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      “Severus, Severus, Severus… You’ve been a bad little beastie, haven’t you?”

      Slowly, with great difficulty, Severus lifted his gaze to the creature standing on the other side of the wooden post he’d been hanging from for—well, fuck knows how long, honestly. While unable to feel his hands, most of his arms, Severus could most certainly feel the deep, desperate ache in his shoulders. It was relentless, the pain. Unending. Vicious. He shifted about, the inner demon snarling at the sight of Aeneas in the flesh.

      He wasn’t surprised that the warrior angel had collected him. It had been Moira’s great fear during their last conversation—their last argument, he reminded himself, in which he’d acted like a scorned child mid-tantrum. She had feared this very scenario, so much so that she had been willing to walk away just to keep him safe. He hadn’t been able to see it at the time. All Severus had seen was the rejection, the fuck off in her eyes—which, when he thought back on it, and he had had plenty of time to think thus far, hadn’t really been there. But fuck off was what he had seen, experienced, endured from every other significant connection in his life, save Cordelia and Alaric. Instinct had forced him to run, to protect himself before the woman he loved could gut him and play with his ruined innards.

      But what had running got him?

      Captured.

      Captured, fading in and out of consciousness for an eternity, with the knowledge and guilt that he had reacted too severely before. He should have just talked to her. He should have forced her to explain it, in agonizing detail, just to be sure of her intentions—even if it could have broken him.

      Because—Moira wasn’t his parents.

      She had never blindly hated him for being an incubus.

      He should have realized…

      “Wake up, dog.”

      He grunted when the angel’s foot collided with his side, the steel-toed boot threatening to crack a rib.

      “I am awake,” he rasped, his forehead resting against the prickly wood, knees bent. He could stand, relieve the pressure, but he was too weak. He had been weak when he’d returned from Hell—but he was far worse now, his strength draining, in need of a human’s touch.

      The post stretched some twenty, maybe thirty feet in the air—ready to accommodate all sizes of demonkind. Cuffs snapped tightly around Severus’s wrists, offering little to no wiggle room, and chains strung him up. Below him, sand. It filled his circular cell, which had showered him in ceaseless fluorescent light since he’d arrived. While nothing like the bright burn of the angels’ light, it had been no more comfortable.

      At least it hadn’t scorched his skin. The first time he had awoken, shirtless and alone, Severus had found his face, arms, hands scalded and blistered. The pain had been excruciating, so much so that even his inner demon cowered. Since then, his body had healed—barely.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he spied Aeneas crouching by his side, head cocked, as though examining an unfamiliar creature at the zoo. Severus should have relished the sight of the angel; he had his daughter’s eyes, her pale pink lips, her severe angles.

      Only Aeneas was nothing like Moira. He lacked all her warmth, her good-natured smile. He paled in comparison.

      Moira was a vision.

      Aeneas was a nightmare.

      Severus swallowed hard, his throat lined with sandpaper—but he knew better than to ask for water. He knew better than to hope for any comforts in this prison, which, if he had to hazard a guess, he suspected was in the basement of Seraphim Securities.

      That was the rumor, anyway, amongst the local demon community.

      Still, for all he knew, they could be far from Farrow’s Hollow—far from the protection of Alaric and his father, and, worse, far from Moira.

      Alone again, Severus.

      He gritted his teeth when Aeneas dug a hand into his hair and wrenched his head back. Staring into the face of the enemy, Severus had expected to find it impassive. In his experience of sketching them for two weeks straight, angels seldom wore their emotions on their sleeves. Most of the time they appeared neutral, excluding the odd little smile here and there. Yet Aeneas radiated smugness. He oozed pride, cruelty. The latter shouldn’t have surprised Severus, but he couldn’t help it: angels were supposed to be do-gooders. Protectors. Watchers.

      The smile Aeneas wore now was better suited to a demon—a prince of Hell, even, the kind they wore before they slit your throat. Severus swallowed hard, his neck straining under the angel’s grasp; was Aeneas about to slit his throat?

      No. He glared up at the creature—this so-called protector of humanity, dressed in a tailored suit, a gold ring on the pinky of his free hand. Aeneas would draw this out, make it hurt. Severus was doomed to suffer under the angel’s hands—of that much he was certain.

      “Thou art a sinner, Severus Saevitia,” Aeneas murmured. “We have been watching your filthy little operation for years, waiting for you to slip up. And now you’ve done it… Six clients dead in a mere twenty-four hours. Fresh from a hell-gate to a bloodbath. We cannot stand for this.”

      Severus’s eyes widened as the angel tsked down at him, admonishing him as one might a child. Sluggishly, he digested the news, his head snapping back up the moment Aeneas released it. Six clients—dead?

      Rage roiled within him. White-hot, piping fury that had him yanking at his restraints with all his might. The chains rattled but gave no sign of budging. The metal would have been forged in Heaven—what hope had he, in his weakened state, of breaking it?

      The realization did nothing to soothe his temper. Even his inner demon responded, roaring within, and his eyes snapped to black as he glowered up at Aeneas.

      “There’s no point in denying it,” Aeneas mused, nonplussed by the display, by Severus’s aggression. In fact, it only seemed to amuse him further. “We found their mutilated bodies, Severus. All of them. Whatever did sweet Pamela Prescott do to you?”

      He shook now, his body trembling violently as his supposed charges washed over him. Pamela Prescott—the widow in her early fifties who saw him twice a month. He had scheduled her more frequently in the weeks that he hunted Diriel, before he and Moira had gone to Hell. She’d brought him a sample of the first vegetables from her garden. Little things—tiny tomatoes, baby carrots, the daintiest of zucchinis. Moira had thought the gesture sweet; she’d even used the produce in their supper one night.

      Pamela Prescott adored him, and Severus had grown quite fond of her. She was prim and quiet, a little shy—a woman who wanted to talk more than fuck.

      Her face flashed before his eyes, and Severus yanked at his chains again, shooting up and pressing a foot against the wooden pole, trying desperately to push off, to get some additional leverage.

      “I never touched those women,” he snarled, practically foaming at the mouth as he lunged for Aeneas—lunged, and yet stayed right where he was, too, the chains offering no give. The angel merely arched a white eyebrow, then snorted.

      “Technically, you did. You touched all of them. Intimately. Repeatedly. Sinners, the lot of you.”

      “You had no right to hurt them—”

      “Me?” Aeneas pressed a hand to his chest, his expression shifting to mock hurt. “I never hurt them, beast. I never so much as rustled one hair on their little heads. You, on the other hand—”

      “It isn’t a crime to seek companionship,” Severus growled. “To seek comfort and pleasure.”

      “Ah, but did they know you sought something too?” Aeneas clasped his hands behind his back. He wore a small, patronizing smile now, but his eyes glittered with malice—with victory. “You stole from them, incubus. You used them for years, then butchered them for your own twisted delights.”

      “Lies,” he hissed. “All of it… You slaughtered innocents to put me away. You. Not me.”

      “None of your whores were innocent—”

      “Something tells me you don’t quite understand how escorting works,” Severus said without thinking. “I’m the whore, not them.”

      He tensed as a flicker of rage flashed across the angel’s face, vivid and raw, before finally letting out a soft breath when Aeneas smiled again.

      “Semantics. I’ve done nothing but my duty, entrusted to me by Him to—”

      “Probably not to fuck his children, right?” Severus lifted his eyebrows, knowing and not caring that he was pushing his luck. “I’ve heard that’s frowned upon by the heavenly father—”

      Getting punched in the face by an angel was nothing like getting sucker punched by a demon. Severus went down hard, the chains biting into his skin as they propped him up. An angel’s fist—it was a sledgehammer. Ten sledgehammers. A hundred. As he hung there, mouth open, blood dribbling onto the sand below, he considered it a fucking miracle he hadn’t lost all his teeth too. Spots danced before his eyes, and he tried blinking them away, his shoulders screaming in agony once more, his full weight resting upon them.

      The demon within snarled, a vicious, brutal sort of sound that rattled between his ears. No acid reflux this time. Severus knew his truest self wanted him to fight back.

      And just how am I supposed to do that? Snark him to death?

      He glanced around his prison cell, searching for mounted cameras within the sprawling space. Above, the roof domed, designed as one giant, unrelenting white light. Over his shoulder, he spied iron bars across an arched doorway, and darkness on the other side. No cameras. Nothing modern as far as the eye could see. Severus gulped. The punishment waiting for him—there was probably nothing modern about that, either.

      “No,” he said with a heavy sigh, feeling the weight of Aeneas’s stare on his back. “No, you didn’t hurt anyone, I’m sure. You’re too careful for that, aren’t you? Just doing your duty… You probably had your lackey Diriel do it, didn’t you? Not sure how. He’s only just been released from Hell, and he’s marked, too, for his crimes. But I’m sure you managed.”

      Aeneas hummed in agreement, and suddenly Severus felt him crouching at his right side again, the angel’s presence vibrating so soundly that it made him nauseous.

      “Yes, that mark has made things difficult,” he breathed, the words burning across Severus’s skin. “I’d no idea the Corrupted Ones were doling out the same punishments down in the pit that we’re taught in Heaven, but I’m not surprised. They always were followers.”

      “And you angels are, what, freethinkers?” Severus tried to make himself snort, but the sound choked him, getting stuck and gargled in his throat. Blood spurted over his lips instead, and he spat a mouthful toward Aeneas. It missed, painting the sand. With great difficulty, once more he raised his stare to Aeneas, narrowing it as he asked, “Did you pay Diriel too? Just as you paid Moira’s mother, Lara, to keep your secret? He’s a Lutum. He’s nothing, yet these days his network rivals some of the more established mob families. Did you buy his services? Is that why he wears all those fucking crosses? A s-subtle nod to his real master?”

      “Such theatrical lies, beast,” Aeneas said, chuckling as he stood. “Though I am hardly surprised you have such a wild imagination. Your kind spouts lies just as naturally as they breathe. Great, grandiose lies in order to damn as many humans as you can. Pathetic, really.”

      “Go fuck yourself—”

      “Charming, as always.” Aeneas wrinkled his nose down at him for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Severus Saevitia, incubus, for the sin of murder, you are hereby sentenced to a century of imprisonment and punishment for every human life taken. By my count, that condemns you to six centuries with us. Welcome to Seraphim Securities. I am fairly certain you will not enjoy your stay.”

      “You think I care about what happens to me?” Severus snarled, peering over his shoulder after Aeneas disappeared from his side, footsteps squishing across the sand. “I care about her. How could you do this to Moira? She’s your child—”

      A hand slammed onto the back of his neck, shoving him down, stretching his shoulders to their limits.

      “Moira Aurelia is an abomination,” Aeneas hissed, all that refinement, that air of arrogance, gone, and in its place a brute malevolence that Severus could feel in his marrow. “When the courts of Heaven decree it, and I receive permission from Michael at long last, I will slit her throat and bleed her dry, do you hear me? Perhaps I will do it here.” The malevolence eased, as if his spirits lifted at the thought. “Severus, you can watch her die.”

      “She’s been searching for a father her whole life,” he bit back, “but you’re the one who missed out. She’s incredible. She’s smart and kind and beautiful—what you angels are supposed to be, and she’s only a hybrid. She will put you to shame, vermin. Just you wait and see.”

      “Ah, yes, feel me quake in mine boots,” Aeneas spat, taking a step back. He then flicked something into the incubus’s line of sight: the tail end of a flogger, the tassels made of leather, their ends tipped with metal spikes. Severus’s breath hitched. That thing—it would peel the flesh from his back. Aeneas had mentioned a punishment alongside imprisonment. How often would he be flogged? Daily—for six long centuries?

      Severus blinked hard, fighting back the sudden onslaught of emotion. His fear had finally gotten the better of him—fear that Moira would be long dead by the time he got out of here, whatever was left of him.

      The spike-tipped straps disappeared from his side, only to rain down upon his back seconds later with all the force of a thundering train. He inhaled sharply as the spikes ripped across his back, breaking skin. Pain blurred his vision, and he clenched his eyes shut, choking out a groan.

      “Now, I’ll knock ten strokes off today’s session if you tell me how to get into that little enchanted house of yours,” Aeneas told him, his voice calm again, his anger subdued. Severus heard the rustle of the tassels, the jingle of the spikes knocking together as the angel reeled his weapon back. “Severus? Think now. Twenty strokes will become ten. Tell me about the illusion. Give me the name of the witch who cast it. We know the building exists along this plane—we merely need a nod in the right direction so that we may access it. None of my men have been able to crack it, and they’ve been trying for years.”

      Blood pooled in the small of his back. He could feel it, dripping languidly from his wounds, from the dozens of serrated slices across his flesh.

      So, they hadn’t broken Cordelia’s spells, eh?

      The thought had Severus smiling. His resolve stiffened—it had never faltered in the first place, but now a deep-seated satisfaction pumped through him. For all the fear the demon community had of these creatures, Cordelia had outwitted them, outmaneuvered them. His cousin, a fucking prodigy of a witch, had kept Moira, Alaric, hell, even Ella and Malachi, out of Aeneas’s grasp.

      “You’ll never break it,” he sneered. “Never.”

      Another crack of the flogger across his back silenced his chuckles, the laughter morphing into a low growl of pain.

      “Fine. I prefer it this way, dog. You’ll break. They all do in time, and I have an eternity to wait you out.”

      The blood seeped into his trousers now, grey sweatpants he had haphazardly thrown on the morning he and Moira fought. The third strike of the flogger had Severus snarling in agony, teeth gritted, eyes shut, the inner demon’s roars drowned out by the pounding of his own heart.

      The fourth strike had him cursing.

      The tenth strike had him screaming.
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        * * *

      

      Seraphim Securities. She wasn’t supposed to be here. Moira lifted her chin as she glowered at the black and grey box across the street, its golden letters catching the light of the setting sun. She shouldn’t be here—because she couldn’t control herself in front of this building. Not anymore. Not when she knew, she just knew, Severus was somewhere inside, trapped, captured, in pain.

      Maybe even dead.

      No. She closed her eyes and dragged in a steadying breath.

      He had been gone for three days now—three agonizing days, the same number she had been held by Diriel. Tortured by Diriel. Abused by Diriel. By midnight on the third night, Severus had come kicking down the door with a motley crew at his heels. She had been out of there. Rescued. Ready to start healing from the ordeal.

      And where would Moira be at midnight tonight? Back at the house. Stewing. Worrying. Waiting for Cordelia to arrive from Hell so she could perform a location spell, one that would confirm Severus’s whereabouts. Alaric had gone to his high-and-mighty dad, begging for help, but had been told that if angels had taken Severus, they might as well start mourning him now: you don’t come back when the angels take you. Not anytime soon.

      But Moira couldn’t accept that.

      Neither could Malachi. Unfortunately, Severus’s chaos demon big brother didn’t know the local demons well enough to start making deals—or, as he would have preferred, cracking skulls. It had been three days of thumb-twiddling while Malachi and Alaric put a plan in motion.

      And Moira had sat around, useless. Wanting to help, but not knowing how. Waiting for someone to call her about the incident at the stadium—for the police to show up at her old student house with questions nobody could answer. So far, nothing.

      Unable to sit still that afternoon, she had snuck out without anyone knowing—Ella and Gibson included. Alaric’s daytime handler had been paying extra-close attention to the front of the house since they’d taken all the cars without permission the other day, that awful day, and Ella had been glued to Moira’s side since they returned home from the hospital, Moira battered but not broken. Determined. She was more determined than ever, but her priorities had changed.

      Moira wanted Severus back. She’d stopped giving a single fuck about her so-called dad the second he blasted her through a concrete barrier at the stadium. Once she had the man she loved back, safe and sound, she would come up with a way to make Aeneas suffer. There had to be one. Angels weren’t the almighty end-all of supernatural creatures. She would find a weak spot. She had already told Malachi to ask Cordelia to bring up all the texts she had in Hell about all known supernatural beings.

      “They’re in Latin,” Malachi had noted flatly, unimpressed with the request. “Or Aramaic. Do you speak either?”

      “I took a beginner’s Latin course at school,” she’d snapped back, but that course had been years ago. “Maybe Cordelia can, I don’t know, spell them into English. Something.”

      At least she was trying.

      Today’s outing hadn’t been about trying. After she’d realized that the cool 1.2 million sitting in her account was the money Aeneas had used to buy her mom’s silence, Moira didn’t want it anymore. Not a penny. So, in an effort to keep busy when the hunt for Severus stalled, she started researching charities. Today, she had gone out and made a sizeable donation to the hospital her mom had worked at, and another to a children’s charity downtown—the very kind she had been interested in working with as an art therapist, before all this supernatural madness had started. A hundred grand. She’d written a check and dropped it off in the money donation bin, along with her contact information should the administration need to verify that it was, in fact, a valid check.

      Walking around downtown, her hair out in the open for all to see, Moira had meant to go back to the house—apologize to Ella, who had been calling her for the last hour. She didn’t mean to worry her best friend; there were just a thousand things on her mind, and her fears for Severus had made her antsy, fidgety—emotional. Lately she had needed the space to clear her head, and her best friend just refused to give it to her. Ella meant well. Moira loved her to death. But she just needed time. The occasional bit of space. No more than two hours.

      She had meant to walk home. Sit on Severus’s bed. Breathe in his scent, one of his shirts pressed to her nose. Eyes closed, she could have pretended he was there. Her mind could slow, the frantic thoughts vanishing just for a moment.

      But here she was. Standing in front of the café they had frequented for two weeks when it all began, where they had sketched angels and eaten breakfast together.

      Here she was. Glaring at Seraphim Securities. Hands burning. Eyes tearing. Lips trembling.

      She probably looked crazy. Moira didn’t care. She just wanted Severus.

      Give him back to me, you psychotic bastards.

      He hadn’t deserved to be taken. He hadn’t deserved to scream in agony that day, surrounded by six angels, their light searing his skin. She remembered it later, the faint sound of flesh sizzling. He didn’t deserve any of it.

      “I knew the risks when I fucking volunteered for this.”

      Just because he’d known the risks didn’t mean Moira was okay with what had happened—with him taking the brunt of the danger, carrying the entire burden on his shoulders.

      The building before her was closed now, the hours on the website listing Seraphim Securities as an 8–5 business like many of the other downtown corporations. The lights were dimmed in the lobby. Evening traffic rushed by her, workers eager to get home, get drunk, get out. At just after 6 PM, she hadn’t expected any of the angels to come strolling out—they usually left with the work crowd. However, when the huge double doors opened, she stiffened, half expecting to find Aeneas there.

      Aeneas, not her dad. She refused to call him that anymore, not even in her own mind.

      He hadn’t earned that privilege.

      And she figured he never would.

      Much to her surprise, out walked a familiar face—as familiar as one could be after a single meeting. He looked up sharply and stopped, their eyes meeting across the whiz of traffic. Zachariah, the angel who had interrupted Moira and Severus the morning they—well, Severus—had tried to seduce building plans out of Mary, the lobby receptionist. Back then, the angel had filled the doorway, his frame enormous, his voice booming. Bald. Black skin, blue eyes, and white eyebrows. He wore a tan trench coat over his suit today, his red tie slightly askew, and a briefcase hung off his fingers.

      They stared at one another for ages, Moira shaking ever so slightly. Her eyes watered, but she refused to blink, refused to break first—to falter in front of a creature who could have just finished torturing Severus somewhere in that awful building. She didn’t recall him being there at the stadium, but he was one of them. She lifted her chin and took a step toward the curb. Head cocked, eyes slightly narrowed, Zachariah did the same.

      Another step. He followed.

      Moira still hadn’t blinked, still hadn’t backed down—until a wall of black came to a screeching halt in front of her. Spell broken, Moira stumbled away, catching her reflection in the SUV’s tinted windows. Her bruises had faded, though the ones on her body clung on longer than those across her face. The hospital had removed her wrist cast after she’d forced them to take another X-ray, proving it wasn’t broken. At the time it had been slightly fractured, and she’d worn a dressing home. The following morning, it was back to normal. Sore. Achy. Crackly. But functional.

      Her energy hadn’t exactly bounced back yet. Apparently healing oneself tired even a hybrid’s body, but Moira had pushed through the exhaustion, nothing but Severus on her mind.

      “Moira!” Ella barked as soon as the window rolled down. Malachi glared at her from the passenger seat, and her curly-haired bestie seemed even smaller than she actually was in the driver’s, hands clutching the steering wheel. “Are you insane? Get in the car!”

      “I…” Moira stalked around to the front of the car, eyes wide and searching, but Zachariah was gone. She jumped when Ella laid on the horn, cheeks flushing as heads turned her way in passing.

      “Your mother and I have been worried sick about you, young lady,” Malachi drawled as she marched back to the open passenger-side window. A smirk tugged at the corner of the chao demon’s mouth while Ella stewed beside him. “Get in this vehicle now.”

      “Okay, tone it down,” Moira muttered, then met Ella’s slightly red honey-brown eyes. Guilt bloomed inside her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I just had to get out.”

      “We’ll discuss it at home.” Malachi popped his aviators—Severus’s aviators, actually, now that she’d taken a second look—up on his head, then tsked. “We are very disappointed in you—”

      Ella slapped a hand over his mouth and leaned over him, the seatbelt stretched across her chest. “Don’t scare me like that, Moira. Seriously. Get in. Let’s get out of here.”

      Moira shook her head before she could stop herself. “I can’t leave. I know he’s in there. I know he’s… He’s right there.”

      Malachi grabbed Ella’s wrist, which looked positively breakable in his huge hand, and held it away from his face.

      “And what do you intend to do?” he demanded. “Storm the keep all by yourself? Don’t be absurd. My brother doesn’t need a dead hero.”

      “Let go,” Ella muttered as she tried to tug her hand back, only to smack Malachi’s arm when he wouldn’t immediately release her. The demon’s icy blues snapped toward her, his sinful grin making her cheeks red. With a sigh, Moira reached through the window and pinched the underside of his bicep, twisting the sensitive skin. He hissed, instantly letting go, his eyes black when he glared back at her.

      “Move,” she ordered, hating to agree with Malachi—but he was right. She wasn’t doing anything to help Severus by glaring at Seraphim Securities all night. “If Ella’s driving, I have shotgun for life.”

      “Am I supposed to understand what that means?”

      “You ride in the back,” Ella insisted, stabbing the button on her armrest to unlock all the doors. Malachi glanced between them, as if trying to decide how serious they were, and when Moira opened the door for him, he rolled his eyes, human once more, and eased his long legs out.

      Dressed in head-to-toe black, from the snug jeans to the also rather snug tee, Malachi looked like he belonged in the reception area of some high-end modeling agency, waiting to be told he had just landed a massive global campaign. Recently-sheared golden locks swept back, he had a smile nearly as breathtaking as Severus’s; Moira tried not to roll her eyes as a clump of teenage girls downright ogled him while he strolled languidly toward the back door, strutting like a prized peacock, every tail feather on display.

      Good grief.

      The guy might have been gorgeous, but his ego could rival the sun.

      Shaking her head, Moira climbed into his abandoned seat and slammed the door shut firmly enough to scatter the teens, red-faced and full of giggles. After buckling herself in, she turned to the person she ought to be giving all her attention to, her guilt like a lead weight at the sight of Ella’s flustered face.

      “Hey.” She touched her best friend’s arm gently. “I’m sorry. I went to donate some of the money like we talked about, and then my feet kind of just took me here after. I didn’t come here on purpose. Promise.”

      “Well, answer your damn phone the next time you go out,” Ella muttered, and it was only then that Moira realized her best friend was shaking. Clearly this had upset her more than she let on, which wasn’t surprising—given what had happened the last time Moira snuck out. Fuck. Hating herself just a little bit more, Moira unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned over to wrap her arms around Ella as the SUV idled at the curb.

      “I’m sorry,” she told her, squeezing tight as Ella continued to grip the steering wheel. “Really. I fucked up, and I’m sorry.”

      Her best friend nodded, her mass of lustrous curls wrangled into a half-up, half-down style that probably had her neck roasting; no wonder the air-conditioning was on high. Moira lifted the mane up as best she could, blowing softly on Ella’s neck, not giving up until the woman laughed and finally hugged her back.

      “Don’t scare me like that.”

      “Never again. I promise.” She meant it, too. While she was determined as all hell to find and retrieve Severus, she didn’t need to give her best friend a heart attack in the process. Although Moira’s initial plan had been to have Alaric stash her away somewhere safe until Aeneas was dealt with, it seemed best for everyone’s mental and emotional health to stick together—for now.

      “Then you’re forgiven,” Ella told her. Moira laughed, easing away just enough so that their eyes could meet.

      “Good.”

      “For Lucifer’s sake,” Malachi groaned from the back, “can we not loiter in front of angel headquarters please? Let’s goooooooooooo.”

      He punctuated his impatience by pounding both their headrests, and Moira lunged back to smack him. The demon twisted just out of reach, grinning mischievously.

      “He’s such a child,” Ella muttered as she switched on the blinker and checked over her shoulder before merging. Nodding, Moira plopped down in her seat and buckled in again.

      “Like the brother we never wanted.”

      “Mhmm.”

      “Oh, you ladies love me,” Malachi purred, popping up between their seats. “Admit it.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Hard pass.”

      “Honestly,” he muttered as the SUV slowed to a stop at a red light, “it was so much easier navigating topside gender politics when you lot weren’t allowed to voice your opinions—”

      This time both Moira and Ella managed to smack him.

      And a chuckling Malachi seemed all too happy to let them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ella was never going to get used to this—any of it. Living with demons and hybrids. Seeing a man’s eyes go black at the drop of a hat. Watching a witch with insane scarring perform some creepy ritual over a map of Farrow’s Hollow while everyone sat there, faces tense but neutral, like it was no big deal.

      She glanced at Moira, but her best friend was too fixated on the dot of blood shooting around the map as Malachi’s cousin whispered frantically to herself to notice. Ella’s next ally was Alaric, but she soon realized the error in that logic; from the second this Cordelia demon walked into the house, it had been obvious the redhead had a massive crush on her. Ella liked Alaric. The guy had a gorgeous accent and kind eyes, and she had enjoyed his relative normalcy in the midst of all this supernatural crazy. Not only that, but he was a nice, normal, even-toned guy.

      Until Cordelia. Then he became a fumbling, bumbling, blushing teenager so overwhelmed by the demonic witch’s obvious flirtations that it was sad. When Cordelia was around, the hybrid only had eyes for her. Sighing softly, Ella risked a quick peek at the final member of the household huddled around the kitchen breakfast counter. Malachi’s full black eyes turned her way the second she so much as glanced at him, and, flushed, Ella pointedly stared back at the map instead.

      Finally, the blob of Cordelia’s blood stopped in one spot, quivering for a moment, then sank into the city map Alaric had pulled out of his dashboard compartment. A thick silence blanketed the group as they leaned over the pinprick point.

      “Seraphim Securities,” Moira said, her tone almost triumphant as she tapped the map a few times. “I told you he was there. I told you.”

      “Well, it was the obvious choice, wasn’t it?” Malachi drawled, sitting upright on his barstool and crossing his arms; the chaos demon was so burly that it was a wonder the stool could handle both him and his ego. “I think we all knew he’d be there, but the proof is damning, I suppose.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Ella could practically feel her best friend bristling beside her; Moira had been desperate to go after Severus for days now, but the rest of the invisible house’s occupants had preached patience. Angels were supposedly the top dogs in Farrow’s Hollow—they all had to be smart about this.

      “It’s just… Seraphim Securities is a fortress,” Alaric offered, his gaze trailing after Cordelia as she teetered around the counter, shuffling along in her huge Victorian skirt and tightly-laced corset. Ella eased to the side as the witch passed by, the hairs on her arm standing at attention, and glanced back at the sound of the water running. There she stood, this oddball woman with the bizarre sense of style, washing her bloody hand in the sink, humming under her breath. She looked high, honestly. Or like she was just coming down from a high, which wouldn’t surprise Ella. When she’d performed the locator spell, her eyes had rolled back into her head and she’d lost herself in a trance—stepping out of it was probably a little disorientating.

      Right?

      Maybe.

      Maybe not. Ella didn’t have a clue when it came to demons; she was just working with whatever information she could glean from those around her, which, to their credit, had served her well so far. After she’d stabbed Malachi’s hand the day Severus went missing, Ella was pleased to note that the chaos demon hadn’t once invaded her personal space—physically, anyway. Those eyes had a knack for piercing right through her, whether they were demonic black or ice blue.

      “So, it’s a fortress,” Moira said, her cheeks flushed. “So what? Severus is in there. They’re probably torturing him for whatever crime they say he committed… Probably some trumped-up charge from Aeneas—”

      “Moira, I want him back just as much as you do,” Alaric countered, his hand inching across the map, as if to soothe her. “But, honestly, Father doesn’t even tangle with Seraphim Securities. He’s always given them a wide berth, and I think we need to take that into consideration.”

      “I’m not scared of them.” Moira looked at her sharply when Ella threaded an arm around hers. “I’m not.”

      “Then you’re a fool,” Malachi muttered.

      “I’m angry,” her best friend snapped. “I’m pissed the hell off, and I’m ready to do whatever is necessary to get him back. I’m not looking for a fight with angels, per se. I’m sure we can, I don’t know, find a loophole. Get in. Get Severus. Get out. Quick and easy. No one gets hurt…”

      She sounded less sure of herself the longer she talked, and Ella shot her a sympathetic smile when their eyes met. Maybe the others didn’t realize it, but she knew Moira wasn’t looking for trouble. She wasn’t interested in some revenge-murder sequence where they all busted into the angel-security HQ, guns blazing, with the goal to take down every motherfucker in there. That wasn’t Moira. It never had been, and it never would be.

      Still, losing Severus had devastated her. Ella had witnessed it firsthand. After they got her out of the hospital, she’d been a wreck. Tears. Rage. Guilt. Self-blame. It was like Lara Aurelia dying all over again, only this time Moira didn’t fold in on herself—she wanted to take a stand.

      She wanted to do something.

      Ella couldn’t blame her for that. However, she couldn’t blame Alaric and Malachi for reading her wrong, for shooting her down, either. She still didn’t know enough about this world to make a call either way, but she was on her bestie’s side here: they needed to do something.

      “If you acquire the building plans, I can find an exact location within the structure,” Cordelia interjected as she floated back to the counter, sidling right up to Alaric. She practically purred like a cat in a sunbeam as she nuzzled under his chin, and the hybrid sat stock-still on his barstool, gaze slightly panicked, until he finally, barely, relaxed against her.

      “Severus and I tried to get the building plans months ago,” Moira said with a heavy sigh. “The city doesn’t have them. They’re inside the building itself, and we got caught before Severus could drug the receptionist into telling us. I don’t think we’re going to get them.”

