Severus found himself faced with once he had her dress up.

      “You tawdry harlot,” he growled, fighting a smile as he pinned her to the wall, a hand on her throat, squeezing just hard enough to make her pulse race. “Wherever are your panties?”

      Their eyes met, and she replied with what she hoped was a demure but bratty pout, followed by a shrug. She had a whole line raring to go—don’t you like your surprise?—but he had already slammed his mouth back to hers, teeth catching her bottom lip as a snarl revved in his chest.

      His name tumbled from her lips as he skimmed those teeth along her jaw and down her throat, hoisting her up so that she could wrap her legs around him. Ankles locked behind his back, Moira gripped him by the curve of his horns, excitement coursing through her at the dark look in his eye. She held firmer, wrenching his head back a little, remembering how hard he’d taken her last night on the balcony when she’d done the exact same thing. He liked it—and Moira liked that he liked it. Maybe a little too much. When she tugged this time, he responded by biting the crook of her neck.

      “Oh!” She tipped her head back, mouth open as one hand threaded through his coarse hair instead—but the other refused to give up the horn. Hadn’t he learned by now? He couldn’t scare her away that easily.

      Her second exclamation echoed throughout the room, maybe beyond, when Severus steered his cock to her wet heat, testing her with just the head. Even without the usual foreplay, she was desperate for him. Moira tugged at his horn again, but it would be a mistake to think that she could control him—that she alone held the reins here. Without warning, he thrust into her, not stopping even when their bodies collided soundly. He ground up against her as pain and pleasure wove together into a dangerous thread, twisting, coursing, through her veins.

      She whimpered his name, her hand tightening in his hair, and he responded by bucking against her. While she had kissed him out of affection, out of love, this wasn’t lovemaking—not by a mile. He took her hard and fast, relentlessly driving into her over and over again. No mercy. No rest for the wicked. Severus fucked her like this was the last time he ever would, until her body spasmed around him, awash with a climax that had her seeing stars.

      “Thank you,” she whimpered, whispering it again and again in his ear as she rode the pleasurable high, the pain completely overtaken by bliss. As her hand smoothed around his neck and up to his face, cupping it, she realized she’d yanked out more than a few of his hairs in the moment she had come undone, when everything shattered and she was purely a physical being of lust—and love.

      Love had to amplify the pleasure—it had to.

      “Moira…” He spoke her name breathlessly, their foreheads resting together as she tried to wiggle the bits of hair off her fingers behind his back. His pace had slowed just enough to prolong the ecstasy, and her body trembled through the longest orgasm she’d had so far.

      “Y-yes?”

      “I…” He closed his eyes for a moment, stilling inside her. “Moira, I…”

      She grasped his chin, her other hand still on his horn, and forced him to meet her eyes again. His lips parted, and she could hazard a guess, maybe, at what might be dangling on the tip of his tongue. He loved her too. She broke out into a smile, her eyes watery as he struggled.

      “I know,” she whispered. He didn’t need to say it—not right now, not if he couldn’t find the right words. She’d wait. Moira could wait for him. So, she nodded and stole a quick kiss. “I know.”

      He captured her mouth again, the savagery back against her lips and between her thighs. She clung to him with everything she had, riding it out, the gentle tide of pleasure slowly giving way to something else—something closer to pain. Soundlessly, she drove her heels into his lower back, and suddenly he stilled against her once more, his expression strained as his cock pulsed inside her.

      Slowly, the quiet settled around them again. Severus relaxed against her, his breath evened out. Moira stroked his back absently, drawing shapes with her almost too-sharp nails. She had come down here looking for a distraction, but Severus had proved, as always, to be the very best kind.

      “Severus?” She lifted his head, which had been resting heavily on her shoulder, cradling it in her hands. The poor guy looked exhausted, and not just because they’d had fantastic sex, sex that had probably been even more cathartic for him than it was for her. But his skin appeared sallower than she remembered, the bags under his eyes noticeable. How selfish not to think about it—about what today had taken out of him. Incubi needed the touch of humanity to revive themselves, to make up for all the energy they spent. Without it, they would fade; Severus had told her that.

      In that moment, she desperately wished she could give him what he needed, that the caress of her skin would fuel him, would invigorate him. Moira wanted, needed, to be the one who did that for him, so much so that it hurt her. The physical ache in her heart—it was overwhelming.

      And cruel.

      “How are you feeling?” she murmured, gently stroking his cheeks with her thumbs.

      “Perfect,” he whispered back, the look in his eye drawing another blush out of her. “With you, darling, I am perfect.”

      She swallowed hard, nodding—nodding but not entirely believing—and glanced toward the door of the expansive hall, no longer feeling the judgmental glares of his relatives boring down on her. Instead, Moira stole a quick, shameless kiss.

      “Good. Then let’s get the hell out of Hell,” she said, her smile blossoming as he grinned back. “Severus, take me home…”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Exiting a hell-gate was nothing like entering one. When Severus had first led his little hybrid into the muck, she had been rightly disgusted with the whole thing. No one, demons included, enjoyed trudging into whatever disgusting bog the designer of said hell-gate had come up with. It was wet, uncomfortable, and there was some odor. Leaving a hell-gate was a breeze by comparison.

      All one needed to do was step on the ascending escalator, luggage and intrusive brother in tow, and ride it all the way to the top. By then, the hard part was over; the magic would take you where you needed to go.

      The departures terminal had a much more tedious process for citizens of Hell than visitors. Moira had merely needed to sign another form, give a drop of blood, and she was finished. He and Malachi, on the other hand, needed proof that they had permission to leave Hell; they needed to hand over a ridiculous amount of paperwork; and the departure agents hated their jobs just as much as those working the arrivals hall.

      The whole process took about an hour, which for the departures terminal was quick work; since the summer festivities were officially underway in Hell, most demons were arriving, not departing. The lines were short and the clerks bored. While it had been frustrating for all parties involved, they got through it.

      Same as the arrivals hall, at the very top of the departures escalators sat a thick grey cloud—the actual magic that would transport demons to appropriate hell-gates around Earth. Moira had been much calmer this time around, only clutching at his arm as the smog approached. Behind them, fucking Malachi wouldn’t shut up, yammering on about his excitement to come face-to-face with modern human technology, tossing a thousand questions Moira’s way before the hell-gate took them.

      When the trio finally broke free of the cloud, Severus wrapped an arm around Moira’s waist and helped her out of the gate, through the fog. The top step of the escalator was the soggy grass surrounding the bog they’d once descended into—she hadn’t been expecting it, and he didn’t want her to fall on her face. She had already been mildly annoyed at the fact that Malachi was accompanying them back to Earth, a little nugget of information Severus hadn’t seen fit to share, not wanting to spoil their intimate evening together, until Malachi showed up at the carriage with a huge bag, positively brimming with excitement.

      “Watch your step, here we go,” he murmured, helping her onto the grass, both of their bags thrown over his shoulder.

      “Oh, wow…” Moira still stumbled a little, but he managed to steady her just fine. “That was easy.”

      “Told you.” He grinned to counter the sidelong look she shot him, one paired with an annoyed huff. Traveling. Always a treat for everyone.

      “The air is so fresh,” Malachi boomed, looming over them with his enormous suitcase, which he promptly tossed aside before strutting forth and stretching every one of his long limbs. The hell-gate’s magic had removed their horns, their claws, their red-pupiled eyes—any demonic feature would be masked. Malachi, however, was still a broad, muscular giant, in desperate need of a haircut. And a beard trim. The two were so long, so wild, that he looked more yeti than man, the golden locks nearly blotting out his face entirely.

      A honk sounded from across the clearing, and Severus released his little hybrid when he spotted a frantic Ella racing out of Alaric’s SUV, sprinting straight for Moira. With the time difference between Hell and Earth, he suspected they’d been gone half a day, maybe a little more. The sun told him it was roughly two o’clock in the afternoon, and after Hell’s heat, the early days of summer in Farrow’s Hollow were very pleasant.

      No longer in his grasp, Moira zipped across the clearing and straight into her best friend’s arms, the two colliding so firmly that it nearly knocked Ella off her feet.

      “Are you okay?” the woman asked, half sobbing, half laughing, clinging to Moira like she’d been gone a century. Severus tried not to roll his eyes; this was all still very new—for both of them.

      “I’m fine,” Moira assured her, over and over and over again, the pair slowly morphing into a single entity the longer they held one another. Along with that, their conversation had devolved into high-pitched squeals and incoherent nonsense. Severus stood back, both bags thrown over his shoulder, utterly lost. Shaking his head, he headed toward Alaric as his best friend crossed the clearing, hands in his pocket and a warm smile on his face.

      “That’s all I get?” Severus drawled with a nod toward Moira and Ella. “Where’s my overly enthusiastic hug? Don’t I deserve your tears?”

      “You’ve been gone ten hours at the most,” Alaric told him, smirking. “I’m afraid I didn’t exactly miss you all that much.”

      “Ahh, but you did miss me.” He nudged the hybrid’s arm, more pleased to see him than he let on. A gentle breeze, warm and thick with humidity, ruffled the man’s copper waves.

      “New topic.” Alaric looked pointedly at Malachi, who stood some distance away in one of his better suits, arms limp at his side and face turned up toward the afternoon sun. “What is he doing here?”

      Severus rolled his eyes. “He assisted me in finding Diriel and getting the answers Moira needed. He wanted to come topside to continue to help—” as much as he hated using them, Severus added air quotes for effect “—but mark my words, he’ll be gone by nightfall.”