      “Seems unlikely that they would leave something so valuable in the hands of human officials,” Malachi mused, fiddling with the curled corner of the map.

      “And the building is secured by new wards, stronger wards than the ones that were there before,” the witch piped up, her voice back to its jazz-singer raspiness. She played with Alaric’s shirt buttons, her gaze unfocused as she stared down at Farrow’s Hollow. “You cannot see them unless you possess the sight—”

      “Magic,” Malachi clarified when Ella’s brow furrowed. She forced herself not to look at him—because she didn’t want to make this about her and him. Again. He had a knack for roping her in for a verbal sparring every chance he could, and Moira needed her focused.

      “I could possibly disarm the wards, but in the meantime, they will keep all of us out,” Cordelia continued, and a chill raced down Ella’s spine when the witch’s stare snapped to her. “Well, all save you, human.”

      “Oh. Well. Lucky me.” She swallowed hard, shifting about uncomfortably as all eyes landed on her. Adrenaline surged at the thought of going in there—of doing something useful. Adrenaline and fear. Not exactly a great combination.

      “No, we’ll find another way in,” Moira said swiftly with a shake of her head. The conversation dimmed at the sound of multiple drivers laying on their car horns outside. Well after 11 PM, the evening rush hour had long since finished, and she spotted two assholes race by the front windows, way over the speed limit. Moira cleared her throat, then unthreaded her arm from Ella’s. “Anyway. Focus, guys. Severus has been in there for three days. He found me in three days. He can’t… I can’t let him…”

      She looked up helplessly, eyes dancing from person to person. Ella’s instinct was to comfort her, to tell her everything was going to be okay—but she couldn’t get the words out. How would she even know if they were true? All this was way above her pay grade.

      “Come on, we can do this.” Moira clapped her hands together, seeming momentarily energized as she darted around to the end of the counter, her hands pressed flat to the slightly crinkled map. “Let’s just put our heads together. No idea is a bad idea. I’m sure we can hash this out. I’m sure if we just…”

      “If we just, what?” Malachi asked. The demon stood, his barstool’s legs whooshing across the dark hardwood. “We just break into the most fortified building in town, a building run by angels? Yes, sounds perfect. Where do I sign up?”

      “Malachi.” Alaric shot him a look, his breath catching a little when Cordelia’s hand slipped into the top of his shirt. Ella’s eyes widened, unable to look away from the strange pair, before she shook her head and turned to Moira.

      “Moira, hun, maybe—”

      “I need ideas, guys,” Moira said, speaking over her, eyes watering. “We need to talk strategy. We need to do something.”

      “Like what?” Malachi demanded. “You want ideas? Offer some.”

      “I’m trying!”

      “Vague nonsense that has no hope of succeeding isn’t trying—”

      “I can’t…” Moira held up her hands in surrender, tears slicing down her cheeks when she blinked. A chill skittered across Ella’s skin, and she glanced down at her arms, frowning when she found them riddled with goosebumps.

      Oh. Right. The room got colder when Moira cried—somehow.

      She took a deep breath, on the verge of pulling her best friend into a hug, but Moira was already gone, wiping at her face as she took the stairs two at a time. This wasn’t her. Moira didn’t back away from a fight. She didn’t turn tail and run midway through it. Severus, however, seemed pretty good at that. Of the two fights Ella had witnessed, he had stormed off dramatically for both. Maybe he had started to rub off on her. Exhaling softly, Ella leaned against the counter, scratching at her extra-voluminous mound of hair—fucking humidity.

      Fucking everything.

      Supernatural world, the hierarchy within it, Severus’s illegal capture—all of it.

      Fuck all of it for what it was doing to her best friend, for what it had done to her for the last two years. This hadn’t started with Severus. This had started with Moira, with her dad bestowing an angelic side upon her and then bailing without so much as a whiff of advice about how to manage the aftermath.

      “I could go in, you know,” she blurted. With a gulp, she faced the group again and shrugged. “I could. Just to look around, maybe? Tell them some demon is hassling me”—she looked pointedly at a scowling Malachi—“and see if they give me a tour. It’s something, at least.”

      “No,” the chaos demon growled, shaking his head. “That isn’t an option.”

      “Well, it kind of seems like the only one we have—”

      “Not an option.” He strode away from the breakfast counter, pausing at the side of the staircase to peer up through the railing’s metal bars. “No chance that I’d let you go in there alone.”

      Ella’s cheeks warmed, the burn sharpening when she found both Alaric and Cordelia studying her—as if waiting for her reaction. For her freak-out. Malachi had this incredibly frustrating ability to pluck at her temper, to toy with her emotions, without uttering more than a few choice words.

      Why—she had no idea. Maybe it was because he was gorgeous and an asshole. Gorgeous people had a tendency to think they could get away with being assholes just because they were gorgeous, like no one would dare call them on their shit.

      Well. This gorgeous asshole hadn’t met the likes of Ella Thomas before—that much was clear.

      “Right.” She did her best to keep her voice steady, forcing away the glare that threatened to surface when he glanced back at her. “I guess it’s a good thing you don’t decide what I can and cannot do, huh? I don’t remember crowning you king of my life.”

      Ella crossed her arms as Malachi exhaled, the sound rife with annoyance, and pressed his palms into his eyes.

      “You women are going to be the death of me.”

      “Good.”

      Cordelia snorted, openly looking between the pair now like she was watching a world-class tennis match.

      “Look, I will figure it out,” Malachi snarled, then pointed upstairs, “and I will sort that out too.”

      “Don’t refer to her as that—”

      “Just…stay here.” With a blink, Malachi’s demon eyes vanished, and his bright, icy blues landed squarely on Alaric. “And don’t let this one anywhere near Seraphim Securities while I’m gone.”

      Ella’s jaw dropped, her heart beating just a little bit harder as the chaos demon glowered at her for a moment, then stormed up the stairs.

      “Honestly, all these humans and half-humans so bloody eager to throw themselves at death like it’s nothing. This is a fucking nightmare,” she heard him grumble between heavy footfalls. Ella tracked his steps across the second floor, sighing when he carried on stomping up to the third. She then looked at Alaric and Cordelia, who were back to pretending like they hadn’t been gawking.

      “I don’t have a death wish,” she said firmly, balling her hands into fists when she realized they were trembling. “I just want to help.”

      “I know,” Alaric told her, his smile gentle. “Really. I get it.”

      “Mal’s worried about his brother,” Cordelia insisted, straightening up and pulling away from Alaric—but only so she could start playing with his hair, trying to figure out a better way to part it, apparently. “Haven’t you heard? My dear cousin wants to reconnect with Severus, but this puts a little kink in his plan to make up for the last, oh, centuries of youthful torment.” The witch glanced at Ella. “I can assure you, his temper has nothing to do with you, though you do rile him up.”

      The witch’s shrill little giggle had her blushing again. Annoyed, embarrassed, rattled, Ella made a beeline for the liquor cabinet. “I need a drink.”

      “Double for me, please,” Alaric called, his cheeks pinker than hers—and his arm wrapped around Cordelia’s waist.
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        * * *

      

      Honestly, when had Earth women gotten so damn mouthy?

      The last time he had been topside, much of the western world had still segregated their after-dinner gatherings by gender. Malachi hadn’t experienced this level of sass ever during any of his trips to Earth; Ella and Moira could give demon women a run for their money, and that was saying something.

      As frustrated as they made him, as annoyed as he was that he couldn’t just silence either of them with a look, Malachi had quickly come to the conclusion that he preferred it this way. Gone were the days of cowering, mewling, weak-willed women—and good riddance. This particular social dynamic made his interactions far more interesting.

      Actually, Severus had made it all rather interesting for him, going and getting himself kidnapped by angels. Honestly. Everyone had been so concerned about Moira’s comings and goings that they hadn’t once stopped to consider if the rest of the gang was in peril too. While Malachi didn’t agree with the way Moira had gone about it, separating from Severus, putting herself in another safe house of some sort, hadn’t been a terrible idea—in theory. The angels had proven her concerns valid no more than a half hour after she voiced them.

      Winged bastards. If the women here weren’t riling up his temper, it was the damn angels.

      He took the stairs three at a time, his long legs scaling the two sets with ease. Much to his surprise, the door to Moira and Ella’s room was still open, not an angel hybrid in sight. At the sound of footsteps padding across the hardwood upstairs, he glanced up and exhaled sharply.

      Trust Severus to find a dramatic woman.

      No. That wasn’t fair. She wasn’t dramatic. A bit petulant. Short-tempered, maybe, but most were when it came to the safety of their paramours. Malachi had accompanied his brother topside with the purest of intentions, no matter what the little shit thought of him. He had wanted to mend their relationship. He had wanted to help keep Moira safe from the angels.

      Malachi had just assumed Severus would be the one taking point on everything. He had hoped to just go along for the ride, all the while discovering the brother he had always had—but hadn’t always appreciated. This wasn’t what he’d wanted, even if he did welcome the touch of bedlam.

      He just hadn’t done this before—sacrificing his own time, temper, and patience for the good of the group. He was the eldest demon present. It was only natural that, in Severus’s absence, he be the one to take charge and find a solution.

      So, if these damn women could just wait three fucking seconds, maybe he could actually do it.

      It didn’t help matters that his inner demon was keening to get out and do some damage. Severus must have felt the inner lust demon strongly here, surrounded by scantily clad, sharp-tongued, curly-haired beauties. Ella Thomas. How his brother managed to get any work done with those thighs on  display was beyond him. Mercifully, Malachi wasn’t ruled by lust.

      He was ruled by chaos.

      Carnage. Destruction. Spilled blood and wretched screams. Whenever he had visited Earth in the past, he’d had a hand in at least one episode of mass hysteria—a fight, a battle, a skirmish, whatever, involving at least a hundred humans. Nowadays, he had heard stories of concert halls and stadiums filled with thousands of humans—and the chaos demon inside got hard at the mere thought of what he could do.

      Ugh. Malachi had wanted a taste of that, too. Cause a little calamity. Flip off some angels. Bed a mouthy woman. And reconnect with Sev—which would seriously piss the rest of their family right off, but Malachi had stopped giving a fuck about what they thought the moment they’d butchered his beloved mother.

      His wants were small. Calamity. Revenge. Sex. Brotherhood.

      Yet here he was, climbing to the tip-top of Alaric Crowley’s secret little hidey-hole to comfort a distressed hybrid. Malachi was meant for more than this. He was meant to be the puppet master, pulling the strings of savagery and destruction. He was meant to be knee-deep in blood, spurring men to battle and women to shrieking frenzied—

      But he had given his word, to his brother no less. He had promised to be of use. With his own chaotic mother dead, the woman he loved most in both worlds, and his father, whom with time Malachi had realized was nothing more than a simpering, painfully ordinary bore, he needed to strengthen the familial bonds.

      Demon social dynamics, for all their complexities, relied first and foremost on the strength of the clan. The Saevitia clan had sat amongst the top-tier families for over a thousand years—yet their foundations had started to crumble after his parents finally turned on each other.

      With his uncle, a demon just as pathetic as his deceased father, running things now, Malachi saw the opportunity for growth again—and he would do it with the brother he had never truly had. The brother who had grown into the demon he was always meant to be these last few centuries. Confident. Capable. Cool and collected in a crisis.

      Now, if only he could keep his brother’s woman from doing something stupid—like getting herself captured as well.

      Without breaking stride, he threw open his brother’s bedroom door. Moira let out a surprised squeak, cradling the thick blankets of Severus’s bed to her as she sat cross-legged at its head. Still gripping the doorknob, he stared at her for a moment, eyes narrowing when hers did, and then slowly closed the door behind him. They glowered at one another for a moment longer before Malachi let out a long, overly dramatic sigh.

      “Moira,” he said, arms crossed over his chest, head tipped to one side, “do you really think that I do not wish to find my brother? Do you think I want him to suffer at the hands of angels a second longer than he already has? Really?”

      She shrugged and wiped at her nose. “I don’t know you well enough to say.”

      “Well, I don’t.” It had only just occurred to him that this was the first time he had been inside his brother’s bedroom since he’d arrived. Thus far, he had claimed the rather large sofa on Alaric’s floor for his own, and no one had offered otherwise. Slowly, he strolled in, gaze wandering the dark stonework on the walls, the sprawling bed. Not a scrap of décor anywhere, but that didn’t surprise him; Malachi used to break anything Severus treasured when they were children.

      His stomach turned at the thought, and he scowled. Guilt. A chaos demon didn’t do guilt. Yet here it was, plaguing him, as it had for his century of solitude in Hell. It was a wonder he hadn’t gone insane—or offed himself. “Of course I want to bring my brother back. To suggest otherwise is just… Well, Moira, it’s cruel.”

      She shot him a skeptical look. Fine. Perhaps it wasn’t cruel, but he had hoped to slough off some of his guilt onto someone else.

      “Okay, fine. I’m sorry,” she muttered, fiddling with the blanket, her eyes red and cheeks glinting in the dim light emanating from all four corners of the drab room. “I’m just frustrated. And angry. And upset and stressed out and scared… I’m scared for him.”

      “Yes, well,” Malachi sighed deeply again, the inner demon scratching up his esophagus with boredom, “try to keep a level head about it. Dramatic walkouts aren’t doing us any good.”

      “I don’t know why I did that.” She brushed a finger under her eyes, then shook her head and sniffled. “Maybe I didn’t want you to see me cry.”

      He lifted a golden eyebrow. “It’s a little late for that, I’m afraid.”

      Malachi had already seen Moira bawling on more than one occasion in Hell, her angelic half chilling the air around her to the point that he’d actually shivered.

      “I’m trying to do less of that,” she admitted, shyly meeting his gaze for a moment before busying herself with the blankets again. “Crying. It doesn’t accomplish anything. It doesn’t even make me feel better anymore. I’m not normally…so emotional.”

      He hummed in acknowledge, but not agreement. After all, Malachi didn’t know Moira—beyond the fact that she was loyal. She had stood by him as Diriel’s pack of rabid hellhounds tried to tear him apart, all because he was Severus’s brother. She had risked her own life to save his. Perhaps that was another reason he’d stayed now, why he had offered to help before: he owed Moira Aurelia his life.

      Not that he would ever admit it aloud, of course.

      In the silence that settled between them, Malachi continued his slow, cautious exploration of Severus’s room, careful not to touch anything lest he break it. However, when he happened upon a black book, one that looked painfully similar to his brother’s old sketchbooks, he simply couldn’t resist. Severus had been an adept doodler in the past—not that Malachi had ever complimented him on it. The only one in the family who had was Cordelia, another soul utterly indifferent to societal norms, even more so than Malachi.

      Curious, he flipped it open—only to find a portrait of Moira staring right back at him. Severus had captured the haunting quality of those eyes, a little too angelic for Malachi’s taste. There were those dainty lips, the gaunt cheeks, the thin brows. Her hair fanned out around her—quite like a halo. He glanced toward the hybrid, who appeared lost in thought, and decided that Severus had done a fine job of sketching her.

      Even better was the portrait on the next page. And the next. And the next. And the next. Malachi frowned. Every page was Moira. From all angles. Smiling. Scowling. Weeping. Determined. Distant. Seductive. Severus had featured every facet of her…

      The realization hit him with such force that he suddenly felt the need to brace himself on the bathroom’s doorframe.

      “Did he…? Did my brother draw all of these?” he asked, hating how dazed he sounded. When Moira glanced up, Malachi nodded to the sketchbook. “All of them are…you.”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. He was doing about one a day for a little while there. I kept telling him to find a more interesting subject, but—”

      “He loves you.” How else could Severus put such detail into his work? Why else would he be doing—well, everything for her? Hell, Diriel, the angels—he had taken on all her enemies. It had to be love. Only love could turn someone into such a fool. Malachi tossed the sketchbook aside, ignoring the way it clunked against the edge of Severus’s dresser and fell to the floor. “Did you know that he loved you? Loves you?”

      “I…” Her cheeks speckled with bright pink splotches. “We haven’t said it to each other yet officially, but I…I kind of knew. You don’t go to Hell for just anyone, I guess.”

      Why hadn’t he seen the signs? Why had this come as such a surprise to him? Perhaps because in his very long life, Malachi had never been in love before—not in any way that mattered. Yet just because he hadn’t experienced it himself didn’t mean he was blind to the symptoms. He knew the definition. Sacrifice. Protection. Affection. Desire. A common interest—the inane ability to laugh with each other, while the rest of the world laughed at you.

      Severus loved this woman.

      “And you,” he barked, swooping in on her and her wide angel-blue eyes as brotherly protectiveness coursed through him, “do you love him? Do you return his affections? I’ll not have you break him after all he has suffered through these long centuries—”

      “Oh my god, don’t you dare project your shitty relationship onto me,” Moira snapped, sitting up on her knees suddenly, so they were at eye level. Defiance blazed in those bright blues, no longer shock or fear. She rose to the challenge, her chin lifted ever so slightly, the gesture reminding him of his mother. Moira’s jaw clenched when she poked him hard in the dead center of his chest. “If anyone should be interrogating anyone around here, it’s me with you. I ought to be questioning if you love him, if your intentions are real.”

      They held one another’s equally steely gazes for a long moment, neither moving, neither backing down, the heat crackling between them. Malachi’s inner demon half-heartedly yearned to spar with her, but she wasn’t really his type. Moira wasn’t bloodshed and carnage and destruction. She was family, he realized with a start, and he retreated across the room, not stopping until he bumped into the dresser, as she settled down on her heels, picking at her nails. Teeth gritted, he picked up Severus’s discarded sketchbook before he stepped on it, then set it atop the dresser with a sigh.

      “Of course I love him,” Moira said softly. “Do you think I’d be this irrational, this all over the place, if I didn’t? I’m losing my mind here without him, and it’s not just because he was my, my, my guru about all this supernatural bullshit.”

      Malachi stared back, unblinking, resisting the urge to ask what the fuck a guru was. While he hadn’t been to Earth in nearly a full human century, he had been a quick study of the modern era. The dialogue. The technology. The social trends. A demon with any sort of connection in Hell was usually up on the latest in the human world, depending on their interests; if human souls could writhe and shriek in agony, they could certainly talk.

      Still, he needn’t remind everyone just how behind on the times he actually was, not when he’d made such strides catching up over the last few days. While technology had changed and social taboos with it, as long as one dealt in the same old sins—sex, drugs, weapons, and gold—one could find their way just fine.

      “He thinks you want him to walk away,” he told her. “The angels took him, and he thought you didn’t—”

      “Yeah, I know. I regret every second of that stupid conversation,” she grumbled, her nails clicking as she fiddled with them. Nails. He almost snorted. More like talons. He’d thought they would become more human-like through the hell-gate, but apparently not.

      Moira’s lower lip quivered, and she hastily brushed a hand at her cheek again. The weight of this, of Severus’s absence and the circumstances around it, bore down heavily on her; any dolt could see that.

      “Don’t listen to me,” Malachi muttered, sliding his hands into his pockets and looking away when she glanced up. “I’m sure he knew that you didn’t mean it.”

      “I just wanted to keep him safe.”

      “I understand.”

      “Because I love him.” She seemed to be saying it more to herself than Malachi. He swallowed hard, his brow knitting as he ignored the inner beast, which, as if sensing this wasn’t going to devolve into a physical altercation, had gone back to clawing his insides.

      “I’ve always loved my brother,” he told her, hating the soft way he said it. Malachi cleared his throat, forcing the velvety-smooth tenor back into his voice. “Always. Ever since we were children, I loved him, but no one could know it. I was ruthless with him. I didn’t want the others to realize how I…” He pressed his lips together, shaking his head. “I couldn’t admit it to myself. I hurt him to prove I didn’t care whether he lived or…well, you can surmise the rest.”

      “All because he was an incubus? Seriously?”

      He needn’t look at her—he could feel her disgust from across the room.

      “I am aware of what I’ve done. How I’ve treated him. I really did want this trip to improve our relationship. I don’t care what he is—for he is my brother first. I knew it then, but I bowed to the pressures of my family, of our world.” Malachi scowled, heat burning inside him. “But no more. I want to find him. I will find him, discover a way out of all this, but you must give me time.”

      Time to collect his thoughts, to learn the comings and goings of the demon crime families who ran Farrow’s Hollow. Time to come up with a plan to penetrate an impenetrable angel fortress.

      With another world-weary sigh, he drifted back to the bed and sat on the edge of it. A beat passed, and suddenly Moira was sitting beside him, about a foot of space between them. Without a word, she produced that magical rectangle every human seemed to have—a cellular telephone. Malachi wanted one for himself, but only because he had heard rumors of what havoc one could wreak on the internet.

      Chaos could be digital these days.

      She handed it over to him a moment later, a photograph of her and Severus on the screen—both of them smiling, some sort of food in front of them, Severus’s demon eyes on full display.

      “Is that a, er, selfie?” he asked, hoping he’d used the terminology correctly. Moira nodded, and he ignored the surge of pride within.

      “It’s from the first day we started working together,” she told him.

      “It pleases me to see him smiling,” Malachi admitted as he handed the rectangle back. “It pleases me that you make him smile.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear, nodding, and stared down at the image. “We have to get him back.”

      “We will.” In some odd way, knowing that she loved his little brother had endeared the hybrid to him. And he wouldn’t let any angelic fuck in this city touch one white hair on her head, not just for Severus—but for Moira in her own right. “What can I do?”

      Moira looked up at him, her surprise quickly masked by that determined look again. “Big picture—I don’t know. While we’re figuring it out, I need you to make me stronger.”

      “Stronger?”

      “Severus always has me sitting on the sidelines,” she told him, turning her telephone’s screen black with the push of a button before she tossed it toward the pillows. “And I get it. He wants to keep me safe. We had a…situation after I outed myself at the Inferno.”

      Getting herself kidnapped by that little rat Diriel—quite the situation. “Yes, rather foolish of you.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” she snapped, her fire settling when he grinned. “Anyway. I want to be involved this time. I want to get my hands dirty—fully aware of what that means. I know demons are fucked. Angels seem just as bad. I don’t care anymore. I want to do something, but I need to be better. I can’t go around clapping at everyone and hoping my light works. I need to practice. I need to—”

      She yelped when Malachi took a swing at her, a second away from backhanding her if she didn’t stop him. Moira ducked just in the nick of time, his hand ghosting over the tip of her nose.

      “What are you—”

      “We’ll work on your fight-or-flight response, I think,” he mused, grinning again as she scowled up at him, propped up on her elbows, her cheeks bright red. “You lacked finesse on the battlefield.”

      “Well, duh. I’m an art history grad student. I don’t do battlefields.”

      “You do now.” He hadn’t a single idea as to how he could spark the angel light inside of her, but it suddenly seemed pertinent to try. If Moira wanted to throw herself into the fray, so be it, and being able to use her light on command would help keep the city’s demonic population at bay.

      After that, all they’d have to worry about were the angels—against which she was no match. But that was a concern for another day. Malachi stood, his mind racing through ideas, the inner demon eager to finally do something. “We’ll start training immediately. I have no problem bringing you into this, but I don’t want to have to worry about you either.”

      “Agreed,” she said, sitting back up. “And in the meantime, stop hitting on my best friend.”

      He placed a hand to his chest, wounded. “I would never dare strike Ella—”

      “You know what I mean.” Moira’s eyes narrowed as his teasing grin turned sinful.

      “No promises,” Malachi remarked, headed for the door.

      “Malachi—”

      “Be ready, bright and early, to get your ass handed to you.” That was the proper idiom, was it not? He paused in the doorway, hoping she hadn’t thought—hoping the phrase wasn’t sexual, as that had not been his intention. The only creature he intended to shower with innuendos was probably still stewing over their last interaction downstairs.

      But really. Today’s society was so absurdly sexual that he had to choose his words far more carefully than before.

      Moira said nothing to correct him, but rather flopped back on the bed and pressed her hands to her face, a muffled “can’t wait” her parting words. Malachi nodded. Good. He truly was getting the hang of this modern slang.

      Now—how to break into Seraphim Securities.

      His whole being sagged once more, and he thundered down the stairs, calling for Cordelia, hoping that his clever witch cousin might have better insight into this mess.
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      Severus had to get out of here. However long he had been chained to this damn pole was too long. Hours. Days. Weeks. Months. There was no sense of time in his incandescent prison. No meals—not yet, anyway, though he had heard some sort of food cart rattling along, its stench suggesting it contained putrid gruel. He would have thought Aeneas’s little visits were daily, the angel brandishing that special flogger, the tinkling of its metal-tipped strands making his heart drop into his stomach. Severus had tried to gauge the time between each beating—estimate it, based on the rawness of his back by the first strike.

      In all accounts, he had failed. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to dictate Aeneas’s arrival, and the angel no longer had any interest in goading him. He merely appeared, at random, to inflict a storm of pain, painting the sand red with incubus blood, before marching out again, all in silence, the barred cell door slamming dramatically behind him.

      Severus had to get out of here. Away from merciless Aeneas, from a cell that wouldn’t let him sleep, from the cries and pleas of the true criminals—the demons who belonged in a place like this. He had never had a real opinion about Seraphim Securities: angels were to be feared, and the laws they upheld on Earth were for the protection of their heavenly father’s weakest creations. He had always thought if the angels took you in, you very likely deserved it.

      What had Severus done to deserve this?

      He had broken no laws. Killed no innocents. Hell, he mourned the death of his clients: good, occasionally tiring humans who had also done nothing to deserve their cruel fate. The only crime he could imagine was the crime of helping Aeneas’s Nephilim daughter. He also suspected none of the other angels knew their boss had sired a hybrid. And here Severus would rot, for six centuries, until someone either discovered the truth—or he escaped.

      For he had no reason to believe Moira could find him in here, as hard as she might try. He knew his beloved wouldn’t walk away from this: she had seen him taken—she must know where he had ended up. He could only hope that Malachi and Alaric would have enough sense and decency to keep her from doing anything foolish.

      He would find a way out of here. Severus would breach the gilded bars of this facility and walk out a free man—somehow.

      Something that almost sounded like a snort escaped him, the force of it making the wounds on his back weep. It truly was the impossible, escaping Seraphim Securities, but he would try. Perhaps none of the other fools had been doing it for the right reasons before—for love.

      And, well, for his own survival. With his strength depleted, the likelihood of a human’s touch just a distant dream, Severus wasn’t sure he’d make it through one of his six centuries.

      Teeth gritted, Severus lifted his head with great effort. While unfocused at first, his gaze eventually settled on his hands. Pale. Lifeless. He hadn’t been able to feel them for some time now—and perhaps that was for the best. His heart skipped when he realized what he would have to do to get off this blasted pole.

      His hands would have to go.

      Not literally, but…

      With a deep breath, he shifted from resting on his knees to squatting, his dry, cracked soles touching down on the gritty sand. He then propped one foot on the pole and pushed. Severus pushed with everything he had, all the while wrenching his hands down, pulling, pulling, pulling to get them through the thick cuffs around his wrist. He kept going, despite the way the wounds split down his back, blood rushing across the stinging flesh. He kept going, even when the first bones in his hand broke, his thumb and pinky touching, snapping, pain blooming down his arm.

      Now he could feel them, the bloodless things. He swallowed his screams, his cries, the inner demon rallying around his efforts; it felt good to have at least one being on his side in here.

      The chains had no real give—but his hands did. The bones gave way, shattering, splintering, cracking beneath his skin, all of them, until eventually he could wrench his limp, dead hands through the cuffs. His skin ripped open in the process, and when he was finally free, Severus tumbled down—back-first into the sand.

      He hissed, feeling the grit in his wounds, and it took everything he had to roll onto his side. Panting, he lay there, his hands nothing but sacks of blood and broken bones, not a single digit responding when he tried to move them.

      But he was out.

      Off the pole.

      Out of the cuffs.

      One step closer to freedom.

      His first attempt to stand was unsuccessful. Severus tried pushing himself up, propping his body on the unbroken bones of his forearm, but he slipped in the sand and fell, his mouth full of the coarse stuff. Snarling, he tried again. And again. Over and over he tried to stand. If it wasn’t one thing giving way, it was the other. Knees buckled. Muscles failed him. His head spun and his stomach roiled. In the end, he realized he could crawl—so crawl he did.

      The iron bars were an eternity away when he first began, creeping along one painful inch at a time. Sand got in his mouth, up his nose, in his eyes. It ground into his open sores, but the pain paled in comparison to his useless hands.

      Almost there.

      He thought of Moira, of the look on her face when he returned, the triumphant, albeit battered, hero. He thought of Malachi, of the begrudging respect he’d earn from his older brother—the demon who had always been everyone else’s hero. He thought of Alaric—of hugging him as Moira had hugged Ella, for the hybrid bastard was indeed his closest, dearest friend.

      One step at a time, you old fool. First, he needed to get through those bars. Those immovable bars, unrelenting when Severus collapsed against them. His forehead pressed painfully between two, his half-crazed stare wandering the dark corridor beyond. It was difficult to see through the pain, but he did it, damn it, because he was going to be the fucking hero. He was going to survive this.

      He nudged at the bars with his elbow, saliva dribbling over his lips as he peered across the way to the cell opposite him.

      Oh. That wasn’t drool.

      When had he started bleeding—from his mouth?

      Severus wiped it away on his shoulder, smearing red across his skin before calling out to the demon shackled in that other cell. At first, his voice wouldn’t work, so screamed-out that he couldn’t manage more than a whisper. When he finally found it, each word he uttered was like razor blades slicing up his throat.

      “You there,” he growled, his voice carrying the distance—or so he hoped. “Demon. Friend. Brother.” This far away, he couldn’t tell the fellow’s specific demonic caste. In fact, he barely had the energy to focus on him. And the brother bit was probably laying it on a little thick. “The guards… Where are the guards?”

      Black eyes greeted him as the demon glanced over his shoulder. He didn’t have red slices up and down his back. Apparently Aeneas hadn’t visited him lately. Severus tried not to sneer, his blood pooling around him. He lifted his eyebrows, a message unspoken—assist me, brother, and I’ll assist you.

      “Escaped demon!” the creature shrieked, his voice nasally but clear, echoing through the corridor. He rattled his chains as Severus lifted his arms—as if to calm him with his broken stumps for hands.

      “Shh, shh, come now—”

      “Guard! Guard! Demon loose! Demon loose!”

      Footsteps trundled down the hallway toward him, and Severus slumped into the bars with a heavy sigh. When the clamor finally stopped, he lifted his weary gaze, and before he could get a proper look at who had come to foil his grand, useless plan, a baton slammed into his forehead.

      Severus was unconscious before he hit the ground.
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      “You have to try, Moira.”

      “I am trying,” she growled back, sweat pouring down the sides of her face, her hands trembling with just how much she was trying. “It’s not… It’s not working.”

      “Feel your anger,” Malachi instructed, sounding more Sith lord than demon as he prowled around behind her, hands clasped and eyes black. “They took Severus from you. They’re probably torturing him as we speak. He did this to you. Aeneas. Your own father. He never loved you. He’s despised you your entire life. He wants you dead, but only if you suffer first. He killed your mother!”

      She cried out, her hands burning, her entire body tense as she focused on her angelic light. Focused on the memories of it flooding from her palms, of throwing Diriel clear across the Inferno, of chasing the hellhounds away. She remembered the warmth of the Truth Touch, how a real angel’s light felt, even if they were corrupted—cast out. The peace of it all. The serenity. The comfort of its heat scorching through her body, how it made her fearless in a land of darkness.

      And—nothing.

      Moira exhaled sharply when Malachi finally ordered her to stop, his frustration bordering on disgust. She lilted to the right, all the muscles in her body relaxing at once; they’d been so tight, so tense, that a headache throbbed behind both eyes now. Clenching her eyes shut against the midday sunshine, she wiped at her face, at the sweat on her neck, on the small of her back, between her boobs.

      “We should be closer by now,” Malachi said with a huff, and she glanced over her shoulder at him, at his scowl, his discontent. They had been at this a week already, and while he was happy with her hand-to-hand combat—what little they had practiced—it was obvious that the lack of progress with her light was grating on him.

      Moira had a whole arsenal of routines at her disposal now: she could throw a man twice her size over her shoulder and escape any sort of body lock. Today, she had even managed to land a few jabs when they’d been sparring after breakfast, her fist nearly breaking Malachi’s very aristocratic nose.

      The demon delighted in bloodshed, even if it was his own. Severus’s black eyes usually appeared during either an argument or foreplay. His brother’s inner self also made an appearance when he was frustrated, but the blackness within surged at the mention of blood or violence—or carnage, or destruction, or unadulterated chaos.

      She and Ella had caught him watching disasters late at night on Severus’s laptop more than once in the last week, a beer in one hand and a bowl of popcorn in the other—looking positively enraptured with the fallout. Protests broken up by cops and bullets and tear gas. Fights featuring hundreds at sporting events. Looting. Rioting. Explosions. MMA cage fights. Convenience store robberies gone bad. Malachi delighted in them all.

      It was off-putting, to say the least, and if he hadn’t come across as such a dapper, put-together gentleman with a slightly dated vocabulary most of the time, Moira wouldn’t have been so keen to work with him. But it seemed he had his bloodlust under control. He’d even stopped openly leering at Ella since they had started their daily training sessions, and according to Alaric, he and Malachi had a scheme in the works that might just get her one step closer to freeing Severus by the end of the week.

      So, as creepy as the demon could be sometimes, Moira hadn’t regretted allying herself with him—yet. There was always time for him to prove her wrong; Severus had doubted him, right up until his last moment of freedom. As much as she appreciated the chaos demon training her, Moira had no intention of letting her guard down either.

      Especially not when he and her best friend were temporarily living under the same roof. Speaking of which—

      The small trapdoor in the roof’s surface opened to reveal Ella’s huge mop of curls, immediately assaulted by the wind as soon as she climbed out.

      “Lunch break,” she called, balancing a tray of sandwiches on one hand, tackling the ladder with the other. Moira hurried forward to help her, taking both the tray and her friend’s hand as Malachi hung back, arms crossed and gaze fixed on Ella.

      Over the last week, the household had developed a familiar routine, and everyone played a part. While Cordelia was in and out at random, Moira and Malachi usually spent their mornings and the better part of the afternoon on the roof. Alaric had showed them a secret doorway at the top of Severus’s closet, which opened to the flat, dusty rooftop. They used a ladder from the kitchen storage room to climb in and out, rather than the closet shelving. Still protected by Cordelia’s illusion, she and Malachi were able to work on fighting—and struggle through Moira’s inability to conjure her light—without a soul realizing they were there.

      Ella usually interrupted around noon with lunch, which, if the weather was good, they would all enjoy on the rooftop, sometimes with their legs dangling over the edge as they watched the lunch rush below.

      Alaric, meanwhile, spent his nights bartending at the Inferno and his afternoons networking with the demon mob families of Farrow’s Hollow. Neither he nor Malachi had filled her in on the purpose of his little ventures, but they assured her it was all part of the plan to get Severus back. Occasionally the hybrid joined them for lunch, or just to watch Malachi try not to kick Moira’s ass too badly, but today she had already heard the roar of his Lamborghini peeling away from the curb below.

      “So,” Ella said as she shut the trap door, “how’s everything going? Moira, you’re looking…sweaty.”

      “She made me bleed this morning,” Malachi noted, pointing to his nose when Ella glanced his way. “Otherwise, it’s abject failure all around.”

      “Okay, dramatic. It isn’t a complete failure. We’re making progress.” Moira shot him a look. “I just… The fighting is fine.” Sure, she was tired and sore, but her muscle memory was better now as a hybrid sporting her true colours. “I just can’t get my light to turn on when I want it to.”

      Malachi strolled forward to snatch his sandwich off the tray, the giant footlong sub looking miniscule in his huge hands.

      “Ah, you always remember what I like,” he mused as he poked through the layers between the bread. Ella crossed her arms and cocked a hip, squinting under the intensity of the noonday sun.

      “It’s just eight slices of deli meat and nothing else,” she told him frankly, “but I guess somehow my tiny human brain manages to remember.”

      “Ah, dearest, you’re always so cruel to yourself. Is it an attempt to elicit flattery from yours truly? You needn’t ask. I have dozens of compliments at the ready.”

      Moira rolled her eyes and cracked open a can of cola, chugging half down as the pair bantered. Her eyes watered, the bubbles burning the back of her throat, and, without a word, she steered Ella toward the side of the roof, ending whatever weird flirtation she and Malachi had fallen into before it got out of hand. They took a seat side by side, the lunch tray between them, their backs to the wall of the red-brick apartment building next door.

      “I don’t know what else to do to get my light going,” she admitted after taking a bite of her sandwich, which was the same as Ella’s: salami, honey ham, lettuce, tomato, pepper, mayo. Her mom had packed that exact sandwich for them every day when Ella had lived at her house in high school.

      “We need to tap into your anger,” Malachi said as he paced slowly in front of them. “Rage channels your abilities. It gives you focus, and you need it to go up against demons.”

      “I am getting angry, though.”

      “Not angry enough, I’m afraid.”

      “You make me angry,” Moira snapped. While she appreciated Malachi’s efforts to get her in fighting shape for what was bound to be a total shitshow in the near future, most of the time his nitpicking drove her nuts. The demon stopped his pacing, looming over her and Ella with a scowl.

      “Well, start channeling that anger, then. Trust me, I can push you harder.”

      They glared at one another, Moira’s very real anger churning inside—and making her lose her appetite. Of course she was angry. She was angry at everything—Aeneas, Diriel, demons, angels, herself. If she needed anger to turn on the light, she had it in spades.

      But it just wasn’t working.

      “You know, I really don’t think it’s anger you should be focusing on,” Ella said as she poked a tomato slice back inside her sandwich. She looked up in the silence that followed, then shrugged. “I mean, think about it. Maybe anger is how it’s supposed to work with demons, or against demons, or whatever, but you aren’t a demon. You’re half an angel. Angels, in theory, aren’t angry. Their job is to protect humanity.”

      Moira’s eyebrows shot up. “So, what you’re saying—”

      “You’ve told me about all the times your light has worked,” Ella continued, cracking open a can of pop, then handing it to Malachi. “First you were protecting Severus from Diriel. Second, you were protecting Malachi from a pack of demon dogs—”

      “Hellhounds,” the chaos demon clarified before taking a noisy slurp of his drink. Ella rolled her eyes.

      “Whatever. Either way, you weren’t angry—you were protecting them. I mean, sure, I bet there were lots of other emotions too, but first and foremost, you wanted to keep them safe.” Her honey-brown gaze met Moira’s. “Maybe that’s the way you have to think about it. You aren’t using your light to vent your anger. You’re using it to protect people, just like the real angels.”

      Malachi snorted, but Moira waved him off—because this made sense. She had been approaching the conjuring of her light all wrong, relying on Malachi’s knowledge of how magic or whatever worked for demons. Really, she should have been looking inward, examining it from her perspective. Ella was right: she had wanted to protect someone else every time her light had worked. Her anger had nothing to do with it.

      Determined, Moira set her sandwich on the tray, then cracked her knuckles and sat back against the brick wall, eyes closed and palms up. At first, she wasn’t sure how to evoke a protective feeling inside, but she soon found herself thinking of Severus, of throwing her arms around him, comforting him, defending him against everyone else. She thought of how upset she was to know he had been tormented his whole life just because he was born an incubus, of how, before learning they’d died, she’d wanted to cuss out his parents, lay into them for abandoning their amazing son.

      She thought about standing between him and Aeneas, knowing in her heart of hearts that she wouldn’t let the twisted, warped angel put a hand on him.

      She thought of Ella—of keeping her out of the supernatural world, of obliterating anyone who touched her.

      She thought of Alaric, Cordelia, and, hell, even Malachi, all these people putting themselves in harm’s way for her, and how she wouldn’t let anyone hurt them—

      “Oh my god, Moira!” Ella’s squeal sliced through the parade of images flashing across her mind. “You’re glowing!”

      Her eyes fluttered open to find both her palms shimmering with white light. Two tears streaked down her cheeks, and she sat forward, half laughing, half crying at the sight—at the warm stillness pulsing deep within her. Malachi stood nearby, arms limp at his side, speechless for the first time since she’d met him. Swallowing hard, Moira sat up on her knees. Although she couldn’t see it, she could feel it: the precipice ahead, inside her.

      Her arms trembled, the stillness giving way to a giddiness that suddenly had her smiling.

      So, she fell. She gave in to the feeling, to this door opening within her. Eyes closed again, she plunged into the darkness—until the light behind her eyelids was too bright to ignore.

      “Oh, honey,” she heard Ella sigh, “it’s so beautiful.”

      Opening her eyes once more, she found the pure white light glowing some ten feet up, cutting through the air like high beams at midnight. Handing his drink and sandwich off to Ella, Malachi squatted before her, squinting, holding his face back as one does when they crouch too close to a bonfire. She swallowed hard, meeting his black eyes across the light, and then inhaled sharply when he thrust his hand into her glow.

      “Fuck.” He tumbled back with a hiss, but before she could shut off the tap, somehow knowing that the light would retreat if she asked it to, the chaos demon was smiling at her—even with his blistered hand. “Yes! Yes! Make it brighter, Moira. Higher. Shoot it across the roof. Go on. Try it.”

      “I…I don’t think I can shoot it,” she said warily.

      “This is what we’ve needed,” he told her. “This, your light, takes us one step closer to saving my brother. You’ve done it. Well, actually,” he turned to Ella, “our wonderfully clever little human has done it.”

      Ella’s cheeks darkened, but she said nothing as she reached out and tentatively slid her hand into Moira’s light. A smile blossomed across her full lips, and when their eyes met, suddenly she was crying too. Beaming, Moira threw her arms around her best friend—“Watch where you shine those things!” Malachi hissed behind her—and hugged her tight, embracing the warmth, the light, the love…

      And the power.
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      “So, that’s our pitch,” Malachi concluded as he settled back into the chair at the head of the mahogany conference table. “Questions? Comments? Concerns?”

      Moira had expected shocked silence after they pleaded their case, but she hadn’t anticipated the sheer weight of it. Seated at Malachi’s right, she swallowed hard as her gaze swept along the quartet of demons at the far end of the table. Four creatures who, only weeks prior, had sent their cronies to an auction to bid on her. Since they’d arrived an hour ago, not a single one had laid a hand on her—but that hadn’t stopped them from looking.

      And sometimes a gaze was more potent than a caress.

      Alaric, currently seated at Malachi’s left, had given her a rundown of the heads of the demon mob families—and warned her that herding them all into a single space had its risks. They were a combustible combination, and Malachi had promised both of them, and Cordelia, that he wouldn’t use his gifts to ignite a spark.

      Because chaos demons could influence demons, too. That ability put them at the top of the demonic food chain, right alongside demonic witches, and it was probably why the others hadn’t laughed in his face the second he unfurled their grand, batshit-crazy scheme.

      “You want to…break into Seraphim Securities?” Silas—thin, lanky, greasy blond hair, specialization in weapons trade—asked, finally breaking the terse silence. Malachi shrugged and busied himself with his nails.

      “I don’t want to just break into it,” he mused. “I want to break it. Period.”

      Silas glanced at the others: Henrik, drug specialist, and Liam, sex trafficker and prostitute wrangler. Beside Liam was Edgar, his right-hand man—he had leered the most at Moira so far, and every sneering look coaxed her hackles to rise.

      Alaric had warned her not to engage unless absolutely necessary. Angel-hybrid fervor might have diminished in the weeks since she outed herself at the Inferno, but there was no sense in provoking them.

      “Like I’d let any of those dullards touch her,” Malachi had growled, oozing boredom long before the meeting he and Alaric had arranged even started. While she appreciated him having her back, Moira needed the black-eyed assholes sneering at her to know she shouldn’t be trifled with on her own merit. Ella had been right: demons needed to learn boundaries, and stooping to their level—bloodshed and violence—seemed like the best route to take. After all, Malachi had toned down his interest in Ella tenfold since her best friend stabbed him in the hand.

      “You’re insane,” Henrik growled. When the others nodded in agreement, a predatory smile spread across Malachi’s lips.

      “I prefer to think of it as ambitious.” He gestured to Cordelia, who stood beside him, a hand on the back of his chair, her eyes just as black as all the rest of them. Only Alaric and Moira bore any semblance of humanity. The witch grinned fleetingly as Malachi said, “My cousin is one of the best spellcasters in this realm and below. You know that. Her reputation far precedes mine. Cordelia can momentarily disable their security measures. She will be our entryway into the facility.”

      “I’ll cast a protective barrier that will encompass both the building and the street in front of it,” she stated, drumming her talons on the back of Malachi’s chair. “My ward will limit visibility of the incident. Only those within it will be able to see what we’re doing. We attack after midnight, long after the angels have retired.”

      “It’s not like they’ll stay retired after we bust down the front door,” Liam croaked as he exchanged a quick look with Edgar. “We won’t get five feet into the lobby before they show up and light us on fire.”

      “My ward will also diminish the angels’ light,” Cordelia insisted. “However, it will lessen our power too, which is why we will need the numbers your,” she pursed her lips, as if offended at the idea, “organizations can provide.”

      “So, everybody’s weakened?”

      “The light will still burn you, but it won’t charbroil you,” Alaric interjected. “The downside is that we need Cordelia to stay conscious and present for the entire assault. Protected. If we lose her, we lose the ward. Timing is crucial.”

      “Entry into the building will come courtesy of a few fine-tuned hand grenades,” Cordelia said, looking to Silas with an arched brow. “I trust I can rely on you to recommend the very best manufacturer Hell has to offer?”

      The demon grunted in acknowledgement, and Moira bit her lip, still unsure where the mobsters stood. Dressed to impress, the heads of the demon mob families had shown up today in tailored suits, their hair styled and their arrogance high. No matter how hard they tried, however, they couldn’t match Malachi, Alaric, and Cordelia. The wealth discrepancy between the two sides was obvious, even to Moira. Her trio looked polished and put-together, classic and elite. Even Cordelia’s black lace dripped opulence, outshining the other demons by a mile.

      It was a tactic, of course. Moira’s fitted black trousers, white silk blouse, and spike-shouldered leather jacket didn’t exactly live up to her companions’ splendor, but at least she looked like she belonged. Malachi and Cordelia knew how to play this game better than the rest—the game of Hell’s social politics. No one needed to say a word; it was obvious just looking between the two sides who was more affluent, who commanded more respect.

      Alaric had even reserved them the swankiest conference room on the top floor of the Styx, the lone five-star hotel in Farrow’s Hollow, which Moira had only just learned was demon-owned and -operated. Beyond that, Alaric’s presence at the meeting would suggest Verrier’s involvement, which Malachi and Cordelia were banking on to keep the other demons—the lesser demons, supposedly—in check.

      Moira didn’t give a fuck about social politics, be it Earth’s or Hell’s. She just wanted Severus back. However, if this was the best way to make that happen, then she could dress up and muster a stoic, snobby persona to get through the meeting. All that mattered was the end result: the mob families backing them next Wednesday night, two and a half weeks after Severus had been taken, when she and the others would break into Seraphim Securities.

      To pull it off, they would need the numbers to go up against angels. The five of them plus both of Alaric’s handlers just wouldn’t be enough—not by a long shot.

      Malachi had been ridiculously excited about the idea this morning, about all the carnage the night promised.

      And about rescuing Severus. He had been sure to mention that too as Moira and Ella glowered at him.

      “And what exactly do you get out of this?” Silas dipped his head in Malachi’s direction. “Don’t tell me we’d be putting all this work in for a fucking leech.”

      “We heard your brother was taken,” Liam added.

      Edgar shot her one of his smarmy smirks, and Moira felt her cheeks starting to grow hot. Licking her lips, she avoided his gaze and dug her fingertips into her thighs. All she needed was to keep her mask up. She had gone into today expecting a bit of needling, and now that she had fully recovered from the injuries inflicted by Aeneas and had a grasp on her light, Moira had hoped her confidence would carry her.

      But the mention of Severus managed to find a chink in her armor.

      Inhaling deeply, she pushed her shoulders back, trying not to react to the way they all sniggered about leeches. Even Malachi snorted; the demon knew his audience.

      “My brother can rot in those prison cells for all I care—I’m not here for him.” He fiddled with his nails again, expression verging on amusement. “I’ve been stuck in Hell for centuries. Now that I’m back, I think it’s time to upset the established order. I want to unleash a little chaos. Is that really so surprising?”

      The four demons huddled in, muttering amongst themselves, and Moira met Malachi’s eye briefly. The slightest twitch of his brow said everything: shut up and let me run this.

      “Look,” Silas said when the group finally settled back in their seats, “here’s our issue.”

      Malachi raised his eyebrows, lips thinning. Across the table, Alaric appeared to be holding back a smile, and Cordelia stared down the mob heads like they were the biggest band of idiots she’d ever had the misfortune of knowing.

      “We like to know who we’re dealing with,” Silas continued as he swept his greasy hair back, the others nodding along like black-eyed puppets beside him. “What you’re proposing—it’s been something of interest to us for decades. I don’t think there’s a demon topside today who can honestly say they haven’t dreamed about overthrowing the angels, eh? So, fine. Consider us interested. But…”

      Malachi took a deep, dramatic breath, and if she’d been able to see his pupils, Moira was one hundred percent certain he would have rolled them.

      “We like to know who we’re throwing our hats in with,” Henrik carried on. “Silas, Liam and I have been running Farrow’s Hollow for the last seventy-five years—”

      “Give or take,” Cordelia interjected, smirking at the group. “There have been…others.”

      “But we have a real solid, professional relationship,” Henrik said, gesturing to his companions. “We may fight here and there. We might have a moment of shifting alliances within the mob circles. We may even—”

      “Get to the point,” Malachi growled. The floor-to-ceiling windows surrounding the conference room, offering a panoramic view of downtown Farrow’s Hollow, rattled in response. Moira swore that, just for a moment, Silas and his boys looked nervous.

      “The issue is,” Silas continued as Henrik slumped down in his chair, cowering, “we know you, Malachi. The Saevitia clan reputation is nigh untainted and has been for centuries. Same with your cousin. Best witch in the business, some say. And Alaric Crowley, well, we can assume he’s here with Verrier’s blessing.”

      Alaric merely tipped his head to the side, expression unreadable. In reality, Alaric’s dad had no idea any of this was happening. Moira had watched the hybrid swear his bodyguards to secrecy when his mob networking started shortly after Severus was taken. So, unless someone had squealed, Verrier was out of the loop.

      “It’s this one,” Liam concluded, his tone somewhat smug as he pointed to Moira, “we don’t know, don’t trust.”

      Jaw clenched, Moira deferred to Malachi for a response. The chaos demon merely shrugged, waving her off as though she was inconsequential in the grand scheme of things—never mind that he had purposefully seated her on his right-hand side.

      “Moira is most certainly here for my brother,” he told the room.

      “Not a spy for the angels then, huh?”

      A flash of anger shot through her, and Moira scoffed, lifting a challenging eyebrow at the sex trafficker who dared question her integrity. “No.”

      “She has her part to play,” Malachi carried on. “I will vouch for her. Hell hath no fury like a woman on a mission—or whatever the fuck the saying is this century.”

      “Yes, well, you see,” Edgar said as he stood, then pushed away from the table and strolled toward her. He’d seemed taller when seated; standing, he couldn’t have been more than an inch or two above Ella’s very dainty five-foot-four. Still, Liam’s lackey walked like he was six feet tall, his chest puffed out, the gold chain around his neck catching the bright lights above. “We just don’t know what good she’s going to be for us. We’re all well aware of your abilities, but your little half-breed here is a wild card. Not that we don’t trust you—”

      “Oh, no?” Malachi leaned forward, lunging like a cat who’d finally cornered the mouse. “Because from what your toad is saying, Liam, I’m inclined to disagree.”

      “I speak for our entire organization when I say that we want to know what she brings to the table,” Edgar insisted. Moira stiffened at the sound of him stopping dead behind her, his presence vibrating softly in her peripherals. Still seated, Alaric glared up at the demon, and Moira’s eyes snapped hard to the left when Edgar swept her hair back, tucking it behind her ear.

      “Everyone should have an equal part in this,” Liam chimed in, leering at her openly now as his little minion continued to fiddle with her hair. Seething, Moira looked to Malachi, who appeared to be enjoying the shift in the conversation. In fact, she could have sworn there was a little smile tugging at his lips.

      “Why don’t you loan her out to us for a few days?” Edgar’s too-warm palm settled on the curve of her neck, just beyond the spikes on her leather jacket’s very defined shoulder, his thumb stroking her beneath her hair. “Give her a spin. We’d all like to see what she can really do. I’m sure none of us will have a problem signing your contract then. Consider it an act of good faith.”

      In an instant, Cordelia started toward them, her black eyes narrowed, but Malachi snatched her arm before she got very far. Begrudgingly, the witch fell back into place, her scowl pinned on Edgar. Down the table, the other demons watched with bated breath, the air stilling as Edgar dragged a sharp fingernail up Moira’s throat, then traced the shell of her ear.

      This was it.

      Her moment to put them all in their place.

      “Yeah. Moira, he’s a demon. He’ll survive. Alaric said I need to set firm boundaries.” Ella’s voice echoed in the back of her mind. Firm boundaries. Right.

      “You know,” she started, fighting to keep her voice even, to swallow the flood of disgust at the feel of his finger grazing her jaw, “I am so sick of demons thinking they have the right to put their hands on me.”

      In a flash, her hand snapped around Edgar’s wrist, and Moira yanked him forward as hard as she could. As he stumbled into the table, she stood and wrenched his arm straight up, forcing an unnatural bend to his elbow. She then pinned him down by the back of the neck, slamming his face onto the table, towering over him, glaring, her blood like fire coursing through her veins as the demon mobsters chuckled.

      “Oh, naughty,” Edgar sneered, cheek pressed flat to the mahogany, black eyes swiveling up to seek her out. “I don’t mind a girl who can play rough—but just remember I bite back. Actually, maybe you boys can give us a minute here…”

      She ignored his goading, his thinly veiled innuendos, and concentrated on her light. Since the breakthrough with Ella and Malachi, Moira found she didn’t need to focus so hard on rescuing Severus or protecting her loved ones to bring the power to the surface. Now, a mere flicker of the incubus’s face across her mind had her palms glowing.

      And when they sparked to life now, Edgar’s string of filthy innuendos died on the tip of his tongue, replaced by raw, guttural shrieks that had his companions shooting to their feet. Her light poured out of her, burning every inch of bare skin she touched—Edgar’s wrist, the nape of his neck. She pushed harder, drawing out higher-pitched squeals from the demon wriggling beneath her, unable to escape her grasp.

      Malachi shielded his eyes with a wince, but as soon as Liam started to protest, taking a few steps in Moira’s direction, Alaric was on his feet, a gun drawn. The mobster paused when she looked his way, her gaze sharp and precise—knowing that when he looked into it, he would see the angels of Seraphim Securities glaring back. Moira might not have been one of them, but she could do some serious damage too; it was time the assholes who ran this city learned that.

      Edgar’s cries had weakened, turned hoarse and pitiful the longer she held him. Just for good measure, Moira wrenched his arm up harder and moved her other hand to his cheek. His skin bubbled and split beneath the light, what was once white and oily now red and cracked. Finally, when his cheek had swollen up enough to connect with his nose, when the pus and ooze of his blisters ran down his arm, weeping out from under her fingers, Moira called it off.

      She still couldn’t explain how it worked, but the light seemed to know when she was finished. Like flicking a switch, turning off the tap, suddenly the pure white light was just gone.

      “H-help…me,” Edgar whined, blood creeping along the side of his face, his arm. Moira stared down at him, adopting a mask of disinterest as she kept him pinned, a mask she had learned from watching the chaos demon beside her.

      “The next one of you to touch me without my permission will get full power,” she warned, staring each one of the mob family heads in the eye. “I may not be one hundred percent angel, but I can one hundred percent fuck you up. Is that clear?”

      It was a lie—one suggested by Alaric, actually, as they’d ridden the elevator up to the conference room. If she needed to show her power, tell them whatever they saw was only a tenth of what she could actually do. Keep them guessing. Keep them frightened.

      Slowly, Silas, Henrik, and Liam nodded, neither daring to look at the other for confirmation. It was exhilarating, the sudden rush of power. Moira had felt so helpless in this supernatural world, beaten down by her run-in with Diriel, disappointed with her inaction in Hell. Finally, she was a player in this game.

      Finally, she could let go of her fear—even just a little.

      A quick glance at Malachi found him smiling like a proud papa, his head cocked to one side as he surveyed a singed Edgar. It suddenly endeared him to her—his restraint. It was like he had known all along that she could handle herself just fine now. When he looked up to her, she took the slight flicker of his brow as permission for one final act of brutality—Edgar’s last reprimand for putting his hands on her.

      Moira released the mobster’s neck, then wrapped that arm around his bicep and pushed on his wrist, applying enough pressure to break his elbow. Edgar screamed one last time, the sound starting off strong before going feeble, his broken arm falling limp at his side when she released him.

      “And I don’t want to hear the word leech in this conversation again,” she snapped, watching as the demon weakly scrambled backward, only for his legs to give out the second he stood upright. He collapsed in her chair, pus oozing and blood dripping, half his face so swollen that he was nearly unrecognizable.

      “We…can all be civil, I suppose,” Liam said after a beat, breaking the silence from the far end of the table. “As long as you return the favour.”

      “I’m here because I want Severus back,” she told the trio, fighting harder now to keep her voice even, her eyes prickling with tears. “I’m not interested in angel alliances. I don’t care if you guys defeather every single one of them, but I’m here. I’m not dead weight. Don’t speak to me like I am.”

      “Noted,” the demon said tersely. “Don’t flambé my men.”

      “If they behave themselves, I won’t have to.”

      Malachi snorted. “And here I’d been thinking an angel hybrid would be boring, eh boys?”

      The trio half-heartedly returned his smile with less enthusiastic ones of their own, and, sensing her little stunt had accomplished what it needed to, Moira faced Edgar with a scowl.

      “Get out of my seat.”

      The demon tried and failed to lift himself up, so she grabbed him by the front of his cheap suit and dragged him away. While he was heavier than she’d expected, she managed to toss him aside. Only then did Alaric sit back down, gun holstered. A snap of Cordelia’s fingers cleared all the blood and pus off Moira’s seat, and once she tucked herself in, Moira dug her fingertips hard into her thighs to hide the fact that she was shaking like a leaf.

      “Well!” Malachi clapped his hands together, everyone except Cordelia flinching at the sound. “I think we all know what we each bring to the table now. Can we count on your support? Naturally, we will meet again to discuss the assault in thorough detail. It will all come down to timing and precision. Can I trust your dogs to follow orders?”

      Silas’s eyes narrowed. “Unflinchingly.”

      “Excellent,” Malachi crooned, noticeably delighting in the demon’s discomfort. Beside him, Cordelia dug out a rolled piece of yellowed parchment paper from the depths of her black skirt, then handed it over to her cousin.

      “A contract,” she stated, producing a feathery quill with a flutter of her fingers, which she also passed to Malachi. Without hesitation, the chaos demon signed it as she spoke—with a thin stream of blood dribbling out her left nostril. “Consider it a pledge of loyalty. We will back you so long as you do not default on this arrangement. I will be taking it straight to an oathkeeper in Hell when we conclude the meeting.”

      Moira watched Malachi, Cordelia, and Alaric scribble their signatures at the bottom of the paper, unable to decipher the Latin text from across the table—or at all, honestly. After the trio had signed it, Cordelia split the tips of each of their forefingers open, and they added a bloody fingerprint next to their names. Kitten heels clacking across the dark hardwood floor, Cordelia sauntered to the end of the table and set both the contract and the quill in front of Silas first. The demon looked to his companions for a moment, hand hovering over the quill.

      “Imagine all you could do in Farrow’s Hollow,” Malachi purred, “without an angel holding your leash. That is what I’m offering you, friends.”

      Finally, Silas conceded, and soon enough, all three had signed the contract, bloody fingerprints and all. Edgar, meanwhile, sat on the floor next to Liam’s chair—forgotten.

      At first, Moira thought they wouldn’t include her, but suddenly there the contract was in front of her, Cordelia hovering over her shoulder as she shakily added her name to the bottom of the list. With some difficulty, the witch sliced into Moira’s fingertip, needing a bit of extra pressure to break the skin. Ignoring the churn of her stomach, Moira stamped the parchment in red—wishing she knew what the hell she was signing.

      “No backing out now, gentlemen,” Malachi said with a chuckle. He stood, buttoning up his crisp black suit jacket, then pressed his fingertips to the table. “In a week’s time, Seraphim Securities will be no more.”

      The promise seemed to shake the tension that had gathered after her light show, and before she knew it, all three mobsters were shaking hands with Malachi near the conference room door, cackling over what was to come—over all they planned to do to the angel squad once Cordelia’s wards diminished their power.