      “What a load of bollocks.” Alaric shook his head, casting Malachi one last look before turning his attention back to Severus. “I’m so glad you’re back. That one is a talker when she’s nervous. She hasn’t shut up since you left, even while I was napping—just gabbed away to Gibson the whole time. Drove me mad.”

      “I’m glad to be back too.” Severus studied Moira with a little smile of his own. She held her friend by the shoulders now, the two of them about a foot apart, tears streaming down their faces—but her eyes were happy. They shone in Ella’s presence, back to their regular ethereal blue selves, and the sight made his heart sing. “I didn’t want to keep Moira down there longer than necessary. We’ve discovered the information we need.”

      “Fill me in later?”

      “Of course.” At the sound of Ella gagging, Severus motioned toward the car. “We should get her out of here.”

      The smell of the hell-gate must have been getting too overwhelming; the human stood closer than she had last time, and already her face had blanched three shades whiter. With a hand on her stomach and the other over her mouth, Ella gagged again, this time more noticeably. Definitely time to get moving. Severus snapped his fingers at Malachi, not waiting to see if his brother got the message, and strode toward Moira.

      “We should get her—”

      “And who is this fetching creature?” True to form, his brother burst into the conversation, seemingly out of nowhere. He barreled through, knocking into the bags on Severus’s shoulder in the process, throwing him off-balance, and dragged Ella away. He held her at an arm’s length, one giant hand on her delicate, hunched shoulders, and Moira exhaled indignantly, her eyes ablaze, as he perused the human’s figure. “Utterly exquisite. A vision of modern—”

      Mercifully, Ella was the one to cut off whatever ranting monologue his brother had up his sleeve—by promptly vomiting all over his shoes. Wrenching her away from Moira as he had, Malachi had inadvertently put her even closer to the hell-gate. Nose wrinkled, the chaos demon took one large step back as another wave of puke spilled out of her, and Moira rushed in to take his place.

      Steering her friend away, she shot Malachi a positively scathing look—then pinned one with only slightly less venom on Severus too. He stood there, utterly confused, because how the fuck was this his problem?

      “I need a nap,” Severus grumbled, readjusting their bags over his shoulder. Alaric had the SUV running by now, with his daytime demon handler Gibson waiting to load everyone’s luggage in the back. Malachi had already toddled after the girls, seeming utterly bewitched by Ella, vomit and all, and not doing a thing to disguise it. Exhausted, no longer able to ignore the crushing weariness in his bones, Severus trudged after everyone, his mood improving slightly when Moira slammed the car door in Malachi’s face before he could climb in after her.

      Where the fuck were they going to put him? The SUV only had three seats in the middle section, and the back had been dismantled to accommodate for the bags. Severus had a lifelong shotgun in place—they’d just have to put Malachi with the luggage. The only other option was the roof.

      At the sound of his brother’s booming voice carrying across the clearing, shouting something to Alaric despite the fact that the hybrid was already in the car, his door closed, Severus pinched the bridge of his nose. With Hell’s protection gone, his aches and pains no longer instantly healed, a tension headache had started to develop behind his right eye, and Malachi’s voice was only making it worse.

      “Hey,” he snapped, shoving his and Moira’s bags at Gibson before dragging his brother aside. “You’re here to help, not cause a scene. Behave yourself. Ella is Moira’s best friend—”

      “How delicious.” Malachi practically rubbed his hands together in glee, all the while wiping his shoes off on the grass. “I’ll have her by tonight, brother. You’ll see.”

      “The vomit didn’t deter you?” And the fact that he was nearly double Ella’s size.

      “I’m made of tougher stuff,” his brother mused before clapping him hard on shoulder. “Now, is this the transport vehicle I’ve heard so much about? A car? They were mere whispers the last time I was topside.”

      Eyes twinkling with delight, Malachi shouldered past Severus and wrenched open the front passenger door, nearly ripping the damn thing off its hinges in the process. He climbed in with an exultant, “Spectacular! Not a horse in sight!” and slammed the door much harder than necessary. Severus pinched the bridge of his nose again, eyes closed and a string of Latin curses raining from his lips.

      Mercifully, after he’d grabbed Malachi’s forgotten suitcase too, Gibson volunteered to sit amongst the luggage, which put Severus next to Moira—but the second he settled in, Malachi’s seat slammed right back into his knees.

      “Brother, for fuck’s sake—”

      “Right, right, right, just trying to fit in this infernal contraption,” Malachi muttered, the seat easing about two inches forward and nothing more. Severus shot Moira a pitiful look as Alaric started a three-point turn to get them back toward the dirt path through the nearby forest.

      “Don’t give me that look. I’m not switching seats with you.” She grinned, then returned to fussing over Ella. Exhaling sharply, Severus pressed his forehead against the blessedly cool window, demanding Alaric crank the air-conditioning immediately—and lusting over the thought of climbing into his own bed soon.
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      “We good?”

      Moira nodded as she tiptoed down the last few steps, careful to avoid the creaky bottom one. “Yup. Everybody’s asleep.”

      Severus had been dead to the world for the last thousand hours after a whirlwind day of getting his brother settled into twenty-first-century living. At six in the morning, Alaric was still conked out after his bar shift, having returned home only three hours prior. Malachi, who’d dipped into Alaric’s very pricey top-shelf booze last night as he sat glued to the television, was still sprawled on the L-shaped sectional on Alaric’s level, snoring up a storm. Only she and Ella were up, and Ella was only awake because Moira had begged her last night to come with her. Ella had agreed, but she also probably hadn’t considered how early five thirty actually felt.

      “You know I need my eight hours,” she’d whined, half serious, half joking, as Moira roused her a half hour ago. But, here she was, her hair especially frizzy, but otherwise totally recovered from puking her guts out at the hell-gate yesterday. They’d been inseparable ever since; Severus had had his hands full with Malachi anyway, and Moira had spent a lot of the day resting and catching Ella up on everything that had gone down in Hell. After an awkward house dinner, Malachi hitting on Ella with every breath he took, they had all watched a movie together—Alaric had been present until work called, Severus until he passed out, and Malachi until the bitter end.

      To his credit, the chaos demon had been nice enough to help get Severus, who was currently the most drained Moira had ever seen him, to bed. He’d ruined it all by asking if she and Ella wanted company in their room, and he was currently right where she had left him.

      As she slipped on her old ballet flats, Moira motioned to the set of hooks arranged between the doorframe and the front window. Ella pointed from key to key until she finally nodded—that was the one they’d need. No way would she dare drive Alaric’s Lamborghini, which was currently parked at the curb outside, a ticket in the windshield. With her purse over her shoulder and sunglasses on top of her head, Moira took Ella’s hand and crept out of the building, gently shutting the door behind her. The early-morning rush hour was still about an hour away, and together they jogged across the street, Moira’s gaze fixed on Alaric’s SUV, which was currently parked in the alley between the flower shop and the upscale shoe store.

      “I’m still never going to get used to the house just disappearing,” Ella said once they reached the sidewalk, pausing for a moment to study what Moira knew would be an empty, dingy alleyway. However, now that she had Cordelia’s pentagram mark on her ribs, the house remained visible whether she was in it, touching it, or not. As much as she would have liked for Ella to be able to do the same, getting that damn mark had been one of the most painful things she’d ever experienced, and she wouldn’t wish it on her best friend for anything.

      Outside of the pain excuse, Ella’s lack of a mark meant she couldn’t leave without someone going with her—which, as Moira had learned the hard way, was probably for the best.

      “Yeah, same,” she said distractedly as she unlocked the SUV from a distance, the rear lights flickering at her. “Come on, let’s—”

      “Ladies.” Moira spied Gibson approaching out of the corner of her eye, and she forced a smile as she faced the demon, hiding Alaric’s keys behind her back. Although he seldom said a word to her, the guy wasn’t all bad; his sole responsibility was Alaric’s well-being, which, in a weird way, kind of endeared him to her.

      Oh, and the purple housecoat didn’t exactly lend itself to the menacing demon aesthetic.

      “Oh, hey Gibson,” Ella said brightly, cocking her hip—and thrusting those huge boobs his way. To his credit, he maintained eye contact the whole time, his gaze drifting between Moira’s and Ella’s with a sigh.

      “May I ask what you’re doing?”

      “Breakfast run,” Ella insisted without missing a beat. “The guys are a bit tired, so we thought we’d treat them.”

      The demon arched a black eyebrow. “Oh, really? At six in the morning?”

      “Sure. Alaric said it was fine to use the car,” Moira added, forcing her smile to match Ella’s. He hadn’t, of course, but she knew that if she asked, he wouldn’t have a problem with it. It was only a partial lie, right? “We’ll be back in a half hour, tops.”

      “And we’ll keep the GPS on,” Ella said, ignoring the sidelong glare Moira shot her. “Text me your breakfast order and I’ll drop it off when we get back.”

      “I…” Gibson scratched at the back of his head, then looked toward the grey and black building across the street, the building Moira would be able to see forever now. “Are you sure you don’t want an escort? My shift doesn’t start for another hour.”

      “We’re big girls. Farrow’s Hollow natives,” Ella told him, throwing an arm around Moira’s shoulders and squeezing. “Pretty sure we can manage the Monroe’s drive-through by ourselves.”

      Her heart skipped a beat as she waited, hoping that Gibson of all demons wasn’t about to ruin her plan. While he hesitated a moment longer, in the end he conceded.

      “GPS on the whole time, and you bring me breakfast.”