      The thought had her shuddering, especially when Silas’s steely gaze settled back on her; Moira’s power would, in theory, also be weakened inside the magical bubble. Cordelia had warned her about it last night when they finalized their pitch, but to see how the mobsters delighted in angelic weakness—she didn’t trust them for a second not to turn on her.

      Liam had to all but drag his lackey out, a trail of fluids in his wake, which Cordelia saw to with another snap of her fingers.

      As soon as the door shut, not a mobster in sight, Moira pushed back from the table like it had burned her. She stood with a gasp, a little dizzy now that the adrenaline had started to fade. Within seconds Alaric was up and around the table, a steadying hand on her back. She twitched out of reach; his hand had settled between her shoulder blades. While she knew he did it out of respect, not wanting to touch too low, he’d landed right between her wings.

      Wings she could almost feel whenever she lay on her back now. A slight pinch, a little poke against her skin, against the bones underneath. She hadn’t told anyone about it; the only person she wanted to discuss it with was currently locked away in Seraphim Securities.

      “You all right?” Alaric asked softly, seeming not to notice her response as he started to rub her back. “You did so well, Moira. Really. You just demoted Edgar to the bottom rung of Liam’s operation, I promise you that.”

      “Because I burned him?”

      “Because you embarrassed Liam,” Alaric clarified, wiggling his eyebrows at her. “You handled it perfectly.”

      Across the room, Malachi and Cordelia stood murmuring to themselves, and Moira finally took what felt like her first true deep breath in over an hour.

      “Yeah, I guess I did okay,” she managed with a weak smile. “I feel a bit, uh, lightheaded.”

      Overwhelmed. Empowered. High, maybe, on the rush. She pressed a hand to her forehead, only to find it sweaty—or maybe that was just her clammy palm.

      “Hang on. I’ll get you something to drink.”

      “Water, please,” she said as he zipped across the room to the bar, his ridiculously polished shoes catching the light. Holding the back of the chair, she smiled wearily as Malachi strolled toward her. “So, that went according to plan?”

      “More or less,” he said, stopping just a little too close, his large hand clapping down on her shoulder. “I knew they’d test you. Probably couldn’t help themselves. Liam was practically foaming at the mouth the moment he saw you—I suspected he would send Edgar along to propose I loan you out.”

      “Yeah, that was horrible.”

      “But you handled yourself well.” The chaos demon pulled her toward him, and Moira went, thinking that he wanted to hug her, despite the fact he had never hugged her before. Nor had she wanted him to. However, before she could topple face-first into that burly chest of his, Malachi spun her around—and trapped her in a headlock.

      “Malachi,” she choked, slapping at his thick arm as he pressed down on her throat. “W-what are you doing?”

      “Just lean into it,” he murmured in her ear. “Just relax.”

      “Fuck you.” Moira wheezed, trying the tactics he’d shown her to break free of a headlock. In fact, Malachi had taught her how to swiftly escape a number of body holds, success guaranteed. But he had never held her this tight before. It was like fighting a stone statue.

      As the edges of her vision started to darken, she heard glass shatter behind her, followed by Alaric swiftly calling her name—and then snarling Malachi’s. She latched onto the chaos demon’s thumb, hoping to wrench it back, something, like he had shown her.

      He merely pressed harder, urging her not to fight, to just relax.

      Moira didn’t have time to panic. A good ten seconds later, her mouth gaping and her eyes wide but unseeing, she finally succumbed to the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “Quickly now, Cordie,” Malachi urged. He could hear Alaric stomping across the room toward him, but he hadn’t the time to waste. “She’ll wake up momentarily unless you begin.”

      Kicking two of the high-backed chairs aside, he scooped up an unconscious Moira and laid her flat on the table. Moments later, his cousin hopped up on the other side, moving with an unnatural nimbleness that would have deeply unnerved most humans. Just as Moira started to groan, her eyebrows furrowing and her eyes scrunching, Cordelia placed her hands on the hybrid’s temples. Instantly she stilled. Eyes rolled back, the witch began her incantation, and Malachi let out a soft sigh of relief; he certainly didn’t want to smother Moira again to keep her unconscious.

      “Malachi,” a hand thumped down on his shoulder, “answer me.”

      He whirled around, curling his hands to fists to keep from lashing out at the hybrid. There were very few figures he feared in Farrow’s Hollow, but Alaric’s father was one of them. The mobsters had no real authority; simple demons with no extraordinary talent or skill. Today had gone just as he thought it would, all of them signing that damn contract with a smile.

      “Alaric—”

      “What are you doing?” the hybrid demanded, peering around him, wide-eyed as he took in Cordelia’s hunched figure. “What is she doing?”

      “This is a precautionary measure,” Malachi insisted, battling the urge within—to strike out, to draw blood. He had kept the inner demon so constrained since waltzing out of the hell-gate, and today had been another test of his will. How easy it would have been to tear Silas, Liam, and Henrik limb from limb. Kill the trio. Acquire their businesses. Become the outright commander of the raid on Seraphim Securities.

      But he couldn’t do that.

      Because Malachi wasn’t interested in upsetting the established order—not when it came to angels, anyway. His reputation had likely tricked the mobster trio into thinking that he only lusted after carnage, that he truly wanted to rip this city apart. That would come in good time, of course. For now, he was, and would remain, hashtag-Team-Incubus-Extraction—as Ella had lovingly dubbed them before they left the house that morning.

      “Cordelia, stop.” Alaric lunged forward, but Malachi caught him by the elbow and dragged him across the room.

      “If you stop her now, if you disturb her, you risk irreparable damage to Moira’s mind,” he hissed, almost shoving the hybrid up against the window before reigning himself in. “We are altering her memories. She’ll have no recollection of this meeting.”

      “What?” Alaric opened and closed his mouth a few times. “Why?”

      “Because this never took place,” Malachi told him. “We were never here. The man who runs this hotel is loyal to your father, yes?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “You will instruct him not to tell a soul of our presence today. Tell him that the wrath of Verrier will rain down upon him should he speak.” That ought to keep any demon’s lips sealed. “Have all the security footage in the lobby erased, do you understand?”

      Alaric’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Not really.”

      “In Hell, Moira was subjected to a Truth Touch by the enforcers,” Malachi said, trying not to sound as annoyed as he felt. “When we inevitably go toe-to-toe with her father and his squadron, I predict she will ask them to perform the same touch to prove this isn’t some ploy—that she is actually Aeneas’s child and Severus was wrongly imprisoned. They will be able to tap into memories from the moment she first opened her eyes. They will see him, even if Moira couldn’t. As I recall, her mother’s journal mentioned a presence in the house—likely Aeneas. This meeting needs to be removed from her memories. As far as she’s concerned, we are, er, piggybacking on an assault already planned by the city’s mob families.”

      “But we aren’t. We signed the oath—”

      “Cordelia will wipe our names when she is finished with Moira’s memories,” Malachi told him, brusquely waving off his concerns. It was impossible to remove a name from a contract drawn up by an official in Hell. Fortunately, Cordelia had written this one, with all its flourishes, about an hour before the meeting; removing their names would be a breeze. “The story is that your contacts alerted you to this venture, and we are merely tagging along to pluck Severus out of the rubble.”

      The hybrid’s frown deepened. “Are you going to alter my memories too?”

      “Do we need to?” Malachi shrugged. “Should we get inside the building, and if we face down the angels, I suspect the rest of us will be…inconsequential.” Never mind that a Truth Touch from a real angel, not a corrupted one in Hell, would fry a demon to dust. The angel would acquire the memories, sure, but the demon wouldn’t survive it. “I’ll remind Moira of the Truth Touch before the assault. Hopefully she will invoke it before they obliterate us.”

      “Cordelia’s wards will stop them, won’t they?”

      Malachi smirked. “An angel operating at half capacity is still a dangerous thing, Alaric.”

      “I’m aware.” He ran a hand through his copper waves, smoothing them down with a sigh. “Why didn’t you tell me this was happening?”

      “Because while I appreciate that Severus has gone and found himself a new brother on Earth,” Malachi growled, a sliver of his own private, personal, pathetic jealousy slipping out, “you are loyal to him. By default, Moira is under your protection, perhaps even more so than mine. I know you’re fond of her. I couldn’t risk you telling her. She would never agree to it, the stubborn creature, and the fewer memories Cordie needs to remove or alter, the better.”

      Alaric pointed an accusatory finger at him. “I don’t agree with this.”

      “It’s for the best,” Malachi insisted, injecting his words with a dose of sympathy. “This is for her benefit, Alaric. She needn’t be implicated in the maelstrom we’ll unleash on that damn building.”

      “It’s done,” Cordelia croaked from across the room before Alaric could say anything further. The hybrid zipped around him, and Malachi followed at a safe distance. His cousin slid off the table, blood pouring from the new wounds on her face. They cracked up her cheeks from the corners of her mouth, giving her a frighteningly wide smile. By tonight, they’d scar over—the price his cousin was all too happy to pay for her magic.

      With half her face covered in red, she held her arms out, perhaps hoping Alaric would scoop her up. “Oh, darling, don’t be cross. Mal’s right. It’s in her best interest.”

      Her chin quivered, lips trembled, when Alaric skirted around her and went straight to Moira instead. The angel hybrid lay perfectly still on the table, head lolled to one side.

      “I’ve made her sleep,” Cordelia muttered thickly when Malachi stopped beside her. His cousin’s gaze fixed longingly on Alaric, watching the way he fussed over an unconscious Moira. Blood continued to weep down her cheeks, and her demonic eyes had retreated. “She will wake in a few hours.”

      “I’ll have Ella play along, tell her she fell asleep in front of the television box. She won’t be happy about it, but she’ll do it if it means protecting Moira,” Malachi told her, knowing they would need the human’s support to sell the lie. “Wipe our names from the contract.”

      When Cordelia made no move to comply, still staring at the hybrid who had infatuated her so, Malachi sighed. If everyone could control their emotions today, that would be fucking splendid.

      “Cousin.” Malachi snapped his fingers in front of her face, noisily jostling her from her stupor. “Cordelia. Now.”

      She scowled up at him, then dug into the plentiful fabric of her enormous skirt to retrieve the contract. With a few muttered words, her eyes rolled back in her head, and the names vanished—his, hers, Alaric’s and Moira’s. Gone.

      The contract was really quite standard; just because Cordelia had written it didn’t mean it could be anything less. The Latin inscription stated that all the undersigned pledged themselves to the cause of removing the angelic presence from Farrow’s Hollow. All would be in attendance on the night of the assault on Seraphim Securities—those who failed to make an appearance would be disemboweled and fed to hellhounds. Those who broke the contract after the siege commenced would face the penalties of Hell’s oathkeepers, another squadron of Lucifer’s corrupted angels pulling the strings below.

      Oathkeepers. Enforcers. No demon wanted to be on the receiving end of their wrath.

      “Done,” his cousin said stiffly, rolling the parchment back up.

      “See that it reaches the angel in question just before things kick off.”

      “It’s all been arranged,” Cordelia told him, shooting him a narrowed look that screamed I know what to do, you arrogant fuck. Malachi smoothed a hand down his suit, only marginally ruffled by her annoyance.

      This had been part of the plan from the beginning, from the second the pair cooked it up last week. It was madness, of course. Sheer, unadulterated insanity. But they couldn’t just waltz into Seraphim Securities and demand Severus be released, and without a contract, the mobsters would likely turn tail and run the moment things got hairy.

      Malachi had heard stories of the way the mob families ran this city—the way they sneered down at Severus. They didn’t deserve the gift Malachi had offered them by arranging this assault—they deserved to die slowly, painfully. A familiar breed, a better breed, of demon ought to be running Farrow’s Hollow. A higher class. Demons who respected the old ways.

      Earth was like the New World: demons who had been poor, powerless, and downtrodden in Hell could shirk the constraints of their Lutum name here if they just worked hard enough.

      The very idea offended Malachi’s sensibilities. There was a demon hierarchy for a reason. It was time the topside fuckers remembered that.

      Just as he was about to chuckle that very sentiment to Cordelia, to allude to the actual plan they had in play, she stalked to the table and leaned across it to kiss Alaric’s cheek. The hybrid said nothing, but some of the tightness in his jaw dissipated when he glanced at her, a bloody kiss staining his skin.

      “Until next week, my darlings,” the witch cooed, hands clasped behind her as she strolled backward toward the door. “Morning of—I’ll come knocking.”

      “Enjoy Hell,” Malachi said with a wry grin. “Say hello to Auntie for me.”

      “Of course, cousin.” Her smile suggested whatever strain she and he had briefly experienced had disappeared. Malachi watched her go, the contract clasped in hand, and nodded as the door closed behind her. Even if she had no intention of seeking out an oathkeeper, Cordelia still needed to physically go to Hell; there was a good chance one of the mobsters would have a tail on her from the moment she left this building, just to confirm that the contract went where it was supposed to.

      Little did any of them know, she had a local witch in her pocket—a human whom Cordelia had imbibed with her magic in the seventies. Hexia owned an occult shop downtown; her mission was to deliver the contract to an angel named Zachariah—according to Severus’s very accurate sketches—just before it all kicked off at Seraphim Securities. Malachi had chosen him because he hadn’t outright attacked Moira the other week. In fact, the angel appeared quite curious about her—until Malachi and Ella  interrupted their little staring contest.

      Cordelia had tracked the enormous angel’s movements through the city for the last five days, and he always returned to the same building each night. By today, she had his apartment number—and it wasn’t even the penthouse.

      What good was all that power if you didn’t abuse it?

      Ridiculous do-gooders.

      Malachi rubbed at his cheek, the skin rough with newly grown stubble. There were so many moving parts to this—and with one wrong move it could all very easily blow up in his face.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said as he strolled toward the table. “Get this one back—”

      “I’ve got her,” Alaric growled, stepping in front of Malachi and reaching across the table. He pulled Moira’s limp body toward him, then hoisted her up and marched for the door without a word.

      “Oh, cut the dramatics.” Malachi trailed after him, hands in his pockets. “This needed to be done.”

      When Alaric struggled to both hold Moira and open the door, Malachi let him for a few moments before reaching out and opening it for him. The hybrid shot him yet another annoyed look before blitzing down the hall toward the elevator, bypassing his daytime sitter Gibson without a word. The former debt collector glanced at Malachi, eyebrows furrowed in a way that demanded an explanation, and he shook his head.

      “Children,” Malachi mused as he fell in line beside the demon. “So sensitive these days.”

      Malachi scrutinized the hybrid as he stepped into the elevator, settling against the back wall while Gibson punched the button to take them to the underground parking lot. Alaric, meanwhile, readjusted Moira in his arms and refused to meet the chaos demon’s eye.

      Sensitive indeed. Hopefully not sensitive enough that Cordelia would need to delve into his memories too. He could only imagine the devastation Verrier would unleash upon them should he find out.

      But if it meant getting Severus back, if it meant not fucking all this straight to Hell, then Malachi would do it without hesitation. When it came to the family that mattered to him, they’d all learn, one way or another, that it was unwise to test him.
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      “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

      “Would you stop pacing already?” Malachi demanded. He sat crouched against the wall of the café where Moira and Severus had enjoyed breakfast daily for two weeks straight as he sketched angels. Elbows resting on his knees, hands dangling limply in front of him, the chaos demon tracked her with his bright blue gaze, mouth in a permanent frown. “It’s driving me mad.”

      Moira shook her head, moving faster as she ping-ponged back and forth between the café and the accounting office across the way, the alley behind her completely silent. “Can’t stop. Need to get the energy out.”

      “Why don’t you save that energy for when it really matters?” he growled. “Beyond that, you’re riling up the troops.”

      Moira risked a quick glance toward the street and found a cluster of demons ogling her. They all looked away hastily when they realized they’d been caught, muttering amongst themselves, and she tried to swallow the anxious lump that had lived in her throat since she woke up this morning. No luck. The damn thing wouldn’t budge, and now she had so much nervous adrenaline pounding through her that if she stopped moving, she might just keel over.

      “Well, they can look all they want,” she said dismissively, wishing she felt as confident as she sounded. “If they touch me, they’ll be in for the shock of their lives.”

      “I did warn the heads of the families about your, er, recently honed abilities.”

      “Good. I don’t want to deal with any bullshit. Not tonight.”

      “Technically it’s morning—”

      “Oh my god, Malachi, shut up.” Normally she could put up with his banter, but Moira had been on edge for hours—it had left her fried before the night had even started. Morning. Whatever.

      D-day was here. The minutes ticking by now were the last that Severus would spend inside Seraphim Securities. Cordelia had reconfirmed his location before they set out to meet with the other demons, and Moira’d had to force herself not to glare at that fucking black building ever since she had arrived, its gold letters across the front mocking her.

      “So, they all know why we’re here, right?” she asked, breaking the silence and ignoring Malachi’s eye roll. “Like…we’re not here for them—”

      “They are aware that our sole interest is in Severus, yes,” Malachi told her as he leaned forward and did a quick sweep of the steadily filling street. It was nearly three in the morning, and Cordelia had cast a ward similar to the one around Alaric’s house to keep their impending activities contained. Unless you were inside her little magical bubble, it looked like any ordinary night. The shops and corporate buildings around them were dark and silent. Silas, some demon weapons-specialist gangster, had paid an official from the city government to cordon off the street from both ends—no need to have an unwitting human drive into what was bound to be the biggest shitshow Farrow’s Hollow had ever seen.

      Because the demon mob families were taking down Seraphim Securities tonight. One of Alaric’s contacts had caught wind of the sting, and Malachi had managed to persuade the head honchos to let him, Moira, Cordelia, and Alaric tag along for the ride. While the hybrid—and Gibson and Kingsley—were stocking up on ammunition back at the house and would be here presently, Cordelia was busy doing her part for the troops.

      In order to be included, Cordelia had offered to provide an entry point for the assault—with magical hand grenades, half of which she’d bought in Hell, half of which she’d made herself. Each grenade, when detonated, would knock out a specific strand of invisible angel warding around the building, then level Seraphim Securities’ lobby without blowing up the entire structure.

      Apparently the inability to enter the main building was the only thing that had kept the demons at bay all these years. The lobby was doable—but anything beyond that was impassable to demons unless escorted by an angel. Enter Cordelia and her bottomless bag of magical trickery. The demonic witch was the only one who could literally see the magic surrounding the building—which mean she was the only one who could hack it. Or, in this case, obliterate it.

      As soon as the hour struck, she would blow open the front door with her grenades, disabling whatever high-tech magical security system the angels had in place. The demon mob grunts would clear the rubble, and then the place would be a free-for-all.

      Moira knew precisely where she was headed.

      Well. Sort of. Malachi and the others hazarded a guess that dungeons holding truant demons would be in the lower levels of the building, so that was where they needed to go first. Meanwhile, the mobsters were interested in money, weapons, and intel. As far as Moira was concerned—let them have at it. They could do whatever the hell they wanted, as long as no one touched her—and no one stood in her way when she finally found Severus.

      “Just let the grunts do what they need to do,” Malachi urged, finally pushing up into a standing position. Roughly half a head taller than her, the chaos demon appeared oddly calm about the whole thing. Much to her surprise, Moira was happy to have him here. Not only had he trained her for the last two weeks, but he had found a way to reach Severus. He had followed through on his promise.

      Sure, things could go wrong fast. Cordelia guessed there was an additional warding system in place, one that might not shut down as easily as all the others, that would alert all of the Farrow’s Hollow angels, including Aeneas, that something had happened to the building.

      “Just remember, after the lackeys clear rubble, we’re moving to the elevator. Don’t speak to anyone. Don’t engage if they speak to you. Just move. If we’re in a jam with the feathery bastards, you need to step up to the plate. Offer your memories as soon as you can before they blast us into dust,” Malachi told her somewhat unnecessarily; she could recite tonight’s plan backwards if need be. Moira nodded all the same, her adrenaline spiking when she spotted Alaric and his handlers sauntering toward them from the far end of the alley. If they were here, it meant kickoff time—she checked her phone quickly, then shoved it back in her purse—was less than five minutes out.

      Fuck. Moira hopped up and down on the spot, nervous—anxious, terrified, excited, terrified—energy buzzing through her. All that came to a dead halt, however, when a familiar figure stepped out from behind Gibson.

      A figure that was supposed to be waiting at home.

      With victory beers in the fridge.

      “What the fuck is Ella doing here?” Moira demanded, rounding on the spot to glare at Malachi. “Is this a joke? Are you just fucking with me or something?”

      “What?” The demon scowled down at her for a moment before looking toward the group—and an irate sort of realization spread across his features. “What is she doing here?!”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “I would never bring her here,” Malachi snarled, stalking down the alley. When he was within reach, he dragged Alaric aside just as the hybrid warned him about stepping outside of Cordelia’s magic bubble, and his handlers pounced on the pair. They were separated in an instant, with Malachi still snarling hushed comments at Alaric, Gibson struggling to hold him back. Ella, meanwhile, tiptoed around the whole confrontation, jogging over to Moira as she stood there, dumbfounded.

      “Hey, so—”

      “Don’t you hey me,” Moira snapped as she grabbed Ella’s arm and pulled her aside. She paused, however, when the loitering group of demons on the sidewalk, all clad in black, right down to the ridiculous stripes of grease paint on their cheeks, looked toward them with a little too much excitement in their eyes. Wrinkling her nose, she turned her back on them, blocking Ella from their line of sight.

      “Moira, before you—”

      “What are you doing here?” Shock rippled through her, numbing the energetic buzz from a few blissful moments ago, back when Moira didn’t know her best friend had tagged along for what could be a very dangerous, very awful adventure.

      “I wanted to help,” Ella insisted. Dressed in a pair of slim-fit black jeans and a too-tight grey tee, the woman had managed to tame her wild curls into a glossy ponytail, the smoky eyeshadow a bit much. “I told Alaric, and he agreed to take me.”

      “Alaric did what?” Moira glowered over Ella’s shoulder. Down the alley, Alaric glanced her way, then, red-faced, went back to what looked like a very intense conversation with Malachi. Dragging in a deep breath, she refocused on Ella and shook her head. “You can’t be here. Honey, I know you want to help, and I love you for it, but you’re not…”

      “Not what? Supernatural? Trained for combat? A demon?”

      “Yes to all of the above!”

      “I’m armed, okay.” Ella gestured down to the generous curve of her hips, showing off a pair of handguns from Alaric’s collection that Moira hadn’t noticed on her first sweep. “I will shoot anyone who gets near me.”

      “What? You… We…” Moira pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. This wasn’t happening. Ella wasn’t here—Moira had just passed out from all the nerves, and this was some awful dream.

      “Moira, I’m a really good shot.”

      Nope. Not a dream. She cracked an eye when Ella nudged her, only to watch her best friend unholster one of the handguns. In a flash it was in her dainty hand, a stark contrast to the baby-pink nail polish she had applied this afternoon back when Moira’s freak-out about tonight really took off. Like she did this for a living, Ella discharged her clip, fingers flying and gun parts clicking out of place, and then she put it all back together and raised the firearm to the dead center of Moira’s chest—finger off the trigger.

      “What do you think I do with my cousins whenever I have to visit them?” she asked, lowering the weapon as Moira stared at her with dish-saucer-wide eyes—feeling like she had never met this person before. Ella shrugged and holstered the gun. “My uncle is a gun fanatic. They live in the middle of nowhere. Literally all we would do every day was shoot stuff on their range.”

      “Just because you can do fancy tricks with a gun—”

      “That wasn’t a trick—”

      “Doesn’t mean you should be here,” Moira finished, throwing her hands up in disbelief. As the rest of their group slowly meandered toward them, she caught Gibson’s eye and pointed at Ella. “Take her home.”

      “No.” Ella pushed her hand down. “I can do this. I can help you. Severus is going to need a human to touch when you find him. If he’s been tortured, he’s probably weak, right?”

      “I…” Moira looked to Malachi for help, but all he did was scowl down at Ella, his eyes black and a vein she’d never seen before throbbing on his forehead.

      “Logically, it makes sense,” Alaric offered, and it took everything Moira had in her not to punch him.

      “I’m here for Severus,” Ella said softly, “and I’m here for you. There’s no time to take me back to the house. This is happening.”

      In that moment, Moira realized how ridiculously frustrating it must have been for Severus when she’d pulled this exact same stunt in the past. Ignoring his safety warnings, demanding she be involved, putting herself in danger despite knowing better.

      Karma was such a fucking bitch.

      “Well, I mean, you’re right,” she admitted, as much as it pained her. “I can’t help Severus like you can, and there’s no time… So.” Moira looked at Malachi, who still stood seething behind Ella. “Can you keep an eye on her too?”

      “I won’t let her out of my sight,” he growled. The demon then grabbed Ella by the back of the neck and dragged her to his side, her voluptuous ponytail bouncing. She scowled and tried to twist out of his grasp, but he wouldn’t budge.

      Ella’s hand twitched toward one of the guns on her hip. “Don’t make me shoot you.”

      Jaw clenched, Malachi responded by holding her an arm’s length away, mouth set in a thin line. Moira took a deep breath, massaging her temples as she looked from person to person in her little clique. Okay. This officially just became more complicated.

      Like it needed to get more complicated, more dangerous, than it already was. Behind her, things in the street seemed to be gearing up, the hundred-odd demons present slowly separating into defined groups. Cordelia marched straight through the middle of them, a bloodred beacon in a sea of black.

      For once, the witch hadn’t opted for Victorian funeral attire, but rather a bright red riding outfit—like horse riding. Red pants, dark brown knee-high boots, black gloves, red jacket buttoned around her slim waist, and a white blouse frilling out around her neck. All she needed was a riding crop and some stupid helmet and she’d be good to go. Before they had left about two hours earlier, Ella had helped the witch with her thick black hair, showing her how to plait a fishtail braid, much to Cordelia’s delight.

      “I do enjoy a dash of Earth couture,” she’d purred, eyeing herself in the third-floor bathroom mirror. Moira and Ella had exchanged looks, neither having the heart to tell her that a fishtail braid wasn’t exactly at the epicenter of high fashion.

      Now, however, as the wind rustled through the alley, Moira wished she had gone with the same look. Her own white locks hung straight down her back, a perky ponytail tying them all together. Maybe it would have been better to wrangle it all—maybe a bun? She reached for it distractedly as Cordelia met them at the edge of the alley, standing on the sidewalk next to the café, full lips pursed together. One withering look sent the loitering group of grease-paint covered demons into the street to join their mobster brethren.

      “The blast should be contained to the street,” the witch remarked, blood oozing down the sides of her face from her hairline. Honestly, it almost didn’t seem worth it to be a witch; Cordelia couldn’t do anything without her body splitting and bleeding.

      “Should be?” Gibson repeated, exchanging a quick glance with Kingsley. The vampire sucked in his cheeks with displeasure. Cordelia merely shrugged and moved over to Alaric, who wiped the blood away from her face with his thumb.

      As far as Moira understood it, the magical bombs Cordelia had stuck to the front wall of Seraphim Securities weren’t like traditional explosives. When they went off, they would emit a magical pulse that would both disarm the magic protecting the building and reduce the walls around the lobby to rubble. Apparently this kind of gear was quite expensive to purchase in Hell because it required a nuanced hand to create and to handle; based on the handful she’d bought in Hell, Cordelia had made a few of her own in the kitchen yesterday, having returned a day early to prep.

      Moira eyed Severus and Malachi’s cousin warily: this chick was scary as fuck.

      Suddenly, dozens of wristwatches and phones beeped across the small army of demons, including Alaric’s, Gibson’s, and Kingsley’s. A hush descended as everyone went about turning them off. The hour had struck.

      Moira’s heartbeat quickened, her palms clammy, her hybrid body bursting with nervous energy.

      Head held high, Cordelia sauntered forward with her hands on her hips. Alaric trailed after, holding her gloves. Dozens of faces turned back to her, waiting.

      “Brace for impact,” the witch bellowed, then raised her hands, fingers delicate, as if conducting an orchestra. Moira gulped when all ten digits snapped into fists, each one pulsing with a soft amber glow. Cordelia then yanked something back—like pulling a pair of invisible strings. The reins of a carriage. The pins of two hand grenades. In an instant, the bombs detonated, surges of brilliant color, the most intricate firework display Moira had ever seen, skittering across the Seraphim Securities building—and the walls exploded with such force that it knocked all the nearby demons off their feet.

      Moira threw herself back as a whoosh of debris-ridden air, roiling and churning like a hurricane, barreled toward them. The windows of the café shattered. She tried to find Ella, to block the worst of it with this new, much sturdier body, but wasn’t fast enough. She staggered into Malachi instead when the wind hit, crying out.

      And suddenly, as quickly as it had started—it was over.

      “Ella?!” Moira rasped, coughing as she stood. Coated in a thin layer of dust, she frantically searched for her best friend, her very human best friend, only to find Malachi crouched down at her feet, Ella in his arms. He must have grabbed her and ducked, shielding her from the brunt of the explosion with his body.

      Moira swallowed the rush of affection she felt for him in that moment, blinking back tears of relief—of gratefulness that he was already keeping his word. Again.

      “I’m good,” Ella insisted, squirming out of Malachi’s grasp after he stood. She went straight for Moira, helping her brush off the dust and debris. “You?”

      “Fine,” she said. A slight twinge in her cheek caught her attention, and her fingers came away bloody when she brushed at it.

      “It’s just a scratch,” Ella assured her. She then glanced over her shoulder, eyes on the ground, and murmured a quick, “Thank you.”

      Malachi grunted in acknowledgement, but his attention was elsewhere as he pushed by and headed for the street. Grabbing Ella’s hand, Moira hurried after him, eyes wide as she surveyed the aftermath of the explosion.

      Just as Cordelia had promised, the entire front end of the building had been blown to pieces. The lobby was completely stripped back, great mounds of rubble and shattered glass piled up where she and Severus had once tried to sweet-talk building plans out of the receptionist, some of it scattered across the two-lane street, too. Some of the demons were already throwing what was left of the big gold letters back and forth, laughing, while others moved forward in tight-knit teams, working on clearing a path to the golden elevators at the far left of the lobby. The wall around the elevators remained intact, as did the remaining building structure. With the amount of charges Cordelia had placed, Moira had worried the explosion might level the whole thing.

      But there it stood, encased in Cordelia’s faintly shimmering magic bubble. The buildings on either side remained untouched, and the street was still empty in both directions, illuminated by street lamps.

      “Like little worker ants, off to move a mountain,” Alaric noted. Moira flinched; he’d appeared out of nowhere, looking perfectly unharmed, with Cordelia at his side. His observation was apt; dressed in all black, the teams clearing what was left of the lobby swarmed, moving fast and efficient. The rest stood by, some eighty-plus demons waiting in the wings for the next move.

      “Right.” Malachi rounded on the spot, glaring them all down—a great towering wall of black clothing and muscle. “We wait for them to clear a path. Do not engage. Do not help them. We move as one to the elevators, clear?”

      “Sir, yes sir.” Alaric topped it off with a little salute, smirking when the chaos demon’s narrowed gaze landed on him. “Come on, Malachi. We’ve been over this. Let’s just go.”

      With Kingsley leading the way, the group set off, sticking to the far edge of the magical bubble, striding along the faintly shimmering wall: Cordelia and Alaric at the front, Gibson in the middle, followed by Malachi holding Ella at an arm’s length away from the mess of demons and rubble, and then Moira bringing up the rear. Her hands warmed as she stepped out onto the street, gaze forever moving, forever taking in the demons watching her.

      “Wait.” Kingsley held up a fist, bringing the group to a halt. The vampire turned around, his eyes searching, his frown deep. “D’you hear that?”

      Ella looked back to her, eyes wide, and Moira shook her head. She didn’t hear it—not at first. But then—a high-pitched whistling sound, growing louder by the second. Swallowing hard, she looked up.

      “Angels incoming!” a demon roared from the crowd. Far above the mess, nine identical lights plummeted toward them like shooting stars. Falling stars. Comets. Fireballs.

      Demons jumped into action immediately; those in the middle of the horde whipped tarps off four freestanding structures and revealed the largest mounted machine guns Moira had ever seen.

      “Get back,” Alaric called, motioning for the group to retreat right up to Cordelia’s shimmering ward. They all scrambled to comply, Ella stumbling into it with a yelp—but moving five feet away from the demon army wouldn’t do them any good. The whistling was like thunder now, like the scream of an oncoming train two seconds away from flattening you to the track.

      “Get down!” Moira shouted. She jumped for Ella, dragging her to the ground as the angels ripped through Cordelia’s barrier. The ward seemed to part for the intruders, not the kind to keep anything out, just hidden, but it held firm otherwise.

      And good thing, too. As soon as the angels breached, they emitted a tidal wave of light and slammed into the pavement, the force of it all akin to an earthquake. Demons screamed, Malachi and Cordelia too, and dropped down as light bathed them, but there was no singed skin or bubbling blisters. Frantic, Moira and Ella crawled on top of Malachi to shield him, but his skin had only turned a bright pink—like a sunburn after a day at the park. Snarling, he rolled them off and leapt up as soon as the light disappeared.

      Nine angels. Moira scrambled to her feet, heart racing, and put herself squarely in front of Ella. Nine angels with wings. She’d never seen them before, but there they were, in all their glory. Each wing had a span at least six feet across, and as they unfurled, they sent demons flying. Like an extra pair of fists, the huge, white feathers extended wide, knocking anyone within range to the ground.

      “Open fire!”

      All four machine guns sprang to life in unison, their operators unleashing a storm of bullets on their enemy. Moira planted her hands over her ears, wincing at the piercing gunfire, then gasped when the angels brought their wings in, each wrapping himself in a white, feathery cocoon. Bullets ricocheted off the wings, shooting in all directions as the four targeted angels started to move, slowly but surely, straight for the guns in the middle of the demon horde.

      “Get down,” Malachi growled, pushing her back to the ground. She went without a fight, shock numbing her, and then quickly scrambled over to as crouching Ella. Malachi hovered over the pair, flinching when a bullet whizzed by his ear. It shot through Cordelia’s bubble and took an immediate nosedive, bouncing a few times across the pavement before settling next to a grated manhole.

      The demon army had erupted into a screaming, snarling, yowling, roaring nightmare, charging the angels in a way that had Moira’s mind jumping back to the fight in front of Diriel’s estate in Hell. This, however, was far deadlier. Nine against a hundred—yet somehow the demons still seemed outmanned. Peeking out from under Malachi’s arm, she spied a cocooned angel finally reaching the closest of the still-firing machine guns. His wings unfurled, knocking down any demons in his path down, and the angel then bent the barrel of the gun up and pushed the stand clean over.

      “Holy…shit,” Ella breathed, watching from under Malachi’s other arm.

      “We aren’t frightened of them for nothing,” the chaos demon muttered. His eyes narrowed, staring intently at the army, and the shrieks and yowls and snarls of the demons swelled, louder than the gunfire—until the machine guns stopped completely, destroyed by the other angels.

      “We need to move,” Alaric shouted over the chaos. He beckoned them forward, getting into a crouched position. Much to Moira’s horror, poor Kingsley hadn’t survived the angels’ light, even at half the usual capacity inside Cordelia’s ward; they passed his ashen corpse as they scurried after the others. Ella blanched, tiptoeing around the body in silence.

      Just as before, the group clung to the outer rim of the battlefield, hoping to casually slip by and avoid all the fighting. Wishful thinking. At the back once again, Moira urged her light to her fingertips, frantically searching the faces of the angels for Aeneas—searching, but unable to locate. She gritted her teeth and stood upright, trying to see over the mass of demon bodies, then cursed when an angel threw a whole squad of demons out of his way. Bodies sailed across the fray, slamming into the café’s walls, shattering the second-storey windows.

      The angel—Zachariah, the same one she had stared down outside of Seraphim Securities after Severus was taken—withdrew a sword from the depths of his trench coat, and Moira swore again, much louder this time, when it burst into flames.

      “Ah! Ah! Oh!” Ella pointed frantically at Zachariah, having also spotted it, and stumbled to a halt. “Flaming sword! Flaming sword!”

      Malachi whirled around, and all three winced when Zachariah cut down a half dozen demons with a single sweep of that sword.

      Fuck.

      While the odd crack of gunfire still echoed across the battlefield, most of the demons seemed to be trying to physically overwhelm the angels. In fact, as Moira’s gaze darted around, she realized that the demons, who had been so cool and collected before while whipping out their machine guns, looked crazed now—like fast-moving zombies hurling themselves at a fence, climbing on top of each other to get the sweet, sweet brains of the humans fleeing on the other side.

      It was—insanity. Moira gulped. When she looked up at Malachi, a question on the tip of her tongue, she suddenly recalled that chaos demons could control other demons.

      Was he doing this?

      Had he turned them into rabid dogs, foaming at the mouth, clawing manically at angels?

      She shook her head. It didn’t matter. As long as the angels were distracted, she was good to go again. Forget looking for Aeneas—she just needed to get to those elevators and find Severus.

      Unfortunately, the fight quickly found its way into the outskirts—right into their laps. Somehow the fighters had managed to knock an angel off balance, and he came crashing through Moira’s little brigade, separating her, Malachi, and Ella from Cordelia, Alaric, and Gibson. Malachi shoved them both back and out of the angel’s wingspan, and just before the clump of rabid demons chasing after this one could pile on, another angel dropped down on them from above. Hadrian—an overwhelmed Moira recognized him from Severus’s sketched.

      Malachi lurched forward, picking a smallish demon off the ground and literally throwing him at the angel. While Hadrian cut the demon in half with his flaming sword, the distraction gave other demons a chance to swarm him, Malachi at the outskirts, his eyes black and his mouth sneering.

      “Alaric!”

      One thing at a fucking time. Moira whipped around at the sound of Ella’s cry, panic gripping her tight. Cordelia had disappeared. Gibson’s smashed head currently coated the polished leather dress shoes of the angel who had separated their group, and Alaric was on the ground, frantically crawling away. Gun just out of reach, all he could do was retreat, scrambling backward across the blood-slick pavement.

      “Fuck me,” Moira hissed, and before she knew it, she was running full speed at the angel. Then she leapt—soaring, soaring, soaring, until wham, right onto the angel’s back. Adriel. She’d recognize that nose anywhere. He stumbled forward with a grunt, wings ruffling. In that moment, as she snapped her arms around his neck, hoping to distract him long enough for Alaric to move, Moira couldn’t help but notice the heft of his wings. The thickness of the joint connecting them to his back, cutting through the fabric of his clothing. The powerful rush of air as those wings flapped.

      Would hers be anything like this?

      “Bite him!” she heard Ella shouting from the background. Without thinking, she went for it, ready to take a chunk out of the angel’s ear, only to find herself lurching forward when Adriel grabbed her forearm and dragged her over his shoulder.

      Moira toppled down with a cry, landing hard on the pavement, and then rolled to the right as the flaming sword swung down after her. Hopping up onto her feet, keeping her tread light and crouching low like Malachi had taught her, she slammed the base of her palm into Adriel’s knee, the chaos demon’s voice rattling around her skull.

      “Go for pain centers,” he’d insisted, pinching the underside of her bicep. “Go for weaknesses.” How many fucking times had he knocked her over by cutting her off at the knees?

      Much to her delight, the move worked, sort of—Adriel fumbled, only to be shot seconds later by Alaric, the flash of the gun making her blink rapidly. He managed to hit the angel’s sword hand, and the flaming weapon clattered to the ground. However, before Moira could follow through—punch to the throat—Adriel reared back and swung at her.

      Moira managed to grab his arm before he actually backhanded her, the cold, purplish blood of his injured hand splattering onto her cheek. The force of the blow still sent her tumbling back, and she landed hard next to Alaric, who already had his gun up.

      Two beats of Adriel’s enormous wings, the gust of air they brought up, knocked the handgun right out of Alaric’s grasp.

      “Abominations,” the angel spat—at both of them. He glared at his wounded hand, then pitched forward, the venom, the hatred, positively oozing from every pore. “Wretched insults to the very Creator of this universe! I’ll gladly rip you apart, limb by limb, until—”

      Moira shrieked when something burst out of his chest: a silver-tipped walking stick made of—onyx? Adriel’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly, a choking sound gurgling up his throat, and then he toppled to his knees.

      “Adriel,” their rescuer crooned, his tone perfectly civil over the chaotic din of the battle, his outfit perfectly stylish against the backdrop of carnage, “don’t you dare threaten my son.”

      “Father?”

      With a lengthy exhale, a solemn death rattle, Adriel slid down what Moira could now confirm was, in fact, a black walking stick. The angel crumpled unceremoniously to the ground, dead. Wings limp. Eyes glassy. Lips parted. Towering over him, the infamous Verrier plucked a checkered silk pocket square from the breast pocket of his jacket and used it to clean the blood off his weapon.

      All Moira could do was gawk: at the dead angel, feathers fluttering in the breeze; at the statuesque Verrier, who looked nothing like Alaric. The same white hair as hers sat atop his head, swept back in a low ponytail. The once white-and-grey pocket square, now stained a deep purple, paired well with his exquisitely tailored suit—all black, from the tie to the laces of his oxfords. Over his arm hung what looked like a dark grey trench, which he tossed aside with a slight twitch of his cheek, his expression otherwise totally impassive.

      He was kind of—breathtaking?

      Moira snapped her mouth shut, her cheeks warming when his cold blue eyes swept over her.

      “Is your dad an angel?” she hissed, turning on Alaric and smacking his arm. The hybrid startled on impact, shaking his head quickly and frowning at her.

      “What? No. He’s a prince of Hell. Haven’t you been listening—”

      “And what, precisely,” Verrier started, his voice like velvet—velvet that suddenly hardened, its edge sharp enough to draw blood, “do you think you’re doing, son of mine?”

      He slammed his walking stick on the ground for maximum effect, then strolled across Adriel’s lifeless body. Moira winced as his foot ground the angel’s face into the pavement—just as Adriel had done to poor Gibson.

      “Do you have a death wish?” he snarled, dropping low and grasping his son by the front of his shirt. “Do you know the agony you put me through?”

      A screech, distinctly female and terrified, cut off Alaric’s response, and to her right, in the frays of battle, Moira heard the tail end of a threat.

      “…shalt not suffer a witch to live.”

      Moira’s eyes widened when she spied an angel holding Cordelia up by the end of her braid. Feet dangling above the ground, she swung at him, her hands blazing red, her teeth gritted.

      “Cordelia!” Suddenly Alaric was crawling over Moira—and it was then she caught it, a sight that had her yelping in surprise.

      His eyes.

      They were grey.

      Full grey. A smoky, dark color—but not black.

      Moira scrambled back, trying to get out of the way, but the hybrid had already taken off like a sprinter shooting off the starting block.

      “Did he just…have…? Did he just go through hybrid puberty?” Moira pressed a hand to her forehead, wincing as the tiny rocks from the road bit into her skin. “He’s a demon hybrid though. Right? He’s…”

      She stilled at the weight of Verrier’s gaze when it landed on her, his smile predatory, unnerving.

      “Almost,” he growled. With another flash of teeth, the former prince rose to his full height, brushing off his suit with one hand, gripping the stacked silver skull handle of his walking stick with the other. Pride radiated from him as he watched his son tackle the angel holding Cordelia to the ground, the flaming sword tumbling from the creature’s hand. Cordelia managed to roll away and hop back up on her feet. Blood streamed down her face, and she unleashed an unholy surge of brilliant red light, the magic slamming hard into the angel, who bellowed.

      In pain? In surprise? Moira couldn’t be sure; she stood to get a better look. Alaric was soon upright again too, his father strolling toward him. Verrier stopped as two angels cut their way through the sea of rabid demons, their swords ablaze and their gazes set firmly on Alaric.

      Until Verrier tapped his cane three times on the pavement. When he raised it again, it was no longer an onyx walking stick, but a great broadsword of his own, its fire black and blue. The head of every angel on the battlefield snapped toward him, and Moira let out a stuttering breath; had the guy just thrown down the gauntlet, or what?

      “Is it just me,” she flinched at the sound of Ella’s voice directly beside her, “or is Alaric’s dad super hot?”

      “Uh, yeah. Kind of the gorgeous badass type, I guess.” Moira pursed her lips and nodded, her heart skipping a beat when Verrier’s sword clashed against the sword of another angel. The former prince shouted for his son to go as flames flared from the blades, scorching a few snarling demons standing in the wrong place at the wrong time. Alaric grabbed Cordelia around her waist, the witch shrieking, spitting, hissing, like a puffed-up kitten ready to go another round with a much bigger cat, and hauled her away from the fight.

      A dull ache throbbed within Moira, cutting through the pumping adrenaline that was probably keeping the bulk of the actual pain at bay.

      “Where’s Malachi?” she asked. Ella nodded toward the battle.

      “He was helping those guys the last I saw him,” she said, then shook her head. “Didn’t he say not to engage?”

      “Pretty sure he definitely did.”

      “Like, repeatedly?”

      “Yup.”

      “I look forward to rubbing this moment in his face later.”

      “Same.”

      Hands pressed to her lower back, Moira turned toward the rubble in front of Seraphim Securities, wondering if she and Ella should just go ahead without Malachi—and was promptly tackled to the ground by a demon. She shrieked, elbows taking the brunt of the fall.

      “Not so tough now,” he sneered, pinning her down, debris biting into her back as she tried to wiggle free.

      “Get off me!”

      “Oh, no, we’re only just getting started.” Spittle sprinkled her face as he screamed—this demon with severely burned flesh, so marred with red, angry skin that it looked like he was wearing a waxy mask over half his face. Her hands warmed as he bellowed, “You’ll suffer for what you did to me!”

      “I don’t even know you,” she snapped, teeth gritted when she finally got her hands onto his shoulders.

      Fuck this guy. They were supposed to be on the same team here, but obviously that was too much to ask for from some demons. Maybe the other angels had hurt him and he wanted to take it out on her. Maybe he was just an asshole.

      “It’s Edgar,” he shouted as her hands started to glow. The demon gripped the front of her shirt and slammed her into the ground—repeatedly, pain blooming behind her eyes. “Say it! Say my name! Beg for me to stop, you little bitch—”

      Moira clocked him hard across the face, then kneed him in the groin. As he toppled over, she went with the momentum, rolling on top of him and slamming a glowing hand onto the unblemished half of his face. He shrieked, but just as the real angel light hadn’t done its usual damage to the demons in Cordelia’s magic bubble, her light only seemed to sting a bit. Malachi’s skin had bubbled and blistered before. This was—not good.

      He batted her hands away, knees pummelling her back, and Moira thrust the base of her palm at his nose. Blood spurted over both of them as the bones broke. Roaring, Edgar went for her eyes, dangerously long nails sharp and reaching as she reeled back.

      “Moira, get off!”

      She rolled without hesitation, throwing herself to the left just before Ella emptied her entire clip—all six bullets—into the demon. Panting, and in pain, Moira pushed onto her knees. Her eyes widened.

      Ella had shot him twice in the face, then four times in the chest, blood pluming from every wound.

      “Th-thank you,” Moira stammered, stumbling to her feet and wrapping her arms around her best friend. Ella shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t have had to do that. This wasn’t right.

      “Anytime,” Ella whispered back, dropping the gun, her arms limp at her side.

      “Hey!”

      “She just shot Edgar!”

      “Fucking human scum.”

      The pair sprang apart, Moira’s hands pulsing as brightly as they could under the circumstances. Ella had her other handgun up, cocked, and aimed at an incoming group of five demons.

      “He was trying to kill me,” Moira insisted, but she had a feeling nothing she said right now would slow them.

      Malachi, on the other hand, was a pretty solid deterrent. The chaos demon blitzed in front of them, seeming to materialize out of nowhere from the sea of madness behind the charging demons. He set himself squarely between them, his clothing torn, his hair mussed, and his mouth caked with blood.

      “Back to your posts, gentlemen,” he growled, the order steeped in a gravelly, smoky rumble that made Ella visibly shiver. “Nothing to see here.”

      “Your girl fucked up my boy. Step aside and let me take retribution, Saevitia.”

      “I said—”

      “I heard what you said, and I don’t give a shit.”

      “Yeah,” another of the group chimed in. “This isn’t Hell. You don’t own us here. You don’t outrank us.”

      Moira tried to get more light to her hands, digging deep within her being, thoughts of protecting Malachi, protecting Ella, at the forefront of her mind. It didn’t matter. She knew how to call it now—and under Cordelia’s magic, the well had depleted considerably. This was it—all she had to work with. Sighing deeply, Moira cracked her neck. So be it. She could make this work.

      She had to.

      Just as she started to move forward, ready to stand by Malachi’s side rather than hide behind him, a demon who looked no older than a first-year undergrad charged the chaos demon. He sprinted forward swinging a crowbar, which Malachi dodged with ease. The chaos demon caught the young attacker around the chin—then bore down on him and dug his thumbs into his eyes.

      Moira’s glowing hands fell to her sides as she watched, unable to look away. The demon’s companions had stopped cheering, had stopped charging, as he screamed and thrashed in Malachi’s grasp. Every hit he landed bounced off the chaos demon like it was nothing, and his howls turned shrill when Malachi’s thumbs sank deeper—down to the first knuckle.

      Slowly, agonizingly so, the demon’s fight drained out of him. He still tried; he swatted at Malachi’s arms, weakly kicked at his legs, until his knees eventually buckled, and the only thing holding him up was the chaos demon gouging him blind.

      “Malachi.” Moira couldn’t even hear herself, his name dying at the tip of her tongue, drowned out by the battle raging between angels and demons.

      And all the while, Malachi smiled. He chuckled. He looked as delighted as he always did when he watched footage of massacres, of riots, of violent altercations on Severus’s laptop—he reveled in the agony until at last an entire thumb had wedged into each of the other demon’s eye sockets.

      He then dragged in a deep breath, as if coming back to the moment, and shook the unconscious demon off. His golden brows rose at the silent onlookers—a challenge issued.

      “Do your job,” he snarled, anger-enunciating like Severus, and pointed a bloody finger at the battle—at the dwindling number of demons stacked against the eight remaining angels. “Fight the real enemy.”

      When none of them moved, he took a step forward—and they scattered.

      Moira inhaled a shaky breath, then smoothed her hand over her hair. Her ponytail held strong, but the tussle with ol’ what’s his name had turned her head into flyaway city—she could feel it. This was all too much. Too much blood. Too much gore. Too much danger. All in the span of… She pulled her phone out of her purse. The screen had cracked at some point, but she could still read the digits.

      3:12 AM.

      Twelve minutes.

      She felt like they had been at this for hours. Weariness had worked its way into her bones—and they weren’t even inside yet. Severus was still down there. Her lower lip quivered, guilt twisting her gut. It was almost like she had forgotten about him. Forgotten why they were even doing this, so focused on the chaos around her instead. Her eyes welled with tears—shocked, exhausted, angry tears.

      The last one mattered the most. Because it pushed her forward.

      “We need to get moving,” Malachi muttered, turning away from the clashing figures, from the blazing angel swords, Verrier’s lone blue and black flame hacking away somewhere toward the middle now. The chaos demon reached out for Ella, but she flinched back with a slight shake of her head, her chin quivering.

      He went for her again, and again she stepped back, bumping into the very edge of Cordelia’s magic. The ward shimmered slightly, faintly colored, a fleeting rainbow that made her think of blowing bubbles as a kid beneath the afternoon sun.

      The sight of Malachi’s huge hand snapping around Ella’s delicate forearm spurred Moira into action. She staggered forward, grabbing at his arm. “Stop.”

      “Look at me,” he growled, dragging Ella right up to him, their faces no more than an inch or two apart. She refused, her honey-brown gaze on the ground, over his shoulder, on Moira, unfocused and scattered. Malachi shook her, and Moira grabbed at the arm holding her best friend.

      “Malachi, stop.”

      “Look at me,” he ordered, shaking her one last time. Finally, Ella glanced up. He dipped his head down a little lower, holding her stare. “It was either him or you. I choose you. I choose Moira. I choose us over them, do you understand? I’d do it again without a second thought.”

      An agonized scream cut through the moment, ripped from a demon’s throat somewhere in the crowd. Ella seemed to briefly search it out before she looked back at Malachi and nodded. “Okay.”

      Moira had never heard her best friend sound as small as she looked. Malachi’s hold jumped up to her bicep, but he held her looser.

      “Okay,” he said back with a nod. He then looked to Moira. “Let’s move.”

      Before she could get a word in, he’d shoved her toward the building, and her legs just did as they were told. Shaking, fuming, a hurricane of feeling storming about inside her, she managed to pick her way through the piles of rubble without once tripping. Malachi followed closely behind, Ella at his side, her face still too pale. She had left one of her guns behind, the other clasped loosely, limply in hand.

      To their credit, the worker ants had cleared a lot of the building away before the angels arrived. They were able to cross the lobby toward the elevators relatively unhindered, skirting a few larger pieces of concrete still left to be moved. The reception desk was destroyed. All the plants around the doors—buried. Dust and blood stained the golden elevator doors, in front of which stood Alaric and Cordelia. At their feet, a trio of dead demons.

      “Apparently my eyes aren’t black,” Alaric said as they approached—growled, more like, his voice deeper, gruffer. “Apparently they are grey, which apparently was an affront to these bastards’ sensibilities.”

      “Darling, you’re all demon to me,” Cordelia purred before stabbing at the elevator button. The contraption whirred to life inside the walls, and Moira pulled Ella away from Malachi, an arm around her shoulders, as they waited. Cordelia, meanwhile, busied herself with wiping the blood off Alaric’s freckled cheeks.

      She couldn’t help but stare at him—at those full pewter-grey eyes, dark like heavy clouds before a storm. The hue had her thinking of her own pupilless eyes in Hell, and after all this was over, Moira planned to have a serious sit-down chat with Alaric.

      Maybe even Verrier.

      Because he wasn’t exactly a demon hybrid.

      But she didn’t have full-grey eyes in Hell, so Alaric wasn’t really an angel hybrid either.

      Right?

      Right?

      She pressed the pressure spot between her eyebrows, wishing that was enough to ward off the headache starting to gather behind her eyes. When the doors finally peeled back to reveal an empty compartment, Moira ushered Ella in first, followed by Malachi, then Cordelia and Alaric. As the doors started to close, they spotted a pair of demons—rabid, screeching, wild-eyed demons—charging toward them.

      Alaric lifted his gun and took them both out, one after the other, with two shots to the head.

      The doors closed completely.

      And Ella then doubled over and puked in the back corner.
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      “Sorry, guys.”

      “Oh, honey, it’s okay,” Moira murmured, rubbing Ella’s back as she bent over, one hand grasping the railing at the side of the elevator. Her friend dry-heaved again, but not much came out. Moira pulled her ponytail out of the way, annoyed to suddenly find Malachi hovering right in her personal space. “You just let it out. It’s okay. It’s totally normal given, you know, all this.”

      Moira could probably go for a little puking herself after everything she’d seen in the last fifteen minutes.

      “Do finish up,” Cordelia remarked, and she shrugged when both Moira and Malachi glared back at her. She had her finger pressed against the close door button, wearing a totally unfazed smile. “I just think there might be a line of half-mad demons who want to use the elevator too. Speaking of which—cousin, I assume the foaming-at-the-mouth insanity was your doing?”

      “I needed to ensure they kept the winged warriors busy,” Malachi insisted dryly. Fighting the urge to roll her eyes, Moira turned her attention back to Ella when she heaved again. This time, however, Ella waved her off and straightened.

      “I’m fine,” she muttered, then wiped at her mouth. Still, she wouldn’t meet Moira’s eye, her cheeks a shade darker. “Really. I’m good.”

      “It’s a totally normal reaction.”

      “I know.”

      “I’d puke if I could.”

      “Right.”

      “If there was anything in my stomach, seriously, I’d—”

      “Okay.” Ella shot her a hollow grin, their gazes finally meeting. “I get it.”

      “Seems like there are three sublevels,” Alaric noted as he examined the polished metal buttons next to the door. “Should we start at the first or the last?”

      “Last?” Moira said, taking a shot in the dark.

      “I’d keep my prisoners in the lowest level,” Ella added weakly. Alaric nodded, then pushed at the B3 button.

      Rather than moving as commanded, a chunk of the elevator wall peeled back, and out popped a little machine: a needle, propped up on an extendable metal arm.

      “Likely needs a biological identification,” Cordelia mused as she crouched down to examine it. “Can’t have Daddy’s idiot creations wandering where they aren’t supposed to.”

      Ella made an indignant sound from the back of the elevator.

      “Darling,” the witch continued with a nudge at Alaric, “maybe you could—”

      “I’ll do it,” Moira said, shouldering her way through the cramped space. “If it wants angel, I’m kind of our only shot.”

      Given no one could assign a label to whatever the hell Alaric had morphed into, she didn’t want the elevator to go into lockdown mode if it got the wrong blood. Still, there was a decent chance that it could reject her; she wasn’t a full angel, after all.

      “Worst comes to worst, we could cut off Adriel’s hand,” Alaric offered with a shrug. “You know—the one Father killed? Doubt we could carry him in his entirety, but a hand…”

      “Oh, darling,” Cordelia whispered, clutching at his sleeve. “I do enjoy this new side to you.”

      “Oh my god, you two. Focus.” Moira rolled her eyes. Alaric had always balked at graphic violence before, but now that he’d gone through hybrid puberty, there was no telling just how much about him would change. Hopefully not too much. She really liked the guy as is.

      With a soft sigh, Moira hovered over the tiny, ridiculously sharp tip of the needle, then tapped her pointer finger on it. She hissed at the pinprick of pain, but still waited until a little blood had dribbled down to pull away.

      A hush descended over the group as the metal arm twitched, then retracted itself into the wall, the covering sliding back into place. Moira held her breath, bracing for the blare of sirens, the angry beeping of some anti-intruder system.

      Nothing. A few moments later, the lift began its smooth ride down to the third basement level. She exhaled sharply, then moved into place as Malachi hastily arranged everyone, the unspoken threat looming: only nine angels had plummeted into the battlefield outside. Moira knew for a fact that at least ten worked here. The chaos demon stood in front of the doors, his hulking figure covering them as he crouched and held out his arms defensively. Cordelia and Moira flanked him, while Alaric stood directly behind him, gun resting just over Malachi’s shoulder.

      Ella, meanwhile, waited off to the side, completely out of sight.

      “Here we go,” Moira murmured as the elevator came to a stop, bouncing a little before settling. Her heart leapt into her throat as the doors peeled open.

      The furious angel waiting on the other side immediately unfurled his wings, the enormous, feathery white bodies spanning the entire width of the hall. In fact, they were so big that they didn’t even fit, the ends slamming and folding against the wall. The force of it, the rush of air, sent a snarling Malachi tumbling back into her and Cordelia, which, as they all toppled, knocked Alaric over too. The hybrid’s gunshot went wide, missing the angel by at least a foot, and Moira cried out as she caught herself against the back of the elevator, her hands glowing white—and the demons around her hissing in response.

      Just as the angel ignited his sword, another shot rang out; blood burst from his neck, spattering everyone with deep purple droplets.

      “Move!” Malachi bellowed, hauling himself up and tackling the angel to the ground. They fell hard, and Alaric wiggled around Cordelia to join the tussle.

      “Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god, I just shot an angel in the throat,” Ella whimpered as Alaric and Malachi grappled with the still-struggling, gurgling angel on the floor. The elevator doors bumped into Cordelia as she stumbled out, throwing herself into the pile too, her hands glowing a vibrant orange. The angel’s gurgling intensified, his legs lashing out, the group blanketed in his enormous wings.

      “Just stay here,” Moira said to Ella as she staggered forward and pounced on his legs.

      “Hold him down!” Malachi ordered through gritted teeth. “Almost…got him.”

      “I’m going to Hell. I’m going to Hell. I’m going to Hell.” Moira could hear Ella muttering, panicking, inside the elevator, and when she glanced back, struggling to keep the angel’s legs still, she found her best friend pacing, slipping on the odd bit of blood splatter on the floor. “I shot an angel. I’m going to Hell. I’m going to be tortured for eternity. Oh my god. Oh my god—”

      “Get the doors!” Moira barked, her panic spiking as they started to close. No doubt the demons above were trying to get the contraption back, and the thought of Ella being inside when the doors opened had Moira’s brain screeching. “Ella, press the button!”

      Her friend jumped for it, catching the doors halfway closed, and Moira let out a relieved breath when they trundled back open. Momentarily distracted, the angel nearly knocked her off, but Moira threw her entire weight onto his legs. Her hands continued to glow, and she wasn’t sure if he could feel the warmth through his clothing, but she hoped he did.

      The Truth Touch in Hell had been so calming for her. Obviously that wasn’t the case for demons, but for Moira, she’d felt safe for the first time in a very long time.

      She wanted this angel—Uriel, maybe? She needed a better look at his face—to feel just as safe. It wasn’t his fault they were doing this. It wasn’t his fault he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Unless he knew what Aeneas was up to.

      Then fuck him.

      Moira shook her head, conflicting thoughts, feelings, gripping her, sweat dribbling down the side of her face, until finally a thunderous crack echoed in the empty corridor. The angel stilled, his body limp, and Malachi flopped back against the wall, panting. Cordelia and Alaric soon peeled away too, clutching their heaving chests, to reveal what could very well be a dead angel.