      “Deal,” Ella giggled back, a bubbly, bouncy ball of flirt. “Text me what you want.”

      Unsure how to handle the shift in dynamics, Moira just turned on the spot and made a beeline for the SUV, hopping into the driver’s seat with an incredulous smile on her face.

      “So, what the hell was that?” she asked once Ella climbed into the passenger side and slammed the door. “Are you and Gibson friends? I was only gone like ten hours, Ella.”

      “I am the demon whisperer!” Ella proclaimed triumphantly, then, in a more muted tone, she added, “I don’t know… Gibson and Alaric were really nice to me while you were gone.”

      Moira’s eyebrows shot up as the engine revved to life, and she watched Ella’s greedy fingers go right for the radio. “Oh?”

      “Yeah, but nice in the way that guys are nice to you when they want you to stop crying,” Ella told her, smirking. “You know, that ‘please stop crying, I have no emotions to deal with your womanly ways’ kind of nice. I just went with it. They kept ordering me takeout and talking really slow and soft.”

      “Well, whatever works, I guess,” Moira said as she adjusted all the mirrors. Alaric’s SUV was the biggest, most high-tech vehicle she had ever driven, but once she figured out where all the buttons were, it was fairly intuitive. “Anyway, look at you, navigating the demon world like you were made for it.”

      Ella snorted, flicking the AC on high and slumping back in her seat. “Not really. There are some demons I definitely don’t have a handle on.”

      Malachi. Neither needed to say it; the guy hadn’t stopped ogling Ella since he stepped out of the hell-gate.

      It made Moira want to staple things to his face. Ella, her beautiful, smart, tough, independent best friend, was not for gross guy ogling.

      As much as she wanted to delve into it, the expression on Ella’s face read loud and clear that Malachi was the last thing she wanted to talk about. So, she went for the GPS instead, only to have Ella slap her hand away.

      “What?”

      “I wasn’t serious about putting the GPS on,” her friend said, perfectly plucked brow wrinkled. “We’ll turn it on when we get to Monroe’s.”

      The diner just outside of the university campus, which had become so popular that they’d opened a second location and installed a new drive-through, wasn’t their only stop on this morning’s outing. Moira nibbled her lower lip for a moment, hesitant.

      “But…Gibson?”

      “I’ll just have my boobs out when I tell him I couldn’t work the GPS until we got there,” Ella said as she buckled herself in. “He likes them. I can tell.”

      Moira pursed her lips to keep from laughing, then drew her seatbelt across her body and clicked it into the lock. With one final mirror check and just a hint of seat adjusting, she shifted the SUV into drive and gently pressed down on the gas pedal.

      “This is the smoothest thing I’ve ever driven,” she said decidedly as they neared the sidewalk.

      “Does it make you feel like a pretentious asshole?” Ella waved at Gibson in passing, her bright smile back. He still stood in front of the flower shop, purple housecoat done up a little tighter and his gaze steely. As Moira turned left onto the street, Ella added, “Because I feel like people who drive vehicles this big tend to have an ego.”

      “Feel free to deflate mine the second it gets too obnoxious.” One last glance in the rearview mirror had Severus’s home in sight, and she tried and failed to swallow the lump of guilt that had settled in her throat. Severus should have been here with her, but Moira needed to do this by herself. She needed just a few more answers about her parents—and it wasn’t Severus’s responsibility to hold her hand and carry her through everything. He deserved to sleep. He needed to sleep. If they ran into any problems, this giant, smooth SUV would whisk them away to safety.

      Her gaze slipped over to Ella when they stopped at a light, her friend already switching away from the morning talk shows to find a station just playing music. In Hell, Moira had seen some shit. She’d fought a hellhound. She’d survived an encounter with Asmodeus and his enforcers. If there was trouble waiting for her in Farrow’s Hollow, she finally felt like she might be able to handle it—and she would never, ever let anything happen to Ella. If someone dared threaten her, Moira would go white-light nuclear on them.

      Hopefully. If the light felt like listening to her today—if she clapped hard enough.

      Besides, the likelihood of demons prowling the neighbourhood Moira had in mind was low. After listening to all of Severus’s grumblings about his own kind, and her very brief experience with a lot of them in Hell, demons seemed to gravitate toward extremes.

      And where she and Ella were headed was the least extreme suburb in Farrow’s Hollow. Located in the southwest corner of the city, the sprawling residential neighbourhood where the pair had grown up consisted of an elementary and high school, a strip mall, a bowling alley, four churches, and a few fast food joints; it was the most vanilla suburb imaginable. Both Moira and Ella could have navigated the roads blindfolded, and as they traveled the familiar streets, they spent time pointing out all the changes—how big the trees had gotten, which neighbour had repainted their garage, which lawn had a for sale sign stuck in it.

      They drove by the two-bedroom bungalow Moira had shared with her mom all those years, pausing in front of the driveway for just a few minutes. The pair sat in silence, studying the old place. Moira had always wanted to go inside—see what the new family had done with her bedroom, her mom’s. Did they ever finish the basement? The back deck had been a mess when she sold the house two years ago; had they fixed it up?

      With a heavy heart, she eventually pulled away, onward and outward to their actual destination. She had been checking the mirrors much more than usual, always alert for a car following too closely, making all the same turns she had. However, no one was up at this hour around here, and she figured they had still had lots of time before school buses flooded the narrow residential streets.

      They drove to the strip mall, the one she and Ella had frequented as preteens. First at the corner store to raid the candy aisle, then the little shabby pizza place as they got older and their tastes more sophisticated. Everything there was still closed, a good two hours to go before they started up for the day—everywhere except the twenty-four-hour storage facility around back. Moira pulled into one of a dozen empty parking places, then hopped out with Ella at her heels.

      She punched in the security code at the chain-link gate, then pushed it aside when the little box buzzed at her. Unit 22—a giant grey rectangle that housed all her mom’s worldly possessions. She and Ella had been here before; her best friend had been the only one to help her move all the boxes, the furniture, the clothes into storage. To stand in front of it now, when she hadn’t visited in nearly a year, made Moira’s heart heavy, her chest tight and prickly. With a deep breath, she jammed her key into the lock and tried to swallow the lump in her throat as she opened it. Together, they raised the metal door up and over, the musty scent of her mom’s old perfume and cardboard wafting out to greet them.

      “Less stuff than I remember there being,” Ella muttered, her hands in the pockets of her teeny-tiny jean cutoffs. “Seemed like we were moving boxes forever that day.”

      “We were,” Moira told her, arms crossed, holding herself. They had managed to fill half the storage unit, and even though all this time had passed, she still knew where to find everything.

      They walked inside holding hands, the glare of the exterior floodlights illuminating the box towers and the sheet-covered armchair. Ella’s hand tightened around hers when she first felt herself starting to shake, and Moira squeezed back. I can do this.

      She had to do this.

      “So, what are we looking for?”

      “Journals,” Moira said, moving in deeper, scanning the labels on the boxes to find what she needed. “Mom liked to journal when she had time.”

      “Do you think she wrote about him?”

      Him. Aeneas. Moira hadn’t a clue if her mom had written about him, but ever since she got back from Hell, the thought had hovered at the back of her mind, refusing to leave. Now that she had a name, she needed to know for her own sanity what her mom knew about him—if anything at all.

      Together, they combed through the boxes, headed straight for the books section of the unit. Eventually, Moira found one of the larger boxes with Journals scribbled across its side in Ella’s loopy cursive. Heart beating just a little harder, she ripped the tape off the top, tossing it aside, and then knelt on the dusty cement floor. Decades of journals sat in this one box; Ella pulled them out one by one, carefully passing them to Moira to arrange by year, handling them like they were ancient artifacts that might crumble to nothing at any moment.

      Her mom had a type: spiral-bound, six by nine inches, brown leather jacket, black pen. The dates were scrawled in the top right corner of the interior cover page; it was the same with every journal they examined. Moira tried not to get swept up in the memories, in the images of her mom seated on the old living room armchair, legs curled under her as she scribbled away.

      Growing up, Moira had never understood what on earth her mom did that gave her so much to write about, and journaling was a habit that hadn’t passed on from mother to daughter. Now, however, Moira was grateful; even if she wasn’t using these to find details on Aeneas, she could read any random sentence and remember the sound of her mom’s voice—just like that.

      Moira had never gone through them before, the idea too painful to consider after the funeral. There had been too many other things going on in her life, and even when she’d started sleuthing about, trying to catch her dad on polaroid, Moira hadn’t thought to turn to them. Stupid, really. Such a valuable resource…

      However, after Moira skimmed through the entries roughly nine months before she was born, she found no reference to a man at all. No secret crushes, no one-night stands, no high-school sweethearts—nothing. Her mom mostly talked about work, and Moira flipped through the journals in a huff.

      If she couldn’t find anything, this walk down memory lane would only serve to rile her up.

      “This is the third time Gibson’s texted me,” Ella interjected softly, a hand on Moira’s shoulder. “Find anything yet?”

      “No,” she muttered, adding the last journal she’d looked through to the pile. “I know we have to get going, but I just thought…”

      She shook her head. Maybe she had been reaching here. Maybe her mom’s relationship with Aeneas hadn’t been worth documenting. Maybe…

      “Oh, there was one book I kind of assumed was a journal. I thought it’d be rude to read it,” Ella said, reaching down to the very bottom of the huge box and pulling out a black book. “When we were packing, I just wanted it to have a home, you know? I tucked it in the side of the box. Maybe this guy has some information.”