      Verrier had killed Adriel, but he’d done it with a secret flaming sword of his own.

      Would a broken neck do the trick too?

      Moira couldn’t be sure what Ella had been aiming for, but she’d shot him clear through the throat. Deep purple blood coated the thick, pale column, the flesh torn open at the impact site. Uriel lay there, eyes open and mouth still fixed in a snarl, neck bent at an unnatural angle. Breathing still, but his chest barely rose before it sank down. A long pause followed the movement, until it finally happened again. Up and down. Pause. Up, barely, and down.

      Alive, but maybe only just.

      “Is everybody okay?” Ella asked, tentatively poking her head around the doorway. “Moira?”

      “Good.” She waved her friend’s concerns off. She wasn’t the one risking her life by getting so close to the mouth of the beast, so to speak. Moira had only held down his flailing legs. Exhaustion clung to her, sinking deep into her bones, and she could have done with a little breather—but they were in. There was no time to sit still a second longer.

      Grim-faced, she sat up on her knees, then tentatively pushed Uriel’s sword off to the side. It sat just out of the angel’s reach, flames doused.

      “Let’s put him in the elevator,” Malachi muttered. Wearily, all four got to their feet—and failed spectacularly when they tried to lift the body on the first try.

      “Is this guy made of concrete?” Moira grunted as they hoisted him up again, collectively only able to raise him about a foot off the ground—which would have to do. Ella hopped out of the way as they shuffled in, the doors trying to close but bouncing off Uriel’s midsection instead. Alaric and Malachi grappled with the wings, eventually just stuffing them in, the elevator compartment seemingly too small to hold all of him.

      Moira hesitated before she climbed out, trailing her fingertips across the feathers. Soft like silk.

      Like silk that could deflect bullets.

      She scratched at her shoulder distractedly, unable to tear her gaze away from those enormous wings until the doors finally shut for good. In an instant, the elevator was on the move.

      “They’ll probably head to the second floor,” Alaric said.

      “Or it’s angels wanting to come down here.”

      “I don’t think they need the elevators to get around,” Moira insisted, squeezing Ella’s arm as she hurried by—her entire body on fire. They were finally here, finally inside Seraphim Securities. Severus. She had to find Severus.

      A dark corridor loomed ahead, lit only by the faintest of circular lights in the ceiling. Moira hadn’t marched more than ten feet from the elevator when she saw the first prison cell. The intense light inside was an affront; she squinted, peering through the sturdy iron bars at the interior. Sand floor. Domed roof. A wooden pole in the middle, a demon chained to it.

      At least, she assumed the shirtless, limp figure was a demon. Blond. Thin—thin enough to see the jagged outline of his ribcage. Scars crisscrossed over his back.

      Her lower lip quivered.

      All this time she had been thinking, obsessing, about finding Severus. Team Incubus Extraction had been at the forefront of her mind, even if the shitshow outside had temporarily distracted her.

      Get him out. Get him away from Aeneas. All that was fine and good in theory.

      But as she stumbled to the next cell, the iron-barred doorways staggered on either side of the hall, she realized she hadn’t mentally prepared for the actual rescue—for the condition Severus would be in when she finally found him.

      Her breath hitched at the sight in the next cell: a woman this time, also shirtless, facing forward, blood caked around her nose and mouth.

      “Severus!” Moira didn’t bother to hide her panic, her fear, and she screamed his name again, racing from cell to cell. Soon enough, Malachi and Alaric’s voices joined her—calling for Severus, his name echoing in a round through the seemingly endless corridor. Soon enough, the chaos demon overtook her, running ahead, thundering along, rattling the bars. Some of the demon prisoners called back, pleading for help, begging for someone to get them out. Moira ignored them—easily. She wasn’t there for them. For all she knew, they deserved to be in here.

      Aeneas’s darkness couldn’t have spread to all the angels.

      Something would have been done then, right? A whole squadron of angels couldn’t be as awful as her dad—they just couldn’t. Moira refused to believe that.

      “They must have extended the halls by magic,” she heard Cordelia muse, the witch striding along after them, Ella at her heels. “Or they’ve burrowed into the entire city to make this prison.”

      Moira shook her head, blocking out the witch too, focusing on the demons she found strung up in the cells. Alaric and Malachi were already three doors ahead of her, working their way along steadily, methodically, when her brain screamed for her to stop.

      Look harder.

      “Severus?” Her watery gaze ran the length of his back, ripped to shreds, the sandy ground at his feet bloodstained. That hair was the right length. His figure, while slimmer, looked the most familiar; she inhaled sharply, visions dancing across her mind of her hand drifting up his side, questing over the gentle curve of muscle, of gripping his shoulders while he took her, fucked her, loved her. Muffling a sob, Moira pressed closer to the bars, blinking back her tears as a rush of heat licked across her insides. Rage. Shock. Agony.

      Fury.

      “Severus!” She rattled the bars of his cell, slamming her hands against them. “Severus!”

      Slowly, his head seemed to lift. Blink and you’d miss it. Her eyes widened.

      “Severus!” She turned and shouted for the others. “Here! Here! He’s here!”

      Alaric and Malachi’s footsteps pounded down the corridor, paired with the sharp click of Cordelia’s boots against the concrete. Moira scanned the bars, searching for a keyhole—and not finding one.

      “There’s no keyhole,” she stammered. “How do we unlock it? How do we get inside?”

      “Brother!” Malachi latched onto a bar with each hand, yanking hard, tugging with all his might. Once again, Severus seemed to try and lift his head, maybe look over his shoulder.

      “What have they done to him?” Alaric murmured. He stood at Moira’s side, arms limp, eyes grey, until finally he too attacked the bars.

      What had they done to him?

      It’s all because of me.

      Severus wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her. His back wouldn’t have been shredded to ribbons of red flesh. He wouldn’t be hanging there, knees just touching the ground, the soles of his feet bloody too.

      Trembling, Moira’s hands curled into fists. Now wasn’t the time for this. Now was the time to get him out. Ruminate later. Hate yourself later.

      “They won’t budge,” Alaric grunted, tugging with all his might. Moira tried too, first gripping one bar with both hands, then one hand on two separate poles. But nothing gave—not even a little. Not with Moira, nor Alaric, nor Malachi. The iron stood, unyielding, mocking.

      “I’m not sure if this will be of interest to anyone,” Cordelia interjected, and when all three glared over at her, she snapped her fingers and produced one of the magical grenades she’d used earlier. Nothing more than an inconspicuous silver disk, it sat neatly in the palm of her hand, pulsing with power. “I saved one—just in case.”

      “Do it.”

      Grabbing Ella’s hand, Moira jogged a few cells down, Malachi at her heels. The trio crouched, the chaos demon shielding them both with his hulking frame. Down the way, Cordelia had already attached the grenade to the middle bar; she and Alaric took cover on the other side of the cell. Within moments, an explosion rocked the dungeon corridor, the blast’s shockwave knocking Malachi into Moira and Ella.

      She didn’t care. Moira didn’t even wait for the dust to settle. She was on her feet and flying through it. With her T-shirt yanked up over her nose, she picked through what was left of the bars; the grenade had blown open about five feet of space in the middle of the doorway. The bars at the end were still standing somehow, but there was enough space to climb through.

      Her feet sank into the sand, making her stumble through her first few steps.

      But she pushed through it. Pushed harder. Faster. As she propelled herself across Severus’s prison cell, tears sliced down her cheeks—and she didn’t care. She didn’t care about the way she rolled her ankle, her foot sinking just a little too deep. She didn’t care about her other aches and pains, about the way her body protested the energetic burst.

      “Severus…” She fell to her knees a few feet from him, sand flying up around her, and crawled the rest of the way. He twitched when her fingers grazed his side, skirting the tattered remains of his sweatpants, and flew along his bare torso, careful to avoid what looked like recently inflicted wounds—agony, torture—across his back.

      Biting the insides of her cheeks to keep from sobbing, Moira stood up on her knees, examining him as she went. His arms looked like they had popped out of their shoulder sockets at some point, hanging so straight above his head that it made her stomach turn. His hands were deathly white and swollen. His face—his face was a nightmare. A handsome nightmare, but a nightmare all the same. Each exhale from his nose made the cracked, flaky skin on his lips dance. Dried blood smeared across his chin; above that, a bruise—purple and ugly, it marred nearly half his left cheek.

      The right eye was swollen—black and blue and green, the bruising on its way to healed. Nearly there.

      “Oh, darling,” Moira whispered, careful not to knock into anything, to jostle him, to really touch him like she desperately wanted to. “I’m so sorry.”

      Over the sounds of the others approaching, their footfalls thick in the sand, Severus groaned. Barely audible, but she’d heard it. His thick black lashes fluttered open, and she pressed her lips together hard to keep them from shaking. He didn’t need to see her break down. He didn’t need to see her weep like she wanted to—needed to. Instead, she forced a kind smile and gently stroked his hair. “Hi. I’m here.”

      Moira had never seen Severus’s eyes so light before. Faint silver irises encircled his pupils; she suddenly found herself wishing those eyelids had parted to reveal full black.

      “Get him down,” Malachi barked. “Alaric, the chains.”

      While she shuffled somewhat out of the way, Moira stayed as close to Severus as she could while Malachi and Alaric wrenched the chains out of the post. They yielded easier than the bars had, and Severus’s body fell, limp and lifeless, the second they broke free. Moira caught him, her chest clenching at the hiss he made when her arm brushed the torn flesh on his back.

      “Help me,” she grunted. Severus was dead weight in her arms. Worse than the angel. Worse than anything so far. One tear slipped free, but she brushed it away with her shoulder, settling onto the sand cross-legged as Malachi and Alaric guided Severus down with her. They propped him up on his side, his head on her shoulder, his back untouched by both the sand and Moira—the best she could manage, anyway. His body sagged across her, blanketed her. Cool to the touch, he just lay on top of her, chest rising and falling slowly.

      “I’m so sorry, Severus,” she murmured, wrapping an arm around his chest, clutching his shoulder. It was the only way to hold him without hurting him. Her other hand went for his hair, stroking it, untangling it. “I didn’t want this. I didn’t want you to go, either. I just…” She closed her eyes tight as she fought the breakdown.

      When she opened them again, she found Malachi crouched in front of her, his dark gaze fixed on his brother. Sniffling, she pushed back the tears, the anguish of the moment. Her voice came out evenly when she spoke next—a small victory. “I just wanted you to be safe. I’m sorry. I never w-wanted you to go.” Damn it. She swallowed thickly, kissing the back of his head, holding him tighter. “I love you. I don’t want you to leave ever again. We’re partners, and I’m sorry.”

      She inhaled sharply, stiffening when his hand crept up her leg and settled over her knee.

      “M-Moira?” he rasped. Smiling so hard it hurt, she buried her face in the nape of his neck.

      “Yes?”

      “Love y-you too.” He gave her knee a little squeeze, his grip weak but noticeable. Gentle but present. She could work with that for now. When she straightened, he had his eyes open again, but his gaze drifted about, unfocused. “Shouldn’t be here.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course—”

      “It’s not safe,” he croaked, voice growing stronger by the moment—stronger, but strained. Raw. Like he’d been screaming.

      Moira knew the feeling.

      “That’s why we have to get you out of here,” she murmured.

      “It’s why we’re going to get you out of here, brother.” Malachi grasped his brother’s ankle lightly.

      “Stupid t-to bring her—”

      “She led the bloody charge,” Malachi protested, grinning.

      Severus tried to shake his head. “Shouldn’t have come for me—”

      “Shut up,” Moira whispered heatedly. Her silent tears dripped onto his neck, and she risked turning his body ever so slightly—just enough to steal a quick kiss. Severus winced, then tried to raise his hand, maybe to cup her face, to brush her stray hairs aside. But he couldn’t quite reach her. Not yet. Moira shook her head and stroked his hair, the back of his neck, stopping just before the lacerations started. “Just try to save your strength, okay? We’re going to get through this.”

      Ella padded toward them, her face pale but her gaze determined. “Ella Thomas, best friend and human, reporting for duty.”

      Her attempt at humor worked; blood dribbled down Severus’s chin, his lips ripping open as he smiled.

      “So, I’m not really sure what to do here,” Ella said as she kneeled beside them, frowning.

      “Just take his…” Not his hand. Something didn’t look right about either of them. While no longer ghostly white, they were swollen, probably sore. Skin-tight cuffs remained snapped around each raw wrist. “Just touch his arm. That’s all he needs.”

      Ella placed a tentative hand on Severus’s forearm, inhaling sharply at first contact. “Oh.”

      “It’s going to feel, uh, weird,” Moira told her. While she still felt the occasional prickle of jealousy at the thought of Severus with clients, with other women, there wasn’t an ounce of that with Ella. Relief flooded through her instead. “And that’s fine. However you’re feeling is just a biological response to an incubus.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.” Ella’s cheeks darkened, a red flush taking over as she looked upward, then bit down hard on her lip. Towering over all of them, Malachi stood with his arms crossed and jaw noticeably clenched, his gaze fixed rather pointedly on the shattered bars.

      “Stop.” Severus grunted, weakly trying to shake Ella off. “I’m f-fine. Let’s just get out of here.”

      “Severus.” Moira pushed his arm down, nodding at Ella’s curious look. “Just let us help you.”

      “None of us want to carry you, brother,” Malachi added somewhat stiffly. “The least you could do is walk out of here on your own two feet.”

      “F-fuck off, Malachi.”

      Their eyes met briefly as they both grinned—Malachi’s smile not quite reaching his eyes, and Severus’s making his mouth bleed again.

      “Uh, guys…”

      Moira glanced toward Alaric, not liking the slight quiver in his voice, and her eyes widened. About twenty feet away, a lone bright white orb materialized into being. Moments later, as the panic soared through her like a bad case of heart burn, four more appeared, each one slowly expanding into a humanoid figure, still shimmering white.

      “Fuck.” Malachi hastily positioned himself in front of them, while Cordelia crouched down behind Severus, a faint red glow engulfing her hands. The witch was positively covered in blood, all that sacrifice for so much magic, and before Moira tore her gaze away, she spied blood seeping through the thick red fabric of her riding coat too. How much more could Cordelia take in one day? From the look on her face—a lot.

      In fact, she almost seemed to enjoy it.

      “Do not engage, Cordie,” Malachi hissed over his shoulder. “Let them make the first move.”

      Moira inhaled sharply as the first glowing figure shed his white light, revealing a pale man, tall and lean, in a tattered suit. Short, thick white hair swept over to one side—he’d be dapper in any other situation, minus the war-torn clothing.

      Aeneas.

      She had never gotten a proper look at him before. That day in the stadium, the light of all the angels who had come for Severus had obscured him. All she had seen were those eyes—her eyes. Glaring eyes. Ice-blue and hateful.

      Now, in the few precious seconds she had to take him in, she noted they had a similar figure: lithe and willowy. He stood taller than her, but they had the same sharp chin and cheekbones. The same gauntness, which on Moira had slowly filled out since living with Severus.

      And in that moment, she hated him more than she had ever hated anyone in her entire life. Hated that she looked like him—that she looked more his daughter than her mom’s. Hated him for what he had done to her, to her mom, to Severus. In fact, if the incubus hadn’t been sprawled out on top of her, she might have attacked him.

      Fuck Malachi’s order. Moira deserved to shoot first for once.
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      Their eyes met, blue to blue, and Moira carefully passed Severus over to a distracted Cordelia. Aeneas lurched forward. In an instant, Malachi blocked her line of sight, stepping between her and the angel with a snarl. Chivalrous, but unnecessary. Aeneas could level Malachi, with or without Cordelia’s magic bubble surrounding the building. The only saving grace here was that he couldn’t barbeque everybody in a second.

      Moira staggered to her feet, ready to shove Malachi aside—ready to face the creature who had irreversibly changed her life. However, just as she ducked under Malachi’s outstretched arm, the glowing figure of one of the other angels shot in front of Aeneas. It shimmered, then peeled back to reveal a seven-foot-tall Zachariah.

      “Get out of my way, brother,” Aeneas ordered gruffly, but when he tried to shoulder past him, Zachariah held his ground. She couldn’t see the exchange between them, the looks on their faces, but seconds later Aeneas unfurled his enormous wings.

      And Zachariah did the same. The rush of air threatened to knock Malachi off balance, sand whooshing up before raining back down again softly. Moira braced him, then looked back to Cordelia. She met the witch’s eye, an unspoken question passing between them. You got him? Cordelia nodded, pulling Severus closer, her hands pulsing a deeper red, her blood smeared across the side of his face. Alaric stood beside them, behind a visibly distracted Ella, his gun drawn and leveled in Aeneas’s direction.

      “Explain yourself, brother.” Zachariah’s gravelly baritone filled the huge prison cell, deeper than she remembered—calming, too. Peaceful. “Explain your interest in this demon.”

      Aeneas stepped back, his white brow furrowed, then looked to his fellow angels, all of whom had seen better days—their clothes torn, their hair disheveled, dried blood splattered across their hands. The other three orbs had materialized into angels as well: Cassiel, with his bright white curls and birdlike features; Raziel, shortest of the bunch, his trench coat a smidge too large; and Sariel, his faded skin dark like Zachariah’s, his sword in hand. Moira swallowed hard. They were officially outnumbered—and she knew right then and there that it would come down to her. Malachi couldn’t talk his way out of this, couldn’t throw his strength around. Alaric couldn’t shoot everyone. Cordelia—well, Cordelia was the wild card. Maybe she had a chance.

      “This demon murdered his human whores, and now his friends wish to set him free,” Aeneas sneered. Once more he tried to step around Zachariah, and once more the much taller angel held his ground. “Mine interest is valid—”

      “It’s a lie,” Moira insisted, finally darting around Malachi and crossing halfway toward the pair. She stopped, eyes bouncing from angel to angel. They had spread out around the wooden post in the center of the room, forming a circle around them—just as Asmodeus and his enforcers had in Hell. “Severus would never hurt his clients. Ever. You just needed a reason to arrest him because he knew who you were and what you’ve done.”

      “Someone quiet the abomination,” Aeneas said briskly, stalking away from Zachariah. The taller angel trailed after him, and while he was no longer physically barring Aeneas from passing, he was within reach should the angel try again. Moira bit the insides of her cheeks; did she have an ally here?

      Aeneas motioned to Cassiel. “Do your duty, brother. As second in command—”

      “Wait.” Zachariah intervened once more as Cassiel moved forward. “You know who she is.”

      “Nephilim,” Cassiel remarked curtly as his gaze swept over her. “Allied with demons.”

      “She is the child of an angel—from this garrison. We’ve all known it from the moment we felt her power awaken.” Zachariah glanced over his shoulder at Moira. Unlike Cassiel, there wasn’t an ounce of venom in his gaze, but not exactly warmth either. “She is the child of someone desperate to cover his tracks.”

      When he faced Aeneas again, the angel’s face contorted with rage. “What kind of accusation are you leveling, brother?”

      “I have been connecting the pieces for some time,” Zachariah insisted, his hands spread wide at his side, his wings folded in against his back. “She—”

      “This is treason,” Aeneas bellowed. He shoved an accusatory finger at Zachariah. “I am the commander of this garrison!”

      “And your special interest in her and this demon—”

      “It is not for you to investigate, brother,” Cassiel said, lifting a hand to quiet him. As he spoke, Moira sensed the faintest of hesitation. “That is the role of the courts—”

      “Kill them!” Aeneas’s wings flared again, like a horse rearing back before the charge. “That is a direct order!”

      Moira’s breath hitched, and she held it, waiting for a response—waiting for the unflinching loyalty of the angels to show. But no one moved. Raziel, Sariel, and Cassiel’s wings flared, but the three appeared to be communicating with each other—without saying a word.

      Her face burned, and she lifted her chin when she found Aeneas glowering at her.

      Let him glare.

      He was fucking himself over.

      Zachariah had cast a seed of doubt, and Aeneas having a bitch-fit while the other angels remained calm, cool, and collected—robotic, even—only made him look worse. Quickly, she glanced back to Malachi, meeting his black gaze, hoping to gauge his read on the situation. Ever so slightly, the edges of his mouth flickered up.

      Maybe they were riding the same brain train.

      But that did nothing to dispel the nerves coursing through her. Fight-or-flight ramped into high gear the longer the angels deliberated, the more Aeneas snorted like a caged bull, only Zachariah’s hulking frame blocking him. Moira had no idea how angels battled each other; was Zachariah’s enormous size a plus? Aeneas’s wings appeared bigger, wider, fluffier, and Diriel had told her they were the seat of an angel’s power.

      We’re fucked.

      No. She squared her shoulders. No, we’re…barely above water.

      Barely above water was better than drowning beneath it.

      “Zachariah,” Cassiel said, breaking the silence at last—ever the robot, “we will discuss this later, at a more appropriate…”

      Moira stilled, unsure of why he had trailed off, until she heard it. Click, click, click, click.

      Oxfords across the concrete floor outside the cell. Severus favoured oxfords. She’d recognize the tread of their sturdy heel anywhere.

      A figure emerged from the darkness, reaching one long leg in through the hole in the bars before sliding his body through. When Verrier straightened, he appeared ruffled, but far less battered than the rest of the angels. His hair might have been half out of his ponytail. His cheek might have been bleeding. His suit might have been rumpled. But he still had his sword in hand, along with…

      Moira pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, muffling her cry, when he casually lobbed two heads toward the angels—the heads of their friends. The heads of their dead: Adriel from outside, and Uriel from the elevator. In an instant, all the wings present flared, blocking her view of Alaric’s dad with a sea of opaque white feathers.

      “For fuck’s sake,” she muttered, marching until she found an opening. Verrier slammed his sword into the sand, leaving it there, and unfurled two wings of his own. Two charred, singed, black wings—wings that looked like they had flown too close to the sun. Moira glanced back to the others, but Malachi looked just as baffled as she felt, and Alaric hadn’t moved from his spot behind Ella, his arms steady, gun still drawn.

      While burnt and brittle, Verrier’s wings were double the size of Aeneas’s.

      She really needed to get this guy’s full story someday.

      “I’m not here to fight,” Verrier insisted, voice like velvet as he strolled forward. “I’m here for my son.”

      “Another abomination,” Aeneas sneered. “Child of a Corrupted One… We permitted him to live under the agreement that you would keep him in line.”

      “Kids these days,” Verrier said with a sigh, shrugging his shoulders—and by extension those sprawling wings. They had to be pushing ten feet across—each. “So willful with their Xboxes and Facebooks and MTVs. Alaric.” Verrier’s tone shifted in an instant, sharp as a whip and twice as deadly. “Come here. We’re leaving.”

      “No, Father.” Alaric stayed perfectly still. “They won’t stop, not until they know the truth. We can walk away, but they’ll keep coming for Severus, for Moira…”

      Grumbling to himself, Verrier wrenched his sword from the sand, using it like it was still his walking stick as he stalked forward. The other angels peeled back, allowing him to pass.

      “Alaric—”

      “Truth Touch,” Moira blurted, her brain needing those few extra moments to process what Alaric had triggered. Wide-eyed, Moira looked from Zachariah to Cassiel, sensing those were the only two she could appeal to—the only two who might be able to do something. “Do a Truth Touch on me. You’ll see I’m not the liar here. Do it. I’ve had it done before. I don’t have anything to hide.”

      “You do not give the orders here, abomination,” Aeneas snarled. He lunged forward, skirting Zachariah in the blink of an eye—gunning for her, charging for her, eyes narrowed, nostrils flared, wings looming, arms outstretched and fingers reaching.

      Until Verrier clocked him square in the face, slamming the hilt of his sword, those three stacked skulls, into Aeneas’s temple. Verrier leaned to the side to avoid getting a wing to the face as the angel toppled forward and hit the sand hard.

      Moira rushed toward Verrier as the other angels swarmed, holding her hands up, hoping that just one of them would listen.

      “Please,” she started, eyes darting from angel to angel, landing on Cassiel last. “We watched a Truth Touch performed on a demon when we were in Hell. The demon admitted to serving Aeneas. He hired him to torture me, kill me, because I’m his child and I started looking for him.”

      “That is a very grave accusation,” Cassiel said softly, but something victorious soared inside her when his brows started to knit.

      “Blasphemy!” Aeneas bellowed as he tried to push himself up—only to still when Zachariah’s sword slid along his throat.

      “We are owed the truth,” the enormous angel remarked. Calmly. Coolly. His gaze locked on Moira’s, and while she couldn’t guess what that look was supposed to mean, something inside told her to trust him. Sort of. She looked back to Severus, to his abused body slumped against his cousin. Could she trust him? Could she ever trust any of them?

      Moira swallowed hard and refocused on the angels.

      “The courts are taking too long to decide the Nephilim’s fate,” Zachariah continued, still holding his sword to Aeneas’s throat. “We’ve all thought this. If she truly was sired by one of us, then we have a duty to deliver punishment accordingly. He who sired her must pay the price of his sin. And if the demon is innocent—”

      “An innocent demon?” Aeneas balked, his hands fisted in the sand, his glare murderous. “Havst thou lost thine mind, brother? Listen to the drivel coming out of thine mouth—”

      “If the demon is innocent of his crimes,” Zachariah said, louder this time, “then he does not belong in our custody. We all know the laws. To simply bear the mark of a demon is not just cause for penance.”

      Cassiel exhaled deeply, the sound rippling across Moira—across her knotted stomach, her clammy palms, her muddled brain. She hated that she had so little sway here, that her voice was so easily drowned out by a liar like Aeneas. As much as she wanted to shout, cry—unleash the hurricane of emotion roiling about inside her over all this, over the injustice of it all, something told her angels didn’t respond to emotion. They needed facts. Their society seemed to run on rules—law, order, structure, not whoever had the loudest voice or made the most impassioned plea.

      Fortunately, Zachariah’s cool logic had won out.

      “So be it. A Truth Touch, then.” Cassiel’s wings folded in, nestled against his back. “Verrier?”

      “Do what you must,” the creature muttered. His scorched wings folded in too, only to disappear moments later. Moira shuffled to the side to let him pass, noting the two giant holes in the back of his suit.

      “Come here, abom—” Cassiel seemed to catch himself, his face pinched, then held out a hand to Moira. “Come here, Nephilim.”

      Moira hurried forward on unsteady legs, practically falling into Cassiel as she grabbed his hand, desperate for all this to be over. Angelic light assaulted her the second they made physical contact, as though her body had plunged into the great white abyss. She gasped, light filling her, blocking out the rest of the world, hot, searing, searching.

      In Hell, Asmodeus’s light had calmed her. It had quelled her fears. It had given her peace.

      Cassiel’s light felt like she was standing too close to the sun.

      A demon couldn’t survive this.

      Images raced before her mind’s eye, far faster than they had with Asmodeus, far more vivid too, the whizzing assembly line of colour and memory making her nauseous. Moira wanted, needed, to close her eyes, but she couldn’t. She could feel them drying out, scalded by the light, but her screams died in her throat. Unrelenting heat assaulted her, far greater than any she had experienced in Hell. It seared her veins. It boiled her blood. She felt like she had blown both pupils, assaulted by the light, by the parade of images, each one blurring into the next.

      Until it was finally over.

      Darkness descended.

      Moira gulped, her throat raw—maybe she had been screaming after all.

      With great difficulty, she opened her watery eyes, her vision blurry, and discovered she had fallen to her knees at Cassiel’s feet. Hesitantly, she looked up—and found his steely glare fixed to Aeneas.

      “You’ve committed a great many sins, brother,” he said coldly. “For years, you’ve broken your vow to Father.”

      “She lies,” Aeneas hissed, lifting his chin with a wince when Zachariah’s sword pressed down harder. “Fabricated memories—”

      “Shall we have a look at your memories, brother?”

      Disbelief crept over the angel’s sharp features. “My memories are my own. You wouldn’t dare.”

      A hand smoothed around her shoulder, and Moira flinched away, heart racing, only to find Malachi crouched beside her. With a barely discernable nod, he scooped her up and carried her back to the others, skirting around the angels as they descended upon Aeneas—everyone else seemingly forgotten. Moira squirmed out of his hold, a little unsteady on her feet when he set her back down again, but before her knees could buckle, two slim arms encircled her waist.

      “You okay?” Ella whispered, her cheeks still flushed when Moira looked at her. She nodded.

      “You?”

      “You don’t want to know how okay I am,” her friend muttered with a shake of her head. “Seriously. Biological reaction my ass.”

      “Brother Aeneas,” Cassiel said sharply, his voice swelling, commanding the room. Moira pressed her hands to her ears, and Ella held her tighter, hiding behind her as the angel spoke. “For the cardinal sin of lust, for procreating with a human and creating a Nephilim, for the sin of wrath, and the sin of pride, by the authority entrusted in me by our heavenly Father, you are hereby sentenced to live out the rest of your days as Fallen.”

      The encircling angels flared their wings once more, creating a white fluffy wall around them, around a sputtering Aeneas—but Moira could still see him through their legs. She could see his fear, his panic. She could see the rage ebbing to something else entirely.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” he held up his hands, turning onto his back, “brothers, please.”

      He cried out when Sariel and Raziel grabbed him and flipped him over, his cheek pressed to the sand, his eyes wide.

      “Wait—”

      Four pairs of hands reached down, gripped his wings, and ripped. Aeneas’s howls reverberated through the prison cell, rattling the bars, the wooden post, the lights in the ceiling. Bloody white feathers shot through the air, tossed aside, and fluttered back down like freshly fallen snow. They tore and tore and tore, right down to the base of each wing, until nothing remained by two bloody stumps on his back.

      Aeneas had fallen quiet, his eyes open and staring—but not seeing.

      Then, calm as ever, the angels stepped away, leaving him surrounded by blood and sand and feathers.

      Moira wished she felt vindicated.

      She wished she felt victorious.

      But as she stared at the too-still body of her father—of the creature who had made her what she was today, who had wanted her dead—she just felt hollow.

      Trembling, she looked back to Malachi, but he was huddled beside Cordelia, whispering in her ear. Severus’s coloring appeared better, brighter, more lifelike, but his eyes were closed and his chest rose and fell in deep, even beats.

      Only Verrier met her wandering eye. The former prince grinned. “Angels—such sticklers for rules.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Ella whispered, and Moira turned around, grasping her elbows as she helped her to the ground.

      “Now then.”

      Moira stilled, sensing Cassiel suddenly looming over her, his voice quiet—too quiet. “What shall we do with all of you?”

      “We’re only here for my brother,” Malachi insisted, sounding stronger than she would have expected, given the circumstances.

      “Your witch supplied the bombs that destroyed our lobby and obliterated our warding,” Raziel mused. Slowly, Moira turned around, kneeling at Ella’s side, and lifted a defiant stare to Cassiel.

      “We knew we needed to help their cause if we wanted access to the dungeon,” Malachi said. “We knew we needed them in order to free my brother from wrongful imprisonment.”

      Cassiel cocked his head to the side for a moment, still expressionless, then looked to Zachariah. “Malachi Saevitia. Cordelia Atropa. Alaric Crowley. Moira Aurelia. Ella Thomas. Verrier. Were their names on the contract you received?”

      Verrier snorted noisily, utterly bemused and not bothering to hide it.

      “No, brother.” Zachariah shook his head as he cleaned his bloody hands on a black handkerchief. “Only the names of the demons fighting outside. The usual troublemakers.”

      “Hmm.” Cassiel’s cold gaze swept over the group. “You will all be spared on the condition that you drop the enchantment outside.”

      “But then everyone will see—”

      “We will deal with the fallout,” he said sharply, speaking over Alaric. “Witch. Take down your ward.”

      “Those demons will die,” Cordelia remarked, still propping Severus up. “All of them.”

      “They’ll die anyway. This will just be a faster, cleaner death.”

      “Do it, cousin,” Malachi said stiffly. “You owe no loyalty to those Lutum vermin. Drop the ward. What does it matter?”

      Moira looked between the cousins, frowning. This hadn’t been a part of the plan. Well, getting held up by angels hadn’t been part of the plan either, but they had all agreed to just step aside and let the demons do whatever they wanted. By doing this—a huge chunk of the demon mob population would be wiped out.

      Wait.

      Why the fuck did she care?

      Moira drew a breath, ready to add her piece, but Cordelia’s glowing-red hand swirling about suggested she didn’t need much prompting.

      “It’s done,” she told them, blood dribbling from her hairline. At this point, the witch was more dried blood than skin. “Wards removed.”

      Moira inhaled sharply, tensing, waiting for Cassiel to go back on his word—waiting for the angel squad to obliterate them. Instead, everybody just stared at one another, the sudden silence deafening.

      “Consider yourselves on exceedingly thin ice moving forward,” Cassiel remarked, wings ruffling behind him. “If we get so much as a whiff of mischief on your behalf, all of you will find yourselves a permanent fixture on this floor. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I can assure you, boy,” Verrier crooned, his hand clamped down around the back of Alaric’s neck like a mama cat scruffing her kitten, “they’ll all be on their best behavior.”

      The former prince then nodded toward the door, and everyone, Moira included, leapt to. She hurried back to Severus, who was now upright and walking, a dazed expression painted across his features as Malachi held him steady. With an arm around the chaos demon’s neck, he shuffled along, smiling dreamily at Moira when she rushed to his side.

      “How are you feeling?” she whispered. The sand felt especially deep now as they trudged across it, and she kept peeking over her shoulder, waiting for the axe to finally fall.

      “Better,” Severus told her, his voice still hoarse but his eyes darker. “Not sure Ella will ever be able to l-look me in the eye again…”

      “She’ll survive.” Moira checked on her best friend, who was currently shuffling along beside Alaric, her cheeks crimson. “You both will.”

      Behind her, the angels drifted toward a stirring Aeneas, and just before she reached the bars of the cell, Moira stopped.

      “Wait.” She made sure Malachi had Severus’s full weight before she stepped back. “I’ll be right behind you guys.”

      Malachi hissed her name, but she ignored him, gesturing for the exit with a pointed look before power-walking back to the angels. None of them seemed to notice her—or, more likely, none of the remaining four had any interest in acknowledging her presence. Not deterred in the slightest, she reached up and tapped Cassiel’s right wing, stumbling back when he whirled around, his expression hard.

      “What?”

      “Look, I didn’t ask to be this,” she said shakily. “I don’t really know what’s happening for me, and I don’t know what else is coming. When the demon he ordered to torture me did it, he cut into my back and said I had wings. I don’t… I don’t know what I’m doing. Maybe you could help—”

      “Your fate will be decided in Heaven’s courts, abomination,” Cassiel told her, his words articulated so clearly, so pointedly, that she felt each one like a knife. “Until that time, we have no obligation to entertain you. Heed you. But rest assured that should they call for your extermination, we will know where to find you.”

      He whirled back around, wings shutting out her view of a bloody Aeneas on the ground. Mouth hanging open, Moira stood there, feeling as though Cassiel had struck her. Arms limp at her side, she looked down to the scattered feathers, to the blood of her father, then back up again to Cassiel’s wings.

      How could these really be angels?

      Angels were supposed to be good. They were supposed to be kind. They were supposed to protect and love humanity—and Moira was half human. She might look like Aeneas, but she was still Lara Aurelia’s daughter.

      She still had her humanity.

      Heavy tears zipped down her cheeks, and she didn’t bother to brush them away as she stumbled off toward the cell door. Her foot caught on one of the bars as she tried to climb through, and she stumbled. The others moved at a steady clip down the hall, but she knew they would wait for her at the elevator. Sniffling, she wiped at her cheeks with trembling hands, fighting the urge to just sit down and really cry.

      She shouldn’t feel like this. They had found Severus—alive. The angels had spared them. Ella had survived this morning’s assault with only a few bumps and bruises. Moira was allowed to go home with the demon she loved. Aeneas had been thoroughly punished, and she was sure there was more where that had come from.

      So, why did she feel like she was on the cusp of broken?

      “Moira?”

      She whipped around and faltered into the bars of the cell on the other side of the hall, a demon bellowing for help inside. It was easy to block him out, however, as she watched Zachariah’s hulking frame barely fit through the opening in Severus’s cell door. When he straightened, the top of his bald head was only about a foot away from the ceiling. Her hands warmed at the sight of him reaching inside his shredded trench, and he hastily held up both of his.

      “Easy,” he rumbled, then extended his left hand—a business card tucked between two fingers. “You needn’t suffer for the sins of your father. It isn’t right. And it isn’t the law. Until Heaven tells me otherwise, I’d like to help you with whatever you might need.”

      Swallowing hard, Moira tentatively moved toward him. “Really?”

      “Yes.” He held out the business card so she could see the writing on it. Zachariah Lewis, Security Specialist. His thick finger pointed to the three sets of numbers on it. “This is my office line. This is my cellular telephone number. This is my home landline. And, wait…”

      She pressed her lips together, smiling at the fact that he had a landline.

      “And this is my fax,” he added, showing the card to her again with an additional row of numbers added. “If you need to talk, or you would like to meet, you can reach me through any of these.”

      Moira blinked up at him, then plucked the card from his grasp, pressing it to her chest. “Thank you.”

      “You say you have wings?”

      “Supposedly.”

      “Can you feel them?”

      She shrugged. “A little, I guess. Now that I know they’re there, anyway. Do Nephilim normally have wings?”

      “Not all.” He slipped his large hands into his trench coat’s pockets. “Some. They will be different than our wings. Not as easy to hide, I fear.”

      Speaking of which—his had disappeared, just like Verrier’s, and she wondered if she would find two giant holes in the back of his coat too.

      “Different how?”

      “I cannot say just yet.” Zachariah offered her a small smile. “We’ll have to wait and see, but I can help.”

      Touched, Moira brushed away the sudden rush of tears before they could fall. “Well, thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      Zachariah nodded. “And are you well?”

      “Am I—?”

      “I found you in the stadium,” he said casually, like it was nothing. “I’ve been tracking Aeneas’s movements for years. I had suspicions that he associated with demons in his free time, but this was the last thing I expected. I raised you from the wreckage. Brought you to the hospital. Asked my police contacts to let you be. I knew you were good, Moira Aurelia. I knew it from the moment I saw you in the lobby with that incubus. Please allow me to apologize on behalf of the garrison for—”

      He stiffened when Moira closed the distance between them in a few long strides—and hugged him. It was like hugging a granite statue.

      “I’m well,” she whispered, standing on her tiptoes, head craned up so that she could almost reach his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      Zachariah stayed stiff and silent for the duration of the hug, and when she finally stepped away, he looked—flummoxed.

      “I, uh, you…” He cleared his throat, smoothing his hands over his torn suit. “Tell your friends to behave. Aeneas was careless as our commander, but Cassiel is merciless. Do you understand?”

      When Moira nodded, he smiled faintly again.

      “Good. Come,” he gestured down the hall, “I’ll escort you all out.”

      Clutching his business card tight in one hand, she hurried after the others, Zachariah marching about three paces behind her. As she’d predicted, her squad stood near the elevator, waiting, and Verrier rolled his eyes at the sight of Zachariah before stabbing the little gold button. The angel hung back as Moira threaded her way through the group, not stopping until she was back by Severus’s side again. He squinted at Zachariah, still leaning heavily on Malachi to stay upright, and Moira grabbed his other arm, throwing it over her shoulders as well.

      “Moira, why is he…? What are you doing?” Severus muttered, his tone sharp—and somewhat panicked. She kissed his cheek gently, then slipped Zachariah’s business card into her pocket. Just for that moment, her world felt right again. She wasn’t naïve enough to think it would last. Something was bound to go wrong—maybe even the second they stepped off the elevator. But for the time being, she could finally breathe again.

      “I’m clawing my way out of the pit, Severus,” she told him, “and I’m taking you with me…”
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      At Nocturna Resort and Spa, supervised sessions with our human support staff are available for the following supernatural entities: vampires, land-based merfolk, incubi and succubi, and hybrids. Please note that hybrids must submit applications before their check-in time at the resort in order to convene with any of our highly qualified human staffers…

      “Yikes.” And her world continued to get weirder and weirder. Moira scrolled through the rest of the resort’s Services page, which, to their credit, consisted of more normal procedures than not. Couples massages. Hydrotherapy. Full-body wraps. Facials. Sunrise yoga.

      She really ought to be used to the weirdness by now.

      Still, who would have thought there were supernatural-only resorts—and within an hour’s drive from Farrow’s Hollow, at that. Before he and Cordelia had disappeared for dinner with his dad, Alaric had given her the website name and the password to gain access. The prices were positively outrageous, but as Severus inhaled deeply beside her, stirring in his sleep, Moira had no qualms about paying them. After what Severus had been through, he deserved all the rest and relaxation she could buy.

      True to their word, the other angels had let them leave Seraphim Securities untouched. The carnage outside had made Ella puke again; demon bodies piled high in the street, and by the time Moira and the others made their way up there, the angels had cast an illusion of their own to hide the aftermath of the assault from the general public.

      Cleanup must have gone over well; Moira hadn’t heard a peep about any death and destruction on the news, though there had been a story about a gas line bursting at Seraphim Securities. Cassiel had even appeared on the morning broadcast stating that while the security services would be operating as normal, it would take a few weeks before the offices were open again to the general public.

      Moira, Malachi, Cordelia, Alaric, and Ella had watched his performance, all huddled around Alaric’s laptop at the breakfast bar that morning. While the angel had emoted far more in five minutes than he had in the entire time Moira had known him, the subtext of his interview was clear: any demons who stepped out of line would face severe penalties.

      Which was fine with her.

      As far as she was concerned, she was done with demon-angel power struggles. Diriel had been forbidden from living anywhere near a hell-gate, which meant he was at least out of Farrow’s Hollow. Aeneas had been de-winged and booted from the garrison, which had to mean his powers were gone too—right along with his dignity. Severus was back. All the people she cared about were safe.

      It was time to finally breathe again.

      Severus shuffled once more beside her, his dancing eyelids falling still as he rolled onto his back. He had been in and out of consciousness on the way back from Seraphim Securities, and after she and Malachi helped him shower and put him to bed, Cordelia had stepped in with a freshly brewed batch of milky white paste—the same Severus had used on Moira’s wrist and hand in Hell—to lather onto the wounds on his back. They were deeper than Moira realized, more brutal, and after they were bandaged up, the incubus was dead to the world.

      Nearly fifteen hours later, he finally stirred with a wince.

      “Moira?”

      “Welcome back,” she whispered, shutting off her tablet’s screen and setting it on the nightstand. As he rubbed at his eyes, she crept out of bed and padded across his room to the light switch. Seconds later, a soft yellow glow blanketed everything. Severus blinked rapidly, his forehead creased as he took in his surroundings, then rolled onto his side with a little half smile as she climbed back into bed. Grinning, she snuggled down beside him, running a hand through his hair as she studied him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better,” he rasped. “Still some ways to go, I think.”

      “You look better,” she told him. The bruising around his eyes had faded over the course of the day, as had the smattering of color across his cheek. Cordelia had rubbed some of the medi-paste on his lips too, and Moira was pleased to find them smooth and inviting again. Two of her fingers ghosted along them before she brushed the backs of her knuckles along his cheek. “What hurts?”

      Cordelia had left a few giant jars of the paste behind, along with some home-brewed pain remedies. Potent stuff, apparently, which should only be used under dire circumstances. From the way Severus looked at her now, his eyes dark and warm, his smile fixed, Moira suspected she might not need to bring out the big guns just yet.

      “A little bit of everything,” he murmured as one arm snaked under his pillow, propping him up a little, and the other drifted toward her waist. “You?”

      She shrugged. “Same.”

      It felt like an eternity ago that she had thrown herself onto an angel’s back, only to be hurled to the ground seconds later. In reality, it had all happened today. At three o’clock this morning. The same exhaustion that had struck Severus, Ella, and Malachi should have hit her too, but Moira had been operating on a high ever since they got home.

      Sure, her entire body ached, and it was getting harder and harder to stand back up every time she sat down, but she hadn’t felt tired—not until now, not until the warmth of Severus’s half-naked form soaked into her as he dragged her closer. Moira giggled, snuggling against his chest, the only part of him not bruised.

      Arms folded between them, she closed her eyes, savoring the moment. The hum of his steady heartbeat. The feel of his arm around her, the weight of it. She had missed this. She had missed him. If she could have it her way, they’d stay in his bedroom until next year.

      “Severus?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Did he… Did Aeneas do that to your back?” Unfortunately, they couldn’t laze around forever. Conversations needed to be had—old and new. Moira swallowed hard, peering up at Severus as he stiffened. She didn’t need to see them to know the bandages were there; strips of white linen taped across his back, trapping Cordelia’s paste against his wounds. She had told Moira that she could remove them all tomorrow morning, that his back would be almost good as new by then. She wanted to do it now. She wanted him better. She wanted them both to be whole—finally.

      “It doesn’t matter, Moira,” he rumbled, his gravelly rasp vibrating deep within his chest, buzzing against her fingers. “It’s over now. You said he had his wings removed. He’s fallen. Diriel’s banished. It’s done.”

      “But—”

      “Moira—”

      “It matters to me,” she whispered. Maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe she shouldn’t dwell on the fact that Severus was in all this pain, that his back had been flogged to shreds, because of her dad. What benefit would she gain in knowing? Would it help them move on from this?

      He sighed heavily, and Moira thought back to how he had been after her time with Diriel. Severus had never pushed her. He had never pried for information. He had never asked for more than she could give—and it was time to return the favour.

      “Never mind,” she murmured, peppering a trail of kisses from his chest to his chin, grinning at the way his skin prickled in response. “You’re right. It’s over. You can tell me another time if you want, or not at all. Both are fine by me.”

      His hand drifted up her back before threading into her recently washed hair. With another sigh, his lips found her forehead, pressing hard against it for a moment. She closed her eyes, then shuffled up with some difficulty, wanting to look him in the eye as they talked. Much to her relief, his irises were dark again—not as dark as she wanted them, but there was time for that. Nocturna Resort and Spa had humans for that. Gently, she cupped his face, careful of the healing bruises, careful not to push too hard, and let her lashes flutter closed.

      For a little while, she lost herself in this—in the way his soft exhales danced across her skin, in the way his fingers massaged the base of her scalp, in the sweet silence that blanketed them. Sleep almost took her.

      Until Severus jolted, as if jabbed with a taser, and her eyes snapped open to find him panicked.

      “Ella.”

      “She’s fine,” Moira told him, smoothing her thumb across his cheek. Severus shook his head, pulling back out of her grasp.

      “In the cell, she… We—”

      “So, Ella wasn’t supposed to even be there,” she explained. Severus had gotten a very, very basic rundown of what had happened that morning before he passed out, but given how exhausted he’d been, he likely needed a refresher on everything. Moira pursed her lips, recalling the moment she had seen her best friend strolling toward the fight with a pair of handguns strapped to her hips. “Alaric brought her in at the last minute, when there wasn’t time for one of us to run her back to the house.”

      “Bastard,” Severus said affectionately as he settled back in beside her.

      “Ella volunteered to help you. She knew about the, er, side effects. Kind of.” Knowing what happened when an incubus touched a human, Moira could have been jealous. She could have raged over the fact that the demon she loved had gotten her best friend off—but she didn’t. In fact, she tried not to think about it. Had there been there a climax involved? Who knows? Who cares? As far as Moira was concerned, her best friend had sacrificed some of her life essence to help Severus in his hour of need. That was what mattered. Moira smiled at the thought, then added, “But she might not be able to look you in the eye for the next little bit. Don’t take it personally. I think she’s just a bit embarrassed.”

      Severus nodded, looking a little too serious for her liking. “I’ll speak to her—smooth things over.”

      “Don’t,” Moira said with a weary chuckle. “Seriously, that’ll probably just make it worse. She wanted to help. She did. She… We’re all good. Me and her are fine. You and her are also fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      Ella had tried to talk to her about the experience this afternoon after she woke up, but she had stammered and rambled and blushed up a storm until Moira put her out of her misery. She didn’t need a play-by-play. Ella had slept off most of the effects of Severus’s skin-to-skin contact anyway, and if she was too uncomfortable to talk about it, Moira had no intention of pushing her. In fact, she would rather forget the whole thing had happened. Not Ella’s sacrifice, but the fact that Moira herself couldn’t touch Severus and bring him back from death’s door.

      “Are you sure you’re fine?” Severus asked after a beat had passed, eyeing her somewhat skeptically. She nodded.

      “Really. I’m all good. Trust me.” If she hadn’t gotten upset over the fact that he had been escorting for the entirety of their relationship, she wasn’t about to now, especially under the circumstances. “I’m glad she could help you, and I’m glad you didn’t hurt her in the process. Win-win.”

      Ish.

      Now, was she fine about everything else?

      It was too soon to tell. There were still a lot of feelings to process from the last couple of months, ones that couldn’t be sorted through in a day. Moira had considered paying for some professional help to tackle the hurt inside her, the anger and the grief, but how could she be honest with someone about what she was? Maybe there was a supernatural therapist. If there were supernatural resorts, there had to be a supernatural psychiatrist somewhere whom she could unload her baggage on. She’d ask Alaric tomorrow.

      For now, the feelings could wait. For now, she was content to lie here with Severus. For now, the rest of the world didn’t exist.

      They stayed like that for some time, nestled together in an easy silence, until, just as sleep once more sank its hooks in her, Severus climbed out of bed. Slowly, with noticeable difficulty, he shuffled toward the bathroom door. Blinking the sleep out of her eye, Moira sat up.

      “Do you need any help?”

      “No,” he said—snapped, more like. He paused in the doorway, bracing himself against it, as if to catch his breath, then flicked on the light and disappeared inside. In his absence, Moira checked her phone, distractedly bouncing from app to app, checking her messages, texting with Ella, all the while keeping an ear out for the sound of him falling.

      About ten minutes later, Severus returned. The corners of his bandages flared up, like he’d been picking at them, but she said nothing of it as he stumbled back into bed and drew the covers up. Rather than snuggling down again, he stayed upright, leaning against the headrest with a wince.

      “Here,” she muttered, taking her pillow and pressing a hand to his shoulder. “Lean forward.”

      “I’m fine, Moira.”

      “Stop being stubborn.”

      With a roll of his eyes, Severus did as he was told. Moira fluffed the pillow a little first, then set it in between him and the rigid wooden bars of his headrest. There was no wince when he settled back in this time, and Moira sat facing him, hiding her victorious grin.

      “Where is everyone else?”

      “Alaric and Cordelia are on a dinner date with Verrier,” she said, then chuckled when his eyebrows shot up. “Right? Super weird. And, uh, Ella and Malachi are picking up pizza from that place down the street. Cordelia gave Malachi the mark, so he can come and go as he pleases—”

      “That pizza shop is shit.”

      “Yeah, but Ella says she can’t drive right now and Malachi still doesn’t know how, so walking was the best they could do.”

      She had learned all this while Severus was in the bathroom, a flurry of messages fired back and forth between the best friends. Moira had even asked if Ella wanted her to come with, but, apparently, she was also fine.

      Which struck Moira as very unlikely. Ella had literally emptied everything in her gut twice this morning because of the bloodshed and violence around her. She wasn’t fine. None of them were—not really—and Moira still had no idea how to fix it.

      “Moira?”

      “Severus?”

      They grinned at one another, and he reached forward, his hand still a little swollen—but better than broken, which was what it had been at one point—and grasped her knee.

      “You know I appreciate what you did for me, right?”

      She tipped her head to the side, eyes narrowing. “Yes.”

      “Because I do.” His expression hardened somewhat. “But you shouldn’t have been out there.”

      “Severus—”

      “Do you know the risk you took? The danger you put yourself in?” he demanded, his hand tightening, fingers digging into her thigh. “You’re lucky Aeneas didn’t rip you to pieces as soon as he saw you. You’re lucky the other demons didn’t run off with you in the chaos. And my brother… My brother, involving you in this… I ought to fucking tear him a new—”

      “Severus, stop.” She gripped his hand with both of hers, meeting his all-black gaze. “I know you’re trying to protect me. I know that’s what you’ve been doing all along, but you can’t handle me with kid gloves anymore.”

      He scoffed. “Watch me—”

      “No, listen.” She crawled forward, resettling so that she was closer to him. Cross-legged, her knee digging into his pillow, she grabbed his hand and set it back on her thigh. “Malachi spent hours helping me. He showed me how to fight, how to defend myself, how to move. We sparred on the roof every day. Ella figured out how to make my light work, and we practiced. Malachi put up with a lot of burns and blisters. We made sure I could do it. We made sure I could protect myself. And I can now. I can do it.

      “Severus, I might have been fragile when we first met, and maybe I still am, but after everything we’ve been through, I haven’t broken—not yet. You need to give me some credit for that. It was my choice to be there, to go with the others and bring you home, and no matter what you say, I stand by it. You’ve sacrificed for me. You bet your ass I was going to do the same for you. I was going to do whatever it took to get you the fuck out of there.”

      She paused for a breath, to give him the chance to say something if he needed to. Severus merely stared down at his hand on her thigh, brow furrowed. Fine. She wasn’t finished yet, anyway.

      “And I’m sorry for how things went down before they took you. Really.” Moira pressed a hand to the middle of his chest, pushing a little until he looked up at her. “I’m sorry I sucked at getting my point across. I just wanted you to be safe. I thought if we separated for a while, maybe the heat would be off you.”

      He frowned, silent. Moira took another deep breath.

      “And by separated, I just meant live in different locations, maybe don’t talk for a couple days. Not—break up, or whatever.” Her cheeks burned when the corners of his mouth twitched up, and she tucked her hair behind her ear, her heart suddenly hammering. “Because I love you. You’re my partner. Just you and me, that’s all I want. But back then, I wanted to keep you safe more. You’d been doing it for me for so long, and I wanted to return the favour.”

      Without a word, Severus swiped a thumb across each of her cheeks, smearing and collecting tears she hadn’t even realized were falling. Blinking hurriedly, Moira pulled back and sniffled, drying her face on her shirt.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to cry all the time when we talk about this kind of stuff, but—”

      “Moira.”

      She looked up sharply at the way he said her name—the way he growled it. From the look on his face, the downturn of his lips, the full black of his eyes, she braced herself for another irritated safety lecture.

      Instead, Severus cupped her chin, then slid his hand down to her throat, lightly grasping it.

      “I love you too,” he rumbled.

      Relief raced through her, and she let out a watery laugh before letting him pull her in for a kiss. Their lips met firmly at first, closed and hard, stamping the moment onto one another so they would never forget it.

      Her eyes fluttered shut, and she crawled closer, straddling him, her hands falling to his chest. It felt so good to kiss him again—so right. Moira hadn’t even realized just how desperately she missed him until they broke apart now. Inhaling sharply, she scrambled back to him, hands flying up to grasp his face, lips meeting in a storm of tongue and teeth and passion. Desire plunged right through her, electrifying her, scorching her veins.

      Severus released her throat, only to grasp her backside with both hands, squeezing so hard she gasped into his mouth. His dark chuckle washed over her, through her, eliciting a heat between her thighs that had her moaning instead, hands threading up into his hair. Severus growled and ground her against him. The heat turned to a full-blown storm as her clit dragged along his cock, Severus’s hands steering her, rocking their bodies together, the layers of fabric separating them an unwelcome barrier.

      And then she remembered, with startling clarity, the extent of his injuries. Eyes snapping open, she retreated, searching him for any sign of pain.

      “Are you okay?” she whispered, fingers trembling over the faded bruises along his jaw, across his swollen lips. Full black met her questing blues, and she swallowed hard, trying to steady her heaving breaths. “Did I hurt you?”

      “You can’t hurt me, darling,” Severus murmured as his hands delved under her shirt.

      He dragged her baggy T-shirt over her head and tossed it aside, then undid her bra clasp in one fluid motion. Moira rolled her shoulders forward, allowing the straps to slide down, then cried out—half in surprise, half in admonishment—when he grabbed one of her bra cups and yanked the entire thing off. Severus smirked up at her, slowly lobbing the bra in the same direction as her shirt, before lunging forward and closing his mouth around one of her pebbled nipples.

      “Oh!” She bucked forward, pain intermingling with the steadily building thrum of pleasure. Teeth grazed her delicate flesh, and she bucked again, grinding harder against him this time, dragging out a harsh, savage growl from the demon beneath her. Moira’s mouth fell open as he jumped from one nipple to the other, her hips rocking to a rhythm of their own design. She tipped her head back, losing herself in the sensation of his mouth on her skin, his hands on her ass, under her shorts, gripping her tight. When he pinched at one cheek, pairing it with a hard suck of her nipple, Moira folded forward, her body jerking, spasming at the delicious ache.

      It was then, as her eyes fluttered open once more, that she saw the bandages. They stretched the entire length of Severus’s back, boxed in with tape Alaric had found in his dusty first aid kit. Cordelia’s salve would help him heal, but Moira couldn’t imagine it had stopped the hurt entirely. His wounds were deep, oozing and weeping should he twist the wrong way.

      Severus liked to play rough in the bedroom, and while he had totally converted her to the dark side, she knew tonight wasn’t the time for roughness. He needed to heal. His body needed him to understand its temporary limitations. She licked her lips, jerking when he ground her hips harder against him, finding just the right tempo to drive her clit wild. Moira shuddered—but couldn’t tear her gaze from the bandages.

      He needed to slow down. Ease up.

      Just for tonight, she should probably steer the ship.

      She could do that. Severus wasn’t in control all the time, right?

      A shriek slipped out of her when he rolled them over, all but throwing her onto the bed before trapping her beneath his muscular frame. A feral grin greeted her when she looked up at him, wild and predatory—positively demonic—and something needy stirred inside her.

      Guh. How was she going to steer the ship when he was just so damn good at it?

      “Severus…” Her words died at the tip of her tongue as he prowled down her body, kissing and licking and sucking and nipping every inch of her until she was a limp mess of a woman, moaning and writhing—totally under his thrall.

      Until her fingers grazed the bandages. Moira swallowed hard, forcing herself to focus. She eased her hands up his shoulders, careful not to push on anything bruised, determined not to disturb his back, resolute in her decision to slow things down.

      Severus seemed not to notice—especially when he grabbed the elastic waistband of her shorts and ripped. The fabric split right down the side seam, and he pushed it away, exposing one thigh, then the other as he wrenched the torn garment down to her knee.

      Lower lip caught between her teeth, Moira sat up on her elbows, her chest heaving and her body prickling with desire. Black eyes darted up, his sinful smile sending another dart of pleasure through her.

      “Darling…” He smoothed a hand over her thigh, nudging it open to reveal just how horribly she’d missed him, the skin slick with her arousal. “You make my mouth water.”

      She pressed her lips together as her cheeks burned, and Severus let out a little rumble, some intoxicating blend of his usual dark chuckle paired with a snarl. His hot breath danced across her skin, a promise of what was to come. Moira cried out again when he bit her thigh, and as her hips arched up in response, Severus seized the opportunity to plunge two fingers into her wet heat.

      His name tore from her lips as he pumped in and out of her, easing up on his bite slowly, teasing out the agony.

      So much for taking charge.

      Moira held a hand to her forehead, wiping the thin sheen of sweat away, eyes snapping shut when he found that sweet little spot along her inner walls. Severus turned merciless in a heartbeat.

      “Fuck…”

      “When I was in there, all I thought about was you,” he growled, kissing up her thighs, then down the mound of her sex. “I thought about your smell, your laugh, your touch…and most assuredly your taste.”

      She sat up onto her elbows when his mouth slid over her clit, sucking hard at the little bud as he worked her. All she wanted was to throw her legs over his shoulders and give in—let him do that thing he was just so exceptionally talented at. But then she saw the bandages again. She ought to be tormenting him with pleasure, not the other way around. However, the moment she chose to say something about it was when he flicked at her clit with his tongue, his fingers stroking hard and fast inside of her.

      Defeated, she flopped back down, her entire body tightening, coiling, desperate for a release so close she could taste it—so close she could already see the fireworks exploding behind her eyelids.

      But then he stopped.

      A frazzled groan escaped her, and she tugged at her hair, her entire body on fire as he trailed his wet fingers up her belly, circling them around each nipple before carrying onward. Onward and upward, along her throat, over her chin, between her parted lips. She closed her mouth around them, swirling her tongue around the tips, eyes snapping to his with promise. I’m good with my tongue too—if you’d give me the chance.

      Severus pulled back with a hiss, quickly replacing his fingers with his mouth, tongue thrusting into her, claiming her, rebranding her after all this time apart. She wove her fingers through his hair, knowing she shouldn’t pull but doing it anyway just to hear him snarl. His kiss was bruising, desperate, rough; Moira loved every second of it.

      She felt him fiddling with the drawstrings of his sleep pants, and when he fumbled, he pulled back with a growl of frustration this time. Scowling, Severus sat up, yanking at the strings. When they came free, he shoved the silky fabric down his thighs—only to wince, a flash of pain shooting across his features. Moira inhaled sharply when he braced himself, one hand death-gripping the headboard.