      Much longer and thinner than all the other journals, the notebook only appeared half used when Moira quickly flipped through it. Her heart sank, however, when she spotted the date on the inside of the cover: a month before her mom had first gotten sick. Two months before she died.

      Throat tight, she scanned the three lines on the first page: I once dated a man named Andrew. I thought he was the One. I can now confidently say, as of today, he was not, is not, and never will be.

      “Well?”

      “Something,” Moira murmured. Without a word, Ella started packing up the rest of the journals as Moira read on. Her heart hammered; it pounded between her ears, lodged up in her throat, and yet somehow fell into her stomach too, a nauseous wave hitting her. Moira couldn’t feel her fingers, but she turned each page frantically, skimming for details, for key words that caught her attention.

      

      I needed to know the truth.

      

      Andrew was not all that he appeared. How could I not have known? How could I not have seen it?

      

      I thought he was a social worker, always at the hospital during my shifts. I fell in love with him. I thought he loved me too.

      

      He paid me a million dollars after I told him I was pregnant with Moira. He made me swear on the Bible never to speak a word of our tryst. I had to promise to never contact him again. I didn’t believe in God. I wasn’t religious. I never thought he was either.

      

      I saved the money for Moira, let the interest grow. It paid for her schooling, until she wanted to pay for university herself. I couldn’t say no. I was so proud of her.

      

      But I couldn’t let him go. I needed to know him. Moira needed a dad—even if it was only a name.

      

      There were no records of the man I knew—the man I loved.

      

      I started digging around.

      

      Demons are real.

      

      Angels too.

      

      I couldn’t believe it. Didn’t understand it.

      

      Something about the number twenty-two. Biblical significance?

      

      Seraphim Securities is a lie, a front.

      Moira blinked hard, her vision blurring, and two tracks of tears rolled down her cheeks. Her mom had known—she had tried to do something. It read to Moira like she had recorded her findings first, but then the tenses in her writing changed—switched from past tense to present. And then it all seemed to fall apart.

      

      I feel like I’m being followed.

      

      Something is in the house with us. I felt it last night while I was getting ready for bed. I felt it watching me from down the hallway. I felt it in Moira’s room.

      

      I think the demons I paid told someone. Too dangerous. This is putting Moira at risk.

      

      His name was never Andrew.

      

      What have I done?

      “Moira?”

      She shook her head, lips quivering, head heavy, chest tight. Setting the journal on the ground, she flipped to the last two pages with any writing on them, then pressed her hand to her mouth to muffle a sob.

      On the left page, one word, six letters: Aeneas.

      On the right page: I think he’s going to kill me.

      “She knew,” Moira cried as Ella crouched down and hugged her. “She figured it out by herself—all of it. She found out who he really was, and she was terrified.”

      It had been hard enough watching her other best friend, the only real constant familial figure in her life, succumb to a horrific illness. To see the woman she loved so fiercely, whom she had looked up to her entire life, break down into a babbling, unfocused, neurotic mess—it had nearly destroyed her. Toward the end, she had been in so much pain that the doctors sometimes needed to keep her sedated just to ride out the day. Moira had been there, holding her hand, sleeping on a cot in the hospital, keeping her company through the worst of it.

      But none of that mattered.

      Because Lara Aurelia had been terrified of an angel—a creature that she thought was going to kill her.

      “I sh-should have been there to help her—”

      “Honey, you couldn’t have known,” Ella murmured, stroking her hair. Her voice had hitched, trembled, and Moira could tell without opening her eyes that she was crying too. Ella pushed her hair back, squatting in front of Moira to dry her tears, the newfound journal pushed to the side. “Listen to me… You did everything you could for her back then. Everything. She knew you loved her, right up until her last breath. I know because I watched it happen. We both did. You were the light of her life, and this—” she pointed an accusatory finger at the journal “—is not your fault. Do you hear me? Whatever that fucker did, to her, to you—”

      “Do you think he made her sick?” Moira hadn’t considered it until now, that the illness that had stolen her mom away could have had supernatural origins. No one could explain it. No one had been able to give it a name, but she’d assumed it was something—natural. “He gave her m-money not to talk about whatever they had, and she went looking for him. What if he—”

      “Stop.” Fat tears cascaded down Ella’s cheeks too, and she plopped back on the ground with a sniffle. “We’re gonna get him. We’re gonna find out what he did to her, and we’re gonna get him, do you hear me? We know his name now. If Mom could find him, then we can too.”

      “If it’s all true, then he killed her for digging into his backstory. He…” She couldn’t think about it anymore. She couldn’t imagine her mom, frightened and alone with this enormous secret—right up until the very end. She just couldn’t. Instead, she dried her eyes and took a few deep breaths, watching as Ella picked up the journal and flipped through it.

      “Fuck, Moira—”

      “Don’t read it.” She covered the page with her hand, waiting until Ella’s honey-brown gaze met hers. “You shouldn’t be involved in this. I shouldn’t have…  Severus shouldn’t… I bet he killed her, and he’ll kill you too.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Demons are terrified of angels,” she said, shaking her head as a fresh batch of tears surfaced. “Severus warned me about them, and then I got him involved anyway. I didn’t take it seriously. Not really. I just… I can’t…I can’t let you guys in on this anymore. I can’t… No one else should die because of—”

      “Shut your face, Moira.”

      No one else should die because of me. Because of who he is to me. The sentiment hung heavy between them.

      “Knowing this, I can’t let any of you go forward with me. It’s not safe.”

      “Well, I’m not going anywhere,” Ella told her as she swiped her thumb under each eye. She then snapped the journal closed. “And if you bail on Severus without an explanation, he will never forgive you. The guy digs you, Moira. Like. A lot. You don’t go to Hell for just anyone.”

      “I know.”

      “So, talk to him.” They grasped hands and stood. Moira grabbed the box of old journals and set it back where it belonged, then drifted toward the doorway, that black notebook clutched to her chest. By now, the sun bathed the parking lot, visible from where they stood in the row of covered storage units.

      If she talked to Severus, he wouldn’t back down—not after what they had been through together in Hell. Not with unspoken declarations of love in the air. He’d stay in the fight right to the bitter end.

      Right until Aeneas killed him.

      And Ella.

      And, probably, her.

      She couldn’t damn them like that. She just couldn’t. Ella would be easy to tuck away somewhere; maybe Alaric would agree to keep her inside the house until all this was over. He could be reasonable.

      But Severus…

      What the fuck was she going to do about Severus? He had risked so much for her already. She couldn’t ask him to go up against Aeneas for her too, not after this—not after learning what the angel had done to her mom. First Diriel had kidnapped Moira, tortured her, but the look in his eye when he had his sights set on Severus in the battle—it had frightened her more than anything he had ever done to her. And Diriel was a nobody. Aeneas had real power. Real authority. A very real ability to obliterate Severus—permanently. Just as he’d done with her mom.

      She couldn’t stand the thought of losing Severus too. Death was so permanent. She had learned that the hard way. So, why hadn’t she realized any of this sooner? Had the threats not been real enough?

      How could she have been this stupid—this careless?

      Miserably, she handed the keys to Ella as they approached the SUV, opting to ride shotgun on the way to Monroe’s. Her driving right now would have been a hazard.

      “Gibson, hey,” Ella chirped into her phone once she got the engine started up. “Are you checking up on me? My girl and I just needed to have a heart to heart about boy stuff. We’re headed to Monroe’s now. Oh, is the GPS not on? Well, I can’t fiddle with it while I’m driving—totally not safe. Gibson. Gibson. Gibson.” Ella shot Moira an eye roll, her smile forced. “D’you want white toast or whole wheat? Text me. I can’t talk. I can’t talk. No. I see a cop and I’ll get a ticket for being on the phone. I’m hanging up now. Bye, Gibson.”

      As they pulled out of the parking lot, Moira opened the notebook again to those last two pages and stared at them until she couldn’t see anymore, until her eyes filled with tears—until she knew exactly what she needed to do, but had always been too scared to accept. Moira had feared it from the beginning, feared that Severus would walk away, wash his hands clean of all this with every new bit of information they acquired. Before today, him leaving, too frightened of angels to continue, had sounded like the worst thing in the world.

      Now, she knew he wouldn’t go—but separation might be the one thing that would keep him alive.

      She inhaled shakily, her chest tight. Beside her, ever the forced distraction, Ella fiddled with the radio, cursed at shitty drivers, and shot Moira worried looks at stoplights.

      And if either of them listened closely, over the roar of the latest top-forty track, they might just hear the sound of her breaking heart.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Do my ears deceive me—or did you steal Alaric’s SUV this morning?” Severus cocked his head to the side, sprawled out on his bed, half naked and semi-rested. He grinned at the sight of Moira slinking into his bedroom. “Bit of a rogue move, even for you, darling.”

      Still blinking the sleep out of his eyes, he scratched at his head as she padded across the room and settled at the end of the bed.

      “Severus, we have to talk.”

      He frowned, then sat up a little straighter, rearranging the pillows to soften the bite of the barred wooden headrest on his back. “Moira, I was only teasing. I hardly think Alaric cares if you borrowed the SUV. I’m not thrilled that you went somewhere without me, but…”

      His gaze snagged on the thin black book in her hands, an item he’d never seen among her personal effects before. Curiosity piqued, he tried to put the pieces together, all the while wondering what Malachi had fucked up now. Why else would she look so serious? His brother had probably done something ridiculous, something that had now come back to bite Severus in the ass. Honestly, bringing him here had been a mistake—one he’d thought would correct itself after they left the hell-gate.

      But, his brother had stayed, curious as sin about all the twenty-first century technology around him—curious and insistent that Severus teach him everything in a single afternoon. Since Moira had been occupied with Ella for most of yesterday, Severus had begrudgingly done as his brother demanded, even if it had drained him of his final energy reserves.

      He had crashed sometime after they’d all settled in for a movie last night, and had then slept—holy fuck, eighteen hours. Shaking his head, Severus tossed his phone back on the nightstand, unsure of why Moira had yet to say a word. It hadn’t surprised him to wake an hour earlier to an empty bed; Moira had told him before he passed out that she’d be sleeping with Ella anyway. However, Gibson’s dulcet tones had carried from the second floor to the fourth, ranting on and on about how the girls took the SUV to get breakfast. While he hadn’t been able to hear Alaric’s response, he’d heard a door slam, promptly followed by Gibson’s heavy footsteps stomping down the stairs.

      Alaric wouldn’t care if Moira took the car. He had always told Severus that whatever vehicles he had on hand were free for him to use should he need them. So, why the sour face? Why did his little hybrid look like someone had died?

      “Moira?” He waited, the inner demon grumbling at the sight of her face falling further. Something was wrong. Something had happened. Damn it, he should have gone with her. But then again, she hadn’t exactly woken him up when she’d left. Clearly, she hadn’t wanted him to accompany her. Sighing, he pinched the bridge of his nose. He needed a human touch soon. Yesterday’s headache had cleared, but the trip to Hell had left him weak. Too weak—too weak when the woman he loved was still at risk. Diriel might have been sanctioned, but there was no telling where he was now, if he was back in Farrow’s Hollow or if he’d fled like he was supposed to.

      And if not Diriel, then there was still her father. She shouldn’t go out alone, at least not without himself or Gibson or, fuck, even Malachi, just someone who could actually do something in a fight against the supernatural. Ella was sprightly and mouthy—but human. What good was she?

      “I went to my mom’s old storage unit before we picked up breakfast,” Moira admitted, fiddling with the sharp corner of the book on her lap. She then tucked her hair behind her ears, her cheeks flushed and gaze averted. “I couldn’t shake this feeling that… I don’t know, I needed to go there. Mom used to journal here and there, and I thought she might have information about Aeneas. And then I found this…”

      He thought she might offer the book to him, but she clutched it to her chest instead.

      “She went looking for him, and she documented it all. She knew about demons, about Seraphim Securities, and she was terrified.” Moira pulled in a short breath, shaking her head slightly when Severus started to shuffle down toward her. He paused, his frown deepening.

      The inner demon’s rumbles had escalated to full-blown growls, neither of them understanding why she wouldn’t let him touch her. Clearly the news was upsetting—and Severus wanted her in his arms. He wanted to kiss the pain away and murmur gentle reassurances in her ear until the look on her face, that morose, anguished expression, melted away to something more palatable. She didn’t need to be all sunshine and smiles, but the sight of her now made his heart hurt right along with her.

      So, he pressed onward, crawling down the enormous king-sized bed, the sheets rumpled at his knees—but his jaw clenched when she climbed off and stood a few feet away. Physically fleeing from him now, was she?

      What the fuck had gone on while he’d slept?

      “This isn’t proof,” she insisted, tapping the book. “It’s only her suspicions, but Severus, I think he killed her. I think he realized she had broken her promise not to look into him after he, he, he paid her off when she was pregnant with me. I…I think he made her sick, and I think he killed her because of what she was doing.”

      It physically pained him to see her so distressed. Severus had known all along what the winged bastards were capable of. Demons grew up on fables of warrior angels; they lived the horror, but Moira was just getting her first real taste of it. Of course it upset her.

      “Darling, I’m so sorry you’ve had to find out this way. I know it can’t be easy.” Moira had actually liked her mother. They had been close, as far as he understood it, and now the man she had been waiting her whole life to meet was implicated in her death. Severus could sympathize. Not empathize, of course. He despised his mother—yet the news of her death had still hit him harder than he dared admit. Clearing his throat, he held a hand out to her. “Really. I’m sure it’s a lot to digest… Come here.”

      She shook her head. “No, Severus, I can’t.”

      “What?” He chuckled, waiting for her to break into a smile, emit a giggle, something to suggest that she was joking. Yet all she did was stare at him like she was about to—lose him. “Moira—”

      “I can’t do this with you anymore. If it’s all true, and he…and he killed her, I just can’t.”

      She was serious. This was a serious discussion. Battling a rush of panic, the inner demon clawing at the inside of his chest to get out, to show her she was being ridiculous and come here and let him make her forget all her troubles, Severus clambered off the bed and started toward her. Again she retreated—and it hurt as if she’d slapped him.

      “I mean, I don’t know how I could have been so naive,” she said, her voice catching. “You told me… You told me the day you told me everything. Angels aren’t supposed to, to procreate with humans, so obviously he’d kill to keep it a secret. He broke the rules, and he covered it up when the truth threatened to surface. And here I am, two years later, doing the exact same thing.”

      “Of course he’ll kill to keep the truth hidden,” Severus growled, one hand easing into a fist, a fist that got tighter and tighter the more she distanced herself from him. Not physically, but he could see it in her eyes—she wanted to run. “But angels have rules. They can’t kill willy-nilly. I’m fairly certain they need a just cause to butcher a human, and if your mother was a nurse, what could possibly be the just cause—”

      “Maybe he had someone else do it. I don’t know,” she cried, the red in her cheeks deepening sharply. “Severus, I don’t have the answers, but this just made everything so much clearer. I can’t keep dragging you into this.”

      “As I recall, I volunteered—”

      “And I’m not going to take the risk anymore. Not with you. I can’t. Please, please understand—”

      “I’m afraid I don’t, Moira, so just come right out and say it.” He winced, the inner demon driving his claws deeper into him. Maybe he was getting too riled up, but the way she was talking—she couldn’t back out now. She couldn’t. They were partners. “Moira, just stop being ridiculous. This… There’s no need for any of it.”

      That little book had made her emotional, sure, but they could work through that. He could comfort her as he always did, and she could pour out her heart to him until she was utterly spent. They’d hold one another until the storm had passed. They were partners.

      “It has to be done,” she whispered, her pale pink lips trembling, her eyes glassy. “Severus, I’m sorry, but it’s over. Our partnership… We agreed to work together until we found my dad. I know his name. I know where he works. I know what he looks like. It’s done. We… You don’t have to do this anymore. You fulfilled your end of the deal—”

      “You think I’m standing here right now for the sake of some fucking deal!” He hated himself for shouting, for raising his voice, for the demon eyes flashing to life in front of her. He sounded more beast than man, more demon than not, and he swallowed thickly when she clapped a hand over her mouth to smother a sob. Exhaling hard, Severus went toward her again—and again she withdrew, backing away from the door and across the room. She hovered in the bathroom doorway, her arms crossed over herself until one reached inside to flick the light on. Briefly he saw the way she trembled until the bathroom light cast deep shadows across her features, hiding her face, her tears.

      Fuck your tears, Moira. She didn’t get to stand there and cry, break his heart, so that he would back down and concede. No. Not today. Not this time.

      “I shouldn’t have involved you,” she told him, her words breathy. All around them, the air had started to cool—angelic sorrow. Scowling, he snatched a T-shirt off the shelf in his closet, dragging it over his head as she carried on. “It’s too risky. It was stupid of me to ask so much of you.”

      “I knew the fucking risks when I volunteered for this,” he snapped, yanking the shirt into place. “You don’t get to kick me aside now, not after everything. Not after…”

      Not after I’ve fallen in love with you.

      “It’s for the best,” was her response, and she yelped when he slammed his fist into the wall. Pain bloomed up his arm, and he flexed his hand open and shut, shaking his head at her.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do.” She brushed at her cheeks absently, sniffling. “I have to mean it, Severus. I’m sorry. We need…distance. We need space until I know he won’t hurt you.”

      She had always been rational before. Any time a discussion had become heated, they had found a way to discuss things calmly, even if they needed to vent a little at one another first. When that failed, there was always a more enjoyable way to solve an argument, but he had a feeling she didn’t want him near her. Kind of difficult to fuck the tension away when she wouldn’t stop running.

      Hands on his hips, he looked up and inhaled deeply. The early-morning sunshine gleamed through his bedroom skylight, and its cheery, chipper brightness was a fucking insult. He should have seen this coming. He should have expected this. With a lifetime of poor luck and rejection behind him, the first woman he truly loved had been destined to break his heart, to break him. There was no way around it—they had been doomed from the start. He exhaled a sharp, humorless chuckle, shaking his head.

      “Severus, please, this has nothing to do with you—”

      “How can it not?” Stalking around the bed, he snatched his phone off the little side table and shoved it in the pocket of his sweatpants. “You needn’t explain yourself, Moira.”

      “I feel like I do.” Now she followed him, the soft pitter-patter of her footsteps trailing after him as he crossed the bedroom to the door. “I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to say. Maybe I’m not being clear—”

      “It’s clear enough,” he growled, wrenching the door open, his back to her. “It’s over. It’s done. You don’t need to say it again.”

      “No, Severus, I don’t mean—”

      “Enough.” He paused, his entire body tensing when her hand fell on his arm. The inner demon responded like a cat in the sun, purring at the faint physical contact. Blind idiot. Slowly, Severus looked back, his black-eyed stare falling to her hand. He could only glance at her face, at the quivering lower lip and the open desperation in her eyes. His gaze flickered to them, yet he couldn’t meet them, couldn’t hold that blue-eyed stare. Not now. With a shaky breath, Moira retracted her hand at last, but he could still feel the burn of her touch.

      “Don’t go. Don’t leave.”

      “I need to,” Severus exhaled sharply, ignoring the way his brain screamed coward at him, over and over again, “not be here with you right now. I need to go. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “No, Severus, please…”

      He knew what she wanted—to sit down and talk it all out reasonably. Now was the time for that cool, calm, rational conversation they were so adept at.

      But he also knew how that conversation would end. He wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. So, he stalked out the door toward the stairs, trying and failing to ignore the sounds of Moira’s cries. He needed a breather. He needed a moment to think, to process—and perhaps to nurse his wounded pride, maybe even seek out the rationale behind her decision.

      And he couldn’t do that from inside this house.

      So, he blitzed down all the stairs, grabbed the key to the SUV, ignoring Malachi’s booming voice from the kitchen, and stormed out the front door.

      All the while, inside his head: coward, coward, coward.

      Run away like you always do. Run, you fucking coward. Run.
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      Well, that hadn’t gone according to plan—at all.

      Moira stood in front of Severus’s bedroom door, her fingertips still tingling from when she’d last touched him. The look in his eye—the hurt, the anger. She hadn’t meant for any of that. On the way home, a giant pile of Monroe’s takeout boxes on her lap, Moira had rehearsed what she’d need to say to him. She’d wanted to tell him that her mom’s journal had made things startlingly clear, and that if it was true, and Aeneas would go to such great lengths to silence her, then he would hurt Moira’s loved ones too. He would make her suffer by making them suffer, and then he’d take her out. It was the one way to keep his secret. Aeneas couldn’t bribe her like he’d done with her mom; she didn’t want money. She wanted the truth.

      And it seemed like he would kill to keep the truth dead and buried.

      The conversation was supposed to be honest and open, logical and forthcoming, but as soon as she’d sat down in front of Severus, she’d choked. All the carefully constructed speeches disappeared, and she had just been rambling, not choosing her words as thoughtfully as she could, not expressing herself as clearly as she would have liked. In short, it had been a disaster, and now Severus was gone—gone with the opinion that she didn’t want him.

      Which couldn’t be farther from the truth. Why was it such a ridiculous idea that she would want the space to keep him safe? Moira loved him. Distance wasn’t an insult—it was a protective measure.

      Drawing in a shaky breath, she pressed a hand to her forehead. She had known Severus wouldn’t go down without a fight. He wouldn’t step back from this unless she hurt him, but she hadn’t wanted to take that path—she still didn’t. Make them hate you, then it’s easier to say goodbye. No. She didn’t want to become a tired cliché. That hadn’t been her intention. They could do this, together yet apart, without breaking anyone’s heart.

      But maybe it was too late for that. Maybe she had already done it.

      Adrenaline coursed through her, and her hand shook as she tossed her mom’s journal onto Severus’s bed. She had to make this right. She had to fix it before he spiraled into thinking she didn’t want him, trust him, love him. Wiping her tears, she took a few deep breaths, noting how cold the room had become. No frozen eyelashes this time, but it had taken days of crying for those to form. If she sorted this out right away, there would be no more tears this morning.

      She had heard the door slam earlier, so it didn’t surprise her to hurry downstairs to a Severus-less first floor. Alaric was still in his bedroom, which left Ella and Malachi, both of whom were in the kitchen. Ella looked up sharply from where she had been unpacking the takeaway boxes at the breakfast bar, Malachi hovering just a few feet away. That golden lion’s mane, his thick wild hair connecting with a thicker, wilder beard, looked just as ridiculous today.

      “Hey,” Ella said as she crumpled up a few plastic bags and set them aside. “Are you okay? What happened? He just left.”

      Moira nodded; she had already noticed the keys for the SUV missing as she passed the front door.

      “We… I don’t know. I screwed it all up.”

      Ella’s faced shifted to something more sympathetic than Moira thought she deserved. “I know. We kind of heard. Everything.”

      Moira exhaled sharply and pulled her phone out of her pocket. Tapping around on the screen, she found Severus’s contact page and pressed the call button. It went straight to voicemail. She bit the insides of her cheeks and tried again as Ella continued to slowly, tentatively unpack all the breakfast crap they’d bought. Voicemail again. Tears blurred her vision, but she swept them away. He was doing it on purpose—rejecting the call. Severus had never had a dead cell battery in all the time she had known him.

      “Oh, honey, I know you meant well. I’m sure he just needs to cool off a bit.”

      “Yes, this is a trying time,” Malachi said, pushing off the counter and strolling to Ella’s side. He then had the gall to wrap one burly arm around her shoulders, his hand dangling dangerously close to her boobs. “But I’m sure we will all get through it…together.”

      Moira pressed her lips together, the incredulous look on Ella’s face plain as day and objectively hilarious. Her best friend met her eye briefly, then picked up a decidedly not plastic bread knife from the sea of Styrofoam takeout boxes—and stabbed it into the top of Malachi’s hand.

      Moira gasped, gawking at the pair. Malachi’s howl of pain startled her, but Ella remained unfazed as he staggered back, demon eyes aglow, wounded hand clutched to his chest. Moira hurried forward, not liking the way the chaos demon was staring at her best friend—like he wanted to eat her, or fuck her, or maybe both. He lurched for her, lips lifted in a snarling sort of smile that should have sent Ella running.

      “Oh my god, what?” Moira hissed, grabbing her best friend by the elbow and dragging her away. She shot Malachi a bewildered look over her shoulder, but Severus’s big brother appeared utterly transfixed on Ella, his teeth bared and his smile dark. When Moira finally stopped in front of the staircase, using it to block Malachi’s line of sight, she rounded on Ella, her eyes growing wider by the second. “What?!”

      “He just needs to learn about personal space—”

      “So you stab him?!”

      Ella arched an eyebrow, her arms crossed and her face flushed. “Yeah. Moira, he’s a demon. He’ll survive. Alaric said I need to set firm boundaries.”

      “Oh my god.” Moira pushed her palms into her eyes, ignoring the slight headache developing behind the left one. “I cannot handle another demon drama today, Ella. I’ve got enough of my own to deal with—”

      “You don’t have to take care of this. I’m fine.” Her friend’s hands wrapped around her wrists, tugging. Ella wasn’t strong enough to move Moira if she didn’t want her to, but she conceded, letting her hands fall to her side.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.” Ella glanced toward the kitchen, in which they could both hear Malachi snarling and growling to himself. “I’m good. There are plenty of other knives to stick in other places if need be.” She raised her voice a little for that last bit, then lowered it again as she asked, “What are you going to do about Severus?”

      Moira stared at her, mouth hanging open, trying to figure out who was this woman standing before her. Ella had always been the louder, braver, brasher of the pair. She’d faced down many a schoolyard bully back in the day, despite being half their size, and while Moira loved her protective bestie, she had a mouth on her—a mouth that could get her into trouble, especially with demons. Without Severus, there was no one to keep Malachi in check.

      No one but Ella, apparently.

      What the hell had this day become? It had started out so simple.

      “I…I don’t know.” She shook her head, finally breaking under Ella’s unflinching stare. “I don’t know if I want to leave you two alone now—”

      “I’m fine,” Ella insisted. She spoke a little louder again as she said, “Right, Malachi? We’re cool?”

      “We… You… We are most certainly… You,” came the demon’s eloquent response. Ella waved it off, shrugging.

      “We’re cool. Seriously. What are you going to do? He took the SUV and left. Slammed the door. He seemed pissed.”

      “He was upset,” Moira agreed, her adrenaline spiking again at the thought of their last conversation. “I didn’t get my point across like I should have. I told him that I needed space and distance, and I tried to tell him that it was because I want him to be safe, but I kind of just rambled. I fucked it all up.”

      Ella grabbed her arms and gave her a little shake. “You didn’t fuck it all up.”

      “I could have. I don’t know. We’ve never fought like this before. He misunderstood everything, and I was just crying because…because I don’t why, but I was, and it was a mess.” She sniffled, her frown deepening—but her resolve firm as ever. “I don’t want us to fall apart because of some stupid misunderstanding. I need to find him and talk about this. He needs to know I’m not, I don’t know, abandoning him or leaving him. I don’t know why he would think I—”

      “Ah, yes, one of the universe’s great mysteries,” Malachi mused from the kitchen. Both Moira and Ella peered around the stairwell, and Moira winced when the chaos demon finally yanked the knife out of his hand, blood gushing all over the takeout box lids. His demon eyes remained as he glared at them, tossing the knife behind him. It landed noisily in the sink seconds later. “Why, oh why, would my little brother misconstrue something as innocent as a bit of space as something worse? Imagine, spending your whole immortal life loathed by your own kind and repeatedly rejected by your parents. No, I can’t possibly fathom why he’d be so sensitive to this. No idea.”

      “Okay, peanut gallery slash brother of the year.” Moira held up a hand to silence him. “I get it. Thanks for the commentary.”

      “And stop bleeding all over breakfast,” Ella added. Malachi’s glare sharpened.

      “Then don’t stab me.”

      “Well, stop touching me when I don’t want you to and I won’t,” she fired back. He held up his wounded hand, blood running in twin streams down his forearm, and sputtered at her. Ella rolled her eyes. “Go run it under the sink. You’re fine.”

      “Ella, don’t antagonize him.”

      “Moira,” her friend met her eye, “I got this. Go find Severus. He took the SUV. Do you know where he’d go?”

      “I have an idea,” she said, watching as Ella dug out a pair of shoes from the closet and deposited them at her feet. She slipped her feet into her flats, offering a half smile when Ella handed over her purse. “Seriously though, I don’t know if I want to leave now. Should we wake up Alaric?”

      “In my very limited experience, demons just need to know you don’t put up with shit,” Ella told her, arms crossed, fingers drumming on her bicep. “But if it makes you feel better, I’ll grab Alaric.”

      “Dearest, I promise we don’t need a chaperone,” Malachi drawled, and Ella’s blush worsened. With the keys to Alaric’s Lamborghini in hand, the white monstrosity still parked out front, Moira looked between Ella and Malachi, not even a little bit sure what to make of them. She hesitated, not wanting to leave her best friend in a tense, possibly dangerous situation, but then there was Malachi at the sink, running his hand under water, grumbling to himself—and smiling.

      “Right, we’ll unpack this,” she gestured between the pair, “later.”

      “Nothing to unpack, but okay,” Ella said with a quick smile. “Good luck. I’m sure Severus will understand once you explain a little better. Even if you two pretend to separate to fool Aeneas, at least it’s something, right? Make him think you don’t care about Severus anymore, so then he’s off the guy’s hit list. Possibility.”

      “Yeah, on a TV show.”

      “I’m just spitballing here.”

      “I know, and I love you.” She kissed her best friend’s cheek, then shot Malachi a warning look when he glanced their way. “I’ll be back soon. Everybody behave. Save us some breakfast.”

      “I’ve already got the oven preheating to keep your stuff warm,” Ella insisted, all but shoving her out the front door. “Go find him. I know you two can work it out. Maybe try not to cry. Kind of muddles the whole thing for guys when you’re crying. Kind of unfair.”

      “Noted.” But no promises, of course. Moira had never been this emotional in her entire life. It was like once her mom got sick, all bets were off—the tears were ready and waiting to fall for every little thing.

      Not that she saw the conversation with Severus as little by any means, but she could acknowledge that she’d cried a lot lately. Too much. Time to put on her big-girl pants and talk this through the right way.

      Purse thrown over her shoulder, she hurried outside, closing the door firmly behind her, and then beelined for the Lamborghini. As she climbed in the driver’s seat, terrified of driving such a prestigious car, she heard Gibson calling her from across the street. She glanced up, and, through the traffic, she could see him shaking his head and mouthing no. Apparently the SUV was up for grabs, but the Lamborghini was not.

      “I’m not waiting for a taxi, Gibson,” she said, knowing he wouldn’t hear her anyway, and then slammed the door. Once she got the sleek sports car revved up, she checked her blind spots and quickly merged with the morning traffic. It took a few minutes to get a feel for how the car handled, but soon enough she was whizzing between lanes, bypassing slower-moving vehicles like she’d been driving the Lamborghini her whole life.

      Still, by the time she shifted the damn thing into park in the football stadium parking lot, she was shaking like a leaf and sweating like she had actually stolen the car. The only thing that calmed her nerves was the sight of Alaric’s enormous SUV parked in the spot Severus usually chose. Her gut had been right—he’d come here to think.

      She climbed out of the low car with some difficulty, weak-kneed and desperate to find him. When he wasn’t sitting in the SUV itself, she jogged toward their secret entrance at the back, jiggling the handle a few times to get it open. By the time she raced up the back stairwell and into the stadium seating, her heart was pounding between her ears, and despite not being out of breath, she found herself panting.

      Gripping her purse strap tight, she whirled around and scanned the wall behind the last row, the one they usually sat on to watch the sunrise. And Severus—wasn’t there. She frowned. No. The SUV was in the parking lot. He had to be here.

      Worried, she scanned the stadium, following the wall all the way around the first curve—until she found him. He was on the field. Smoking and staring down at his phone, right there in the middle of it. Her heartrate slowed, relief washing over her. Relief and mild annoyance at the confirmation that he was, in fact, screening her calls. But she probably deserved that, even if it did nothing to help their situation.

      Dragging a hand through her hair, Moira started her slow descent down the wide metal stairs of the stands. She thought about what she needed to say and how she needed to say it. How she needed to be sensitive to his history of rejection—and how she needed to make it perfectly clear that she didn’t want him to go away permanently. She didn’t want this to be over—even if she had used that awful word earlier.

      Moira nibbled her lower lip, studying him. She should have made that part way more obvious the first time around.

      Halfway down the stairs, something caught her eye—six somethings, actually. Six balls of light flickered to life around the football field, each one hovering some twenty feet from Severus. Encircling him—and warping from shimmering orbs into men in finely tailored suits. Men with white hair. Six of the ten faces she had memorized from Severus’s sketchbook.

      Her eyes widened. Angels.

      “Severus!”

      Her panic echoed across the stadium, infecting him the second he looked up. Dropping both his phone and his cigarette, Severus looped around, searching for a way out, as Moira sprinted down the steps. The angels moved in on him steadily, a pack of wolves advancing on the lone elk they’d separated from the herd.

      She pushed her new body to its limits, not thinking—just doing.

      “Get away from him!” she cried. “Leave him alone! He didn’t do anything!”

      His black eyes sought her out between a pair of angels, wide and frightened, arms up. She shook her head ever so slightly, flying off the last step and charging over the cement barrier that separated the field from the crowd. No. They aren’t taking you. I won’t let them.

      Severus tried to find an out, but every step back he took was another step closer to a different angel. The six had started to glow again, a pure white halo humming to life around them.

      “Stop!” she shouted, her throat raw and her hands burning. “Stop! He didn’t do anything wrong!”

      “Moira—run!” Severus bellowed back at her, his voice tight—and scared. He looked terrified. As the angelic glow intensified, he was forced to shield his eyes, snarling. Her feet pounded the turf. Nearly there, but so were the angels.

      “Don’t touch him!” She could hear him screaming now—screaming like Diriel had when they’d left him to face the wrath of Asmodeus. It cut through to her marrow, a sound she would never forget. Her hands throbbed with heat, with light, and she lifted them, ready to fight for the man she loved. “Leave him—”

      She gasped when the nearest angel turned, their eyes meeting. Blue eyes. Like looking in a mirror. The glow of the six was overwhelming now, even to Moira, but she saw those eyes—and she knew instantly.

      She’d had her mom’s eyes before all this.

      Now, she had his.

      Moira reeled back, hoping her angelic light would do something, hoping she hadn’t brought a knife to a gunfight. Ten feet away. Five. Just before she could reach Severus, grab him, his agonized screams filling the stadium, Aeneas lifted his hand, palm out, expressionless.

      And with a lazy flick of his wrist, like shooing away a fly—he blasted her clear across the field. Moira’s white light had lit up the Inferno, but the light of a true angel could illuminate a city. She shrieked the moment it hit her, drowning her in heat as it hurled her over the field and into the barrier. Her new body, the kind built to withstand pain, broke through the concrete, forcing the air from her lungs as she barreled back into the stands.

      Moira lay there, gasping. Pain bloomed throughout every limb. Something was broken. It had to be. She blinked hard, rebelling against the darkness that threatened to consume her, willing herself to get back up and fight for Severus.

      But she couldn’t move. Warmth dribbled from her nostrils, out the corner of her mouth. She choked his name, her gaze dropping to her arm—which was supposed to be lifting and bracing and pushing her back up again. It didn’t move. Nothing did. Slowly, she looked up at the clear blue sky, each blink heavier than the last.

      “S-Severus?”

      The last thing she realized before the blackness took her, her broken body sprawled across the first-row seating, was that she couldn’t hear him screaming anymore.
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* * *

      Moira awoke to the sound of her own heartbeat.

      Eyes closed, the world dark around her, she first clued in to the steady, constant rhythm. Beep beep, beep beep, beep beep. It was the same sound she had listened to for weeks as her mom lay in a hospital bed. On that final day, Lara Aurelia’s heartbeat had been inconsistent—too fast, too slow, until finally it was too nothing. Moira had heard it stop. She’d heard the crash cart rattling down the hall. She had been pushed out of the way as the dedicated hospital team pounced on her mom and tried to revive her heart.

      This was much calmer.

      She inhaled deeply. The scent of clean, albeit starchy linens filled her nose, paired with the faintly chlorine smell of recently cleaned floors. No need to open her eyes—she knew she was in a hospital bed. Not at home with Severus. Not at the stadium with Severus. In fact, not with Severus at all.

      The angels had taken him.

      Her eyes snapped open at last.

      Her dad had tried to kill her—again. Or, at the very least, tried to seriously maim her. Groaning, she shifted about, her body stiff and sore, but still in one piece. Maybe he hadn’t tried to kill her. As angry tears swarmed her eyes, as she stared at the white ceiling tiles speckled with grey, she figured maybe he had wanted to send a message. Her worst fears had come true. He had taken the man she loved.

      Severus could already be dead.

      “No,” she croaked, her voice hoarse. Thank goodness she hadn’t woken up with some tube stuffed down her throat—that would have been alarming. Still, when every swallow felt like sandpaper, she had to assume one had been down there at some point.

      Who cares about a fucking tube? Severus is…

      Out there.

      Being tortured.

      Being punished for some crime she knew he hadn’t committed.

      And she couldn’t sit here a second longer without him.

      Much to her surprise, she had woken up in her own private room. The door was closed, the curtains drawn over the window. A pile of fat, squishy pillows propped her up, and a few layers of blankets kept her nice and toasty. Straightening up hurt. Her shoulders, her sides.

      Oh. Her left wrist was in a cast. Moira wiggled her fingers. While they were sore, nothing felt broken, and having broken her right arm when she was nine, she still remembered that pain. She examined the cast. Nope. Not broken. She winced when a sharp pain shot from her wrist to her elbow. Something definitely hurt. Actually, a lot of things hurt. Her entire being ached, certain parts sharper than others, but after testing the rest of her limbs, she decided she was alive and in one piece. If something had broken, her new body had already started to heal it.

      “Good job, new body,” she muttered, checking under her hospital gown, her cheeks warming to find herself naked. Someone had undressed her. Someone had found her. What would they think of that scene? How would they explain the damaged barricade? How bad had her injuries been when they’d happened upon her?

      Bad enough to warrant a cast. She picked at it for a moment, hoping she’d be able to get it off before she left the hospital—which would be soon. Very soon. She had every right to check out of here without a doctor’s permission.

      First things first—she reached over and turned off the heart rate monitor. If she went ripping all the sensors off herself, the machine might call a code. Next came the sensors on her chest, then, with some effort, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and carefully removed the IV line from her right hand. It smarted a little, as did her ribs now that she was upright. In fact, her entire body just felt heavy, like it wanted to fold over on itself—or go back to sleep. Taking soft, short breaths, she prodded each rib bone and hissed at the sharp pain that flared in response.

      Fractured, probably, though it was difficult to tell which ones were fractured and which ones just hurt a whole hell of a lot.

      As she slid off the bed, tentatively touching down on her toes first, she was pleased to note that her head was clear. Nothing seemed clouded. She could move her mouth, form coherent words without slurring. So, she wasn’t doped up. That was good. It meant she could, with a clear mind, check herself out of here.

      Walking proved to be a little more difficult than she anticipated. The entire right side of her thigh was heavily bruised, as was her arm, and she found herself shuffling to the private bathroom. Shuffling, shuffling, shuffling along, slowly but surely, and she gasped when she flicked on the light and caught herself in the mirror.

      Not only was her right side bruised, but the entire right half of her face had the same colouring. She inched closer to the small mirror over the sink, gently prodding the skin, and decided that it looked worse than it felt. The handful of new, thin gashes across her cheek and forehead were also tender, but no worse than what Diriel had done to her. She stared at her face, the unbruised side made paler by the intense colouring everywhere else.

      “I can do this.” She cleared her throat, voice still no more than a hoarse whisper. “I can do this.”

      Get out of here. Find Severus. Make the right people pay.

      Nothing else mattered.

      After making a quick toilet pit stop, Moira shuffled back to her room—only to find zero personal effects anywhere. No purse, no phone, no clothes. Right. All three were necessary to get out of here. So, she double-checked that her butt wasn’t hanging out the back of her gown—it wasn’t—and then headed for the door.

      The long corridor, stretching on in either direction, was quiet when she stepped outside. Moira counted a dozen doors on both sides of the hall, and she figured she was in one of the hospital’s private recovery suites. How she’d wound up here—she had no idea. Most emergency patients landed elsewhere, usually in a room with nothing but a sheet dividing them.

      Down to the left, she spotted what looked like the edge of the ward’s nursing station, but before she could start her slow, zombie-like shuffling, Moira grabbed her chart from the little pocket on the back of the door. Nibbling her lower lip, she scanned it for a list of the injuries she’d been admitted with: broken wrist, six fractured ribs, possible concussion, abrasions throughout.

      No internal bleeding—it had been underlined twice. Huh.

      Well, some of those things were already healing themselves—and someone was going to want an explanation for that. She needed to get out of here.

      “But you called me. I’m her emergency contact! Why would you bring me here if I can’t see her?”

      Ella’s panicked voice carried down the hall from the nurse’s station, and Moira’s face ached when she risked a smile. Good. Someone to help her get out of here. As she shuffled along, she noted that it was well after ten o’clock at night—she’d been out for most of the day. Ella must have been losing her mind. Brow furrowed, she tried to push herself harder, faster, not wanting her best friend to worry a second longer than she already had.

      “Visiting hours are over,” a woman remarked in a firm, patient tone. “You can come back first thing tomorrow morning—”

      “No,” Ella snapped, “no, I’m going to see her now.”

      “Look, I don’t know how you even got up to this level, but I can’t allow you—”

      “I’m family! We… She’s my family,” Ella pleaded. “Please just tell me where she is.”

      “If you don’t remove yourselves, I’m going to have to call security.”

      “Fine. Don’t help. Moira? Moira?!”

      Too exhausted to respond, to keep shuffling, Moira leaned against the wall just past the last doorway, in full view of her people, but neither Ella, the red-faced nurse, or the tall blond guy seemed to notice her presence—

      Wait. Was that Malachi?

      Why didn’t he look like a yeti?

      Moira’s eyes narrowed, taking in his new appearance. He stood behind Ella, hands in his pockets, expression hard and eyes dark. Not quite full black, but she knew that look; he was a second away from making the switch. Gone was the enormous beard, replaced with a clean-shaven face that showed a strong jaw and dimpled chin, his lips supple and slightly downturned. He and Severus shared a nose, the same regal cheekbones, but while Severus’s eyes were charcoal most of the time, Malachi’s were a startling blue. The change from blue to black was probably off-putting.

      Her gaze shifted a little higher as Ella continued to argue with the nurse. Gone was Malachi’s wild, beast-man hair. He now wore his short, textured golden locks swept back. He even rocked a little side-part.

      He looked good.

      Really good. The fitted ruby-red dress shirt, sleeves scrunched up around his elbows, muscular forearms on display, and the grey slacks—not exactly summer appropriate, but attractive on a man of his stature.

      Wait.

      What?

      She wrinkled her nose. Maybe she did have a concussion.

      “That’s it!” the nurse proclaimed from behind the counter. “I’m calling security.”

      “No, no, please don’t,” Ella said as the woman picked up the phone, its cord stretching as she pressed it to her ear. “I’m sorry for yelling. Really. I—”

      Just as the nurse started to tap around on the dial pad, Malachi calmly reached over, his arm seeming to stretch on forever, yanked the phone out of her hand, and crushed it into little bitty pieces on the countertop.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and tell us what room’s she’s in, and we’ll be on our way.” His smile had Ella blanching, and the nurse staggered back into the wall, her eyes wide. Malachi, meanwhile, appeared to be trying hard to restrain himself. “I think it’s in your best interest—”

      “Malachi, don’t threaten the nurse,” Moira managed, forcing herself to have the energy for all this, to swallow the surge of white-hot rage she used to feel whenever her mom came home from a twelve-hour shift, a veteran nurse with twenty-six years of experience, and told her about some asshole who had made her night hell for no reason. “She’s just doing her job.”

      “Oh my god, Moira!” Ella squealed, darting around Malachi and charging toward her—only to stop just shy of dragging her into a hug. “Your face. Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry about these two,” she said to the nurse as the woman blitzed around the counter and made a beeline for the door. “They’re just passionate people…”

      And she was gone. So much for having the staff on her side when she tried to discharge herself. Malachi watched the nurse go, hands in his pockets, and then shrugged as the door swung shut.

      “We tried it your way,” he said, strolling over to a frantic Ella, who was still checking Moira over without touching her. “I think mine was more efficient.”

      “She’s going to get security,” Moira told him weakly. “Your way kind of sucked, but… Thank you.”

      He nodded, but before he could get another word out, Ella straightened, her voice high-pitched, verging on hysterical. “What happened to you?! I get a call that you’re in the hospital, that they found you at the campus stadium unconscious! Did he do this? Did Severus do this to you?”

      “What?” It took her a few seconds to process the accusation. “No. Of course not.”

      “Diriel? I thought you said he was banished from the city—”

      “I need to get out of here,” Moira muttered, tugging at her cast. “Nothing’s broken. I’m just a bit beat up. Really. I’m fine.”

      “Shall I go look for a healer?” Malachi asked, rocking back and forth on his heels. “I’m sure you’ll be sorted entirely come tomorrow, maybe a few days. Angel hybrids tend to be quite resilient, apparently—”

      “Stop being so calm about this!” Ella snapped, glaring between them. She then grabbed Moira by the shoulders and forced her to meet her gaze. “Honey, I’m glad nothing’s broken, but this is serious.”

      “I know, I know, I’m more tired than I thought I was.” Suddenly all she wanted to do was curl up on the floor and sleep, her eyelids heavy.

      “Was it Diriel? Should I tell Alaric and Gibson to stay outside—you know, monitor the doors or something? They’re just parking the car.”

      “No,” she said, then offered her best friend a weak smile. “No, it wasn’t Diriel. It…” Moira swallowed hard, her dad’s eyes flashing across her mind, Severus’s screams rattling around her brain. “It was angels.”

      Malachi inhaled sharply, and she looked up at him.

      “Angels did this, and they took Severus. They came for him, and they got him.” She shook her head, lower lip starting to quiver, her voice suddenly thick. “He was screaming and I tried to stop them, and then…then this.”

      She gestured to herself, leaning back on the wall for support. Her vision blurred, but she blinked back her tears quickly. No time for tears. Every tear shed, every second wasted, was another moment without Severus.

      Another second of him being tortured.

      “Angels?” Ella asked in a small voice.

      Moira nodded, a bitter laugh escaping her. “Angels.”

      “Angels…” Malachi let out a long breath, his hand pressed to his forehead, his eyes black. “Fuck.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      To be continued in KILLER, the final novel of THE HUNT serial. Look for it June 28th, exclusively on Amazon.
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