      “Hey, hey, easy,” she whispered, pushing through the fog of lust. Propped up on her elbow, she touched his chest, his heartbeat racing under her palm. “It’s okay to slow down. Slow is good too.”

      “I’m fine,” he muttered before grabbing her wrist and pinning her back down to the bed. “And I’m going to fuck you until you scream.”

      Her gaze dropped to his cock, rigid and throbbing, as it fell heavy between them. Maybe just a blowjob for now—Moira would be more than satisfied with that, even if he didn’t go back to finish what he’d started. However, just as she reached for him, ready to tease the silky head, Severus knocked her hand aside and settled between her thighs. She pushed against his chest, even though it was like shoving at a brick wall.

      “Severus, wait—”

      “No.” He sank into her without hesitating, filling her in a single savage thrust that had her slapping a hand over her mouth to muffle the screech. In an instant, the build was back, ecstasy shooting out from her core, the prelude to the main event. Severus raked his teeth along her wrist before tugging it away, replacing her hand with his over her mouth as he pounded her right through an orgasm that had her screaming, just as he’d promised.

      As the pleasure radiated through her, Moira’s hands jumped from the sheets to his shoulders, sliding down his back—until the bandages again. She retreated quickly, her brow furrowing when Severus winced, his pace stuttering briefly. In a blink, the blackness of his eyes had retreated, and those slate-grey eyes soon met hers.

      “Don’t pity me.”

      Moira blinked up at him, her mouth still smothered by his hand, too shocked for a moment to even fathom a response. Turning his head away, he continued rocking against her, occasionally thrusting hard enough to send white-hot bolts of pleasure through her. With a deep breath, Moira finally wriggled out from under his grasp, and she tugged at his chin, trying to get him to look at her again. Stubborn as ever, Severus refused, his hips hammering her harder.

      “I’m n-not pitying y-you,” she stammered, all breathy and whispery as the build started all over again. Severus gritted his teeth, burying his face against her neck until Moira dragged him back out. Her thighs clamped down around his hips in an effort to slow his movements, his winces becoming more pronounced.

      “I don’t need to be mollycoddled or babied,” he said, batting her hand away from his chin and trapping it against the bed instead. “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, all the painful expressions really—” She pointed to him when another flashed across his face. “—like that one. Severus, my concern for you isn’t p-pity—fuck!”

      He’d managed to tilt his hips to just the right angle, grazing her clit with every thrust, her inner walls tightening around him.

      No. Focus. Moira sucked in another deep breath, then yanked her arm free.

      “Can you just—” She closed her eyes tight as a wave of heat rolled out from her core. “Can you stop for a second?”

      “Just because I’m a little bruised doesn’t mean you need to pity me. I don’t need—”

      “Oh my god.”

      This was getting old—fast. Locking her legs around him, Moira pushed up, hard and fast, and rolled Severus onto his back. Shock flashed across his features, followed by a much longer, much more obvious clench of pain. She sat up and planted her hands on his chest, stilling her hips, her sex rippling around him.

      “Look,” she snapped, poking him in the dead center of his chest, “I’m not pitying you. I’ve never pitied you a day in my life, and I don’t plan to start now.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Moira, we don’t have to—”

      “You are hurting,” she continued, adding another two hard pokes for good measure. “And I love you and I don’t want you to be hurting. It isn’t pity. My love isn’t pity, and don’t you dare ever say that again, do you hear me?”

      He stared up at her for a few moments, eyes wide and jaw slack, before one final poke had him nodding. “Right. Yes, I hear you.”

      “Well, good.” She sat back and crossed her arms, pleased to finally be the captain of this ship. “Now, what position is going to be the kindest on your back?”

      “Er…” His eyes darted around the bed before he cleared his throat and said, “Sitting, probably.”

      “Okay, then let’s readjust.” Moira climbed off him, fighting the shiver as his cock slid out of her slick sex. Together, they reorganized the pillows for optimum padding over the headboard, and at the sound of Severus sighing heavily again, another eye roll imminent, she shot him a narrowed look that seemed to quiet his grumbles.

      Love was going to be a completely different path to walk with Severus. Accustomed to lust and fucking, he didn’t seem to have much experience with matters of the heart. In fact, as she got him settled, Moira wasn’t entirely sure he believed her—that her love wasn’t pity.

      Well, he would. He was a work in progress that Moira had no intention of ever giving up on. His past might have fucked him up enough to make him think he wasn’t worth loving, but the future had a different trajectory, whether he knew it or not.

      “Does that feel better?” she asked, straddling him, hovering just above his eager shaft. “Is the pressure off your back?”

      “Yes, it feels better,” he said, each word sounding forced. Honestly, was it such a big deal to be taken care of? He had been taking care of her for months; it was time to return the favour.

      So, as she eased back down his length, moaning until their hips collided, Moira was determined not to let him take over again. Sure, she let him pull her into a bruising kiss, one hand in her hair and the other cupping her behind, but Moira set the pace. Bracing herself on the wall, she rocked her hips, slowly at first, building her rhythm, always watching for signs of pain across her love’s face.

      Much to her relief, Severus finally let go, his head tipped back and his hands on her hips, watching her through heavy-lidded eyes.

      In time, their bodies started to move together, rising and falling to meet each other, the slap of flesh against flesh drowned out by her moans, his growls, her cries. They clung to one another, her arms around his neck, his coiled around her waist, through a shared climax, bodies trembling, unfurling, spiraling into the void where it was just Severus and Moira—where nothing else mattered.

      Nothing but their love.
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      “I can’t believe Alaric let us take the new BMW,” Moira said as they idled at a stop light. Eyes alight with wonder, one hand still resting on the steering wheel, she fiddled around with the dashboard settings, which all looked more like the inside of a spaceship than a car in Severus’s opinion, until the light turned green again.

      “Well, I doubt he’d loan out the Lamborghini for this sort of trip,” he mused, slumped down in the passenger’s seat, hands threaded together on his lap. Affectionately, he smiled at her, unable to help himself. “And Roan refuses to let anyone touch the SUV.”

      After losing both Kingsley and Gibson in the great assault on Seraphim Securities, an occasion that would have gone down in Farrow’s Hollow history had the angels allowed the details to get out, Verrier had needed to find new babysitters for his son. Fortunately, since Alaric had recently come into his own as a hybrid, the former prince had knocked the patrol squad down from two to one, leaving them all stuck with Roan—a dowdy fuck who hadn’t smiled once since Severus had met him. Supposedly the magic-wielding demon had worked security for Alaric’s mother Rose back in the day and took the position rather seriously.

      Fine. With everything the household had been through in the last few weeks, maybe they could use a security detail who wouldn’t let them get away with so much bullshit. Still, the demonic witch was a terrible bore. Worse than Thompson. Worse than Kingsley. Definitely worse than Gibson. Even Cordelia couldn’t muster the effort for a single conversation with him, and his cousin had been known to find amusement in her own shadow. The only benefit was that the cretin stayed out of sight for the most part, trailing Alaric’s movements from a distance.

      Given his roommate’s change from mostly human to full-blown hybrid, Severus had to wonder if he even needed a body guard anymore. After all, Moira’s powers were exceptional—and she too was only a hybrid. In the week that had followed his rescue from her father’s grasp, she had shown him just what she could do, which included illuminating the night sky from the house’s rooftop, beautiful white light flowing from both palms, and besting Malachi in some light hand-to-hand combat.

      At the time, Severus had suspected his brother let her win, but only just; he had been holding his own, and then Ella breezed by with news that she was headed to the shop to grab dinner, and suddenly there was Malachi, pinned, tapping out so he could accompany her.

      The demon was almost too obvious, though it was still unclear if Ella returned his interest. Time would tell.

      In any case, Moira had grown so much in the few short weeks Severus had been held captive and beaten mercilessly. So, logically, Alaric could get there too. Severus still didn’t fully understand what, exactly, he was mixed with. He had always assumed his friend was a demon hybrid, but apparently Verrier had informed Alaric he was a corrupted angel hybrid—which, in the grand scheme of Hell, was basically a demon. It was all a bit muddled at the moment, but the more Alaric came to terms with the new side of himself, Severus was certain it would become clearer. Until then, the hybrid had his support.

      “Yeah, but Alaric hasn’t even really driven this yet,” Moira insisted as she merged, the road cutting down from two lanes to one. “I’m a bit nervous I’ll do something to it.”

      “Darling, he wouldn’t have let you take it if he didn’t think you were a good driver.” Severus patted her thigh encouragingly. “Just relax. You’re doing fine.”

      “I think it’s mostly the car. This thing handles like a dream.”

      No, Moira was the dream. She was the woman, the partner, the soulmate Severus had been dreaming about his whole miserable life—only he hadn’t realized it until recently.

      In the aftermath of his wrongful imprisonment at Seraphim Securities, Severus had anticipated that much of his recovery would be spent sequestered in his room. Not only did he wish to hide what had been done to him, but he had no interest in highlighting all his weaknesses to the others. His recovery philosophy: let me lick my wounds and nurse my pride in peace!

      Moira, however, would have none of it.

      After their sensuous, albeit eye-opening, reunion the first night back, Moira had been determined to get him up and moving. They watched the sunrise at the football stadium each morning. Both had experienced trauma there—and together they had blasted through the memory. She applied the healing salve to his back each day; as potent as the white goop was, torture inflicted by an angel’s hand required more recovery time than anything Severus had been unfortunate enough to endure before.

      During that time, Severus had seen his labored healing process as a blight on his character—a personal weakness. Moira had shut that down every time, almost obnoxiously optimistic about it all. There were days when it was trying, when he wanted to retreat in on himself and wallow, but she just wouldn’t let him, the stubborn creature. For the first time in their history, Moira had been his support system. She was the one to ensure he was eating, sleeping, and socializing.

      Distance really did make the heart grow fonder. Despite parting with her on rocky terms, his time in a prison cell had only made him love her more. This past week, however, had been like falling in love all over again. Without the threat of Aeneas or Diriel at their heels, they could just be.

      For how much longer remained unseen.

      As far as Severus knew, Moira had a new connection within the angelic security squad, and since all the mob heads were dead, the dark underbelly of Farrow’s Hollow looked to Verrier for leadership until new power figures emerged. For now, the demon community as a whole remained weak—tenuous, flailing.

      Still, all things considered, it had been a relatively peaceful week. The angels had spread the story of a gas line blowing at their headquarters. All the demon bodies had been cleaned up before the news crews arrived, and the remaining leaderless demons were scattered and silent, not wanting to invoke any additional angel wrath.

      And Moira had been a dream.

      As they neared one of the final intersections of Farrow’s Hollow proper, headed northwest out of the city, Moira’s phone beeped from the charging station on the dashboard. Severus swiped a finger across the screen, expecting to see something from Ella, only to find a new name, a name that made his jaw clench.

      “Zachariah,” he said stiffly. Moira’s gaze darted from the road to the phone and back again.

      “I’ll text him later.” She flipped on the turning signal, taking a right turn at the lights. “We’re trying to figure out a time to meet after we get home next week.”

      Severus’s scowl darkened. He should have been thinking about how perfect the next week would be; Moira had booked them in for seven whole days at Nocturna Resort and Spa, a supernatural-friendly resort nestled deep in some forest he’d never heard of. Nothing but pine trees, rocky escarpments, waterfalls, and every conceivable spa luxury at their fingertips. Unfortunately, the mention of her new angel contact still had him on edge, and that wasn’t about to change anytime soon.

      It had stunned him that the household, particularly his brother, hadn’t endured any retaliation from those winged bastards. As a chaos demon, Malachi had influenced the demons at the assault to go full brutality against the angels’ defensive line. Yet Cordelia’s submission and Moira’s memories, along with Severus’s wrongful imprisonment and possibly Alaric’s spotless criminal record, had been enough to let them go free unchallenged.

      He propped his elbow up on the window, watching the neighbourhood change from suburbs to larger properties, the houses settled farther and farther apart, lost in thought. It really shouldn’t come as a surprise that the angels kept their word. Aeneas had been a bad apple, sure, but angels were more rulebound than demons. Hell only had so many rules because a disgraced angel and his fallen brethren ran it. If ol’ Cassiel had ordered his garrison to spare Moira and her companions, then that was what they would do.

      For now.

      Because apparently the courts of Heaven were still deciding her fate. Should they condemn her, a Nephilim, simply for existing, he and Moira might be forced to go back to Hell permanently to keep her safe. Naturally, they would cross that bridge when they came to it, but, despite his lingering aches and pains, Severus would still defend her to his last breath.

      “What’s with that look on your face?” she asked, grinning as he settled back into his seat. “Tell me.”

      “You know what this look means.”

      “Zachariah was on our side,” Moira insisted, and not for the first time this week, either. “We just didn’t know it. He’d been monitoring Aeneas for years. Something felt off. We basically gave him the opportunity to take down a dirty angel. We’re all on the same team now.”

      Severus snorted. Just because he had offered to help Moira understand her new powers did not mean the angel wouldn’t turn on her should Heaven command it. With a sigh, he pushed back his annoyance, his skepticism, his contempt, for he recalled the look on her face when she’d told him how Cassiel initially denied her, how he’d all but spit on her for being a hybrid. Unfortunately, Moira needed Zachariah to keep growing into her truest self.

      “I’m afraid that garrison has left a rather sour taste in my mouth,” he told her, careful to restrict his dislike of angels to that particular group. She might only be half, but she was still half a heavenly body, and for all they knew, there was more growing to do on her part. He loved her, all of her. Still—he had been tortured daily for nearly three weeks by her father. She had to allow Severus some mistrust of those who had once served under him.

      “I know, and that’s totally fair, but Aeneas is gone. Things are going to be different moving forward. You didn’t see the way they looked at him after Cassiel read my memories. I mean, they were mostly robots, but I could see it—you know, the disgust.” Her voice only just wobbled at the mention of her father’s name, and his insides only twisted slightly in turn. Severus smiled; it was a marked improvement for both of them.

      “Well, never mind me.” He cleared his throat, not wanting the conversation to drag on needlessly. “As long as he treats you respectfully, then Zachariah is fine in my books. He never tortured me.”

      No, Aeneas had picked up that particular mantle. Most of the time, he’d demanded answers about Cordelia—about the illusions she had cast around Alaric’s house. Severus hadn’t so much as hinted a damn thing; not that he knew a damn thing, of course. Cordelia’s spellwork was a mystery to just about everyone.

      And then sometimes the angel would pop by, rip his flesh to shreds, and not ask a single question.

      Like he was doing it all for fun.

      For release.

      Something.

      Severus glanced at Moira, her previous feel-good aura gone as the car glided across country roads. Crop fields curtained them in on either side, broken up occasionally by stretches of forestry or farmhouses. And Moira had stopped smiling. He could kick himself.

      They hadn’t discussed how she was handling her father’s involvement in her life—all from behind the scenes, at that. Severus had wanted to give her time to process it all, and when she was ready to talk, he had an ear to take it all in and a shoulder to cry on if need be.

      Perhaps he should ask. Perhaps it was time to shift the focus back to her, just for a little while.

      He swallowed hard and turned his attention out to the countryside. No. They had agreed to take this seven-day vacation together to disconnect from everything and reconnect with each other, far from their usual problems. Severus had been looking forward to it, Moira too. No need to start on the wrong foot.

      “Severus?”

      “Hmm?”

      “When I didn’t tell you that I knew Aeneas had hired Diriel to torture me, it wasn’t just because I was taking the time to process it.” She nibbled her pale pink lip for a moment, then sighed. “I…I was scared you would leave me. I was scared that you’d hear Aeneas was coming for me, and you’d bow out because you don’t fuck with angels. I was scared, and then as soon as we got back from Hell, I tried to send you off anyway, and…”

      She dragged in another deep breath, clearly frazzled, frantic maybe, and Severus placed a firm hand on her thigh. Softly, lovingly, he hushed her. While it hurt him to know that she’d thought he would run, he could understand. All of this had been overwhelming for her. Not only had she been forced to accept the supernatural into her life—that she was turning into a supernatural being herself—but her father had wanted her dead. Any human would break under similar circumstances, never mind all the changes she had endured before they met, all by herself, frightened and confused.

      “Darling, it’s all right,” he murmured, then tugged one of her hands off the steering wheel so he could kiss the top of it. A little smile pulled at her mouth, one that exploded into a shocked laugh when he flipped her hand over and nipped at the delicate underside of her wrist.

      “Severus.” She yanked her hand back, planting it firmly on the wheel. “I’m trying to be serious here.”

      “I know you were scared,” he told her, shifting about so he could face her properly. The fields of wheat and corn had given way to grazing pastures, cows, horses, and sheep out in the late afternoon sunshine. “I was scared too. All the time. For you. For us. But I had no intention of leaving, no matter how serious it all became. Even now, after the storm, I’m not going anywhere. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.”

      Forever, if Severus had it his way.

      Rather than stretching into another smile, her lips started to wobble, and Severus frowned when her eyes suddenly filled with tears.

      “Moira. Pull over.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping under her eyes and sniffling. “I’m sorry I cry so much. I really don’t mean to.”

      “Just pull onto the shoulder and we can talk about what’s upsetting you.” He stretched his arm out along the back of her seat. “Does the thought of me never leaving distress you so deeply?”

      “No.” A watery, gargled sort of laugh slipped out, her cheeks flushing. “No, it’s just… Sometimes I wonder if I’m what you need.” She glanced at him, eyes glassy, and shrugged as she faced the empty stretch of road ahead, farmland on either side. “I mean, wouldn’t it be easier to just date a human, or something?”

      Severus retracted his arm, blinking incredulously at her. Date a human? Never in his very long life, be it in Hell or on Earth, had he even considered starting up some romantic dalliance with a human. Never. Was this something that she really fretted about?

      She thought she wasn’t good enough for him? That she wasn’t enough for him?

      What absolute nonsense.

      What complete and utter shit.

      “Moira, darling…” Severus grasped the back of her neck through her white mane. “Can you imagine how wretchedly taxing it would be, how utterly uneven a relationship it would be, should I become romantically involved with a human? Every time I touched her, she would melt into ecstasy, driven mad by lust.” He grinned, cocking his head to the side. “Not that you don’t, or anything.”

      The faint pink in her cheeks flushed to bright crimson.

      “When I touch a human, I take their life essence,” he continued, his tone even and gentle—but hopefully not patronizing. “My clients cannot see me every day, as much as a few beg, because they need time to regenerate their essence. They need time to recover. Think about you and me. When we’re together, I want to fuck you all the time.”

      His eyes ballooned to full black as she squirmed, her breath quickening, and Severus fought hard to stay in control—to not force the car off the road just so he could show her how much he didn’t want anyone else, human or otherwise.

      “It’s because I love you,” he carried on, his chest tightening as he said it, those three little words—words he had never said to another woman before. “And because I desire you, and I want to touch you and taste your sweet little cunt every chance I get.”

      “Severus—”

      “But if there were a human in your place,” he said, squeezing her neck just a little tighter, “and I desired her as I desire you, loved her as I love you, I would kill her. She wouldn’t have the time to regenerate. I’d take everything from her, and she’d die. It’s why my kind are called leeches, darling. We take from humans. Unchecked, we can take every last bit of them until they’re…” Withered husks. “Until they’re gone.”

      “Oh.” Moira licked her lips, mulling it over for a moment. “Right. I don’t know why I didn’t…think of that.”

      “My darling girl,” Severus murmured, shuffling to the edge of his seat so he could better stroke her cheek, pinch her chin. “I don’t need someone who feeds me. I want someone who nourishes my very black, bleak soul. You nourish me, Moira Aurelia, just the way you are.”

      Her expression remained unchanged—until finally it broke. The uncertainty splintered, broken by her smile, her laugh. She sniffled, clutching at his wrist as he cupped her cheek. While she kept her gaze on the road, he could see it now—the ray of light poking through the darkness.

      “My very black, bleak soul.” She giggled. “You’re such a drama queen.”

      Smirking, he leaned toward her. “Come here, you ridiculous creature.”

      Although she uttered a soft moan in protest, her lips soon succumbed to his, the car slowing as her fingertips tickled the underside of his chin. He couldn’t keep her there for long, as much as he wanted to. Well, no—Severus wanted to do a great deal more. Stop on the side of the road for a mid-trip quickie, where he’d have her screaming for him as he pounded into her. With his back well on its way to fully healed, sex had become far easier over the last few days, but they had an awful lot of time to make up for now that the worst was behind them.

      His mind danced with salacious fantasies as he kissed her, as he fought the urge to tighten his grasp and drag her across the car. In the end, he was happy just to taste her, to slip his tongue fleetingly between her lips and stroke her as her moans of protest lengthened to something more.

      “Eyes on the road,” he rasped when they finally broke apart. “Are you trying to kill us, Moira? Rather irresponsible…”

      “We’re going like fifteen on an eighty road,” she muttered, snapping her teeth at him before retreating into her seat. “We’ll be fine.”

      “Well, I…”

      Severus saw it at the last possible moment, when it was too late to stop it—the enormous black pickup truck hurtling toward them. It shot out from a dusty driveway, careening onto the road and slamming hard into Moira’s side of the car. She screamed on impact, her window shattering, the car crunching and folding as the truck plowed them off the pavement. As soon as the wheels breached the gravel shoulder, the truck’s engine revved, pushing them over the edge of a six-foot drop onto a grassy field. Severus slammed into the door on his side, the momentum tossing him about, and then braced himself on the roof as the shiny new BMW flipped over—and over, and over again.

      Stillness. The car had finally settled on its roof, window panes shattered and cracked. The deployed side airbags hovered in his peripherals. The radio drowned out his thundering heart sporadically, and while his head ached and his stomach roiled, he was relatively unharmed. His back—his back hurt more than a twinge, that was for certain.

      Severus shook his head, blinking hard as he processed what the fuck had just happened.

      Someone had purposefully run them off the road.

      “Moira?!”

      They both hung upside down; the seatbelt safety measures had restricted during the collision, strapping them to their seats. As Severus battled with his, Moira’s kept her there, her body limp, eyes closed, jaw slack. Just as he got himself unbuckled, the front airbags deployed suddenly, delayed, slamming into him, into Moira, forcing her unconscious figure back into her seat.

      “Moira!” He batted the bulbous grey bag aside before wriggling out from under it, righting himself in the small space. Severus reached for her, searching frantically for injuries. Blood gathered in her nostrils. The shattered glass had left minuscule scratches across her cheek. He fought with her seatbelt, fingers fumbling to reach the clasp. “Darling, wake up.”

      When he finally managed to stab at it hard enough, the buckle released, and Severus caught Moira’s lifeless body before her head hit the roof of the car. Carefully, awkwardly, he lowered her and moved her between the front seats, setting her in the gap above the back bench, still scanning her body for injuries, his head swimming—panicking. She wasn’t moving. Breathing, sure, but she wasn’t moving.

      No. She hadn’t survived Diriel, Hell, Asmodeus, and a squadron of warrior angels only to succumb to a fucking car crash.

      “Darling, try not to move too much,” he murmured, not knowing whether she could even hear him. “I’m here. Just stay calm. Just—”

      His car door was suddenly wrenched off its hinges, a gust of warm, humid air assaulting him. Startled, Severus looked over his shoulder, only to find fucking Diriel peering back at him. A giant, ugly red handprint marred the demon’s entire face, the mark swollen and angry, blistered—painful, hopefully—yet still the bastard managed to smile.

      “Hello, leech,” he drawled before reaching into the wreckage and dragging a snarling Severus out.
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        * * *

      

      Moira awoke to the smell of exhaust and leather.

      Groaning, she tried and failed to sit up, pain flaring everywhere with even the slightest movement. What the fuck had just happened? The last thing she remembered fully was Severus—his eyes widening, nostrils flaring. And then…crunch. She whimpered his name, staring at the ceiling of the BMW and wondering why it looked so strange. What were those things hanging down from it? Those…

      “Oh my god.” She squeezed her eyes tight upon realizing she was staring at the seats. The car had flipped while she was driving. Taking a deep breath, she did a quick body check, moving everything she could. Each limb responded. Her head burned, like she’d been sitting under one of those mammoth salon hairdryers for too long, and she pressed a hand to her forehead briefly before trailing it down her face. Only a bit of blood coming out of her nose. Her eyes snapped open to find airbags deployed—probably the culprit. Then there were a few sharp spots on the left half of her face—courtesy of the broken window. “Severus?”

      When he didn’t respond, she looked back, then tentatively sat up. Her surroundings spun for a moment, settling after a few deep breaths. Her side of the car had taken the brunt of the hit, her door crunched in, the window shattered, the windshield splintered.

      Alaric was going to kill her.

      Wait. No. Alaric was going to kill whoever hit her. Moira had been driving slow before the accident, wrapped up in Severus’s kiss, in his words, but also aware of the fact that she wasn’t looking at the road. She had eased up on the gas…

      And someone had hit her. Slammed into her.

      “Severus?” She called louder this time, then crawled to the front of the car, squeezing and contorting to navigate the confined space. Her door wouldn’t open when she tried, so she batted at the airbag on Severus’s side, forcing it out of the way, pushing and pushing against it until her nail punctured the material.

      Moira toppled forward with a squeak when it gave way, exhaling air and dust in her face. Coughing, she pushed through—only to realize Severus’s side had no door. At all. She paused, steadying herself.

      Had he wrenched it off to get out of the car—or had someone done that for him? Panic gripped her tight, clawing its way up her throat, strangling her as she called for him again.

      “Severus?!”

      Her breath hitched as a figure breezed by on her peripheral view, stalking along the outside of the car before crouching in front of the doorway.

      “Hello, daughter mine.”

      Moira reeled back, cold fear slicing through her, and she scrambled to get deeper into the vehicle, a vehicle that might have been upside down and squished, but at least it offered a modicum of protection. However, before she could so much as squeeze between the two front seats, Aeneas’s viselike grip clamped down on her ankle, and he hauled her unceremoniously toward him.

      Well, so much for flight.

      It was time to fight.

      Moira rolled over with a grunt so that he was pulling her along on her back, and once he had her halfway out of the car, she pushed up and used her core to propel herself at him. She shrieked as she went, tackling the startled fallen angel to the ground. He went down hard, landing on his back, Moira on top of him, the pair in a heap at the base of the steep grassy hill the car must have rolled down. Not wasting any time, she pushed herself up, kneeing him in the face along the way, and wrenched her ankle out of his grasp as she bolted around the car.

      “Severus!” Her heart dropped into her stomach when she found him some fifty feet away, wrestling with a knife-wielding Diriel—a scarred, marked Diriel, his run-in with Asmodeus in Hell obvious as sin and there for all to see.

      “Run, Moira!” Severus bellowed back. “Go!”

      She didn’t have time to run—not that she would have if she could, not away. Forward. She would have run to him. Instead, heavy footfalls pounded the lush green grass, and within the time it took her to blink she was tackled to the ground.

      Moira used her hands to keep from face-planting, slowing the fall as Aeneas pinned her down. The guy was heavy, but nothing like the weight of the angel in the prison—the one Ella had shot in the throat. It had taken Alaric, Cordelia, Malachi, and Moira to barely lift him.

      Aeneas felt human on top of her. Moira gritted her teeth. Fuck this guy.

      Gripping her arms, he rolled her onto her back, and she headbutted him hard in the face the first chance she got. Her hands slammed down onto his shoulders, holding him just long enough for her to knee him in the gut and throw him off. Moira rolled over and tried to push off into a run, but he caught her ankle at the last possible moment, dragging her back to the ground with a grunt.

      “Nowhere to run, daughter mine,” he sneered, his shadow stretching over her as he jumped to his feet. Moira reached out, groping across the grass for something useable. The first rock she found was too small, but its companion, a near-perfect pyramid in her hand, jagged point and all, would do.

      She let him grab her by the left elbow. She let him haul her up, their bodies facing one another, and then used the momentum to follow through with her right hand, the hand clutching the rock. Moira reeled back and threw her weight behind it, just like Malachi had taught her, and clocked Aeneas in the face, dead center, his nose yielding to the rock.

      Pain shot up her arm as he released her, and they both staggered away, chests heaving. Moira’s hands shook, and she could feel the rock’s jagged ridges biting into her palm, but she pushed past it, past all of it, to give Aeneas the haughtiest look she could muster.

      “How does it feel?” she asked, savoring every ounce of the shock on his face—his wide eyes, his parted lips, his gushing nose. Moira took a mental snapshot, tucking it away for harder days, and ignored the fact that her father didn’t look much older than her. Tall, lean, angular, youthful, dressed in a black tee and grey jeans. The stumps of his wings jutted out beneath the material of his T-shirt. The angel raised a trembling hand to his face, then swallowed hard at the bright red smear on his fingertips. She lifted an eyebrow when their eyes met, a ghost of a smile on her lips. “How does it feel to bleed like the rest of us?”

      Aeneas lunged forward with a snarl, but Moira was ready. Finally, she was fucking ready.

      Light and nimble on her feet, she danced backward, forcing him to follow, then smacked his groping hands away with her left and followed through again with her right. The rock combo slammed into his nose once more, blood splattering her pale skin, and this time he went down. Aeneas toppled backward, and Moira followed, not giving him a breath of reprieve before the next blow landed. He flopped onto his back, eyes wide. She struck him again, resisting the urge to do it again and again and again. It would be so easy, so freeing, to just let go.

      But Moira forced herself away when his body went limp, his gaze unfocused.

      Dropping the rock, she whirled around at the sound of Severus’s cry. He staggered away from Diriel, grasping his arm, blood oozing between his fingers. The marked demon followed, mouth twisted in a predatory smile, his knife dripping. Fuck this guy, too.

      She started off toward them, power-walking at first, slowly building up speed as her hands warmed. From the red staining Severus’s white T-shirt, the colour blossoming around a tear, Diriel had sliced across his abdomen; she wasn’t sure how bad his injuries were, but she wasn’t about to let them get any worse.

      “Severus, move,” she ordered, waving him off when their eyes met. His full-blacks held her ethereal blues, understanding her without needing another word. He turned and ran, limped away as best he could.

      “Aw, come on, coward,” Diriel called. He then circled around, as if to drawl some smug comment at her, but he flinched, black eyes widening—because Moira was already on top of him.

      Teeth gritted, she latched onto his exposed neck, hands humming with white angelic light, and he crumpled to the ground, screaming. As soon as he dropped the knife, Moira kicked it across the grass, not pausing, not yielding, not giving an inch. She burned him to the core, pushing herself, calm, focused, not stopping even when her light burst from his gaping mouth, his nostrils—from his eyes, splintering the black orbs, blood weeping from the sockets.

      Moira didn’t stop until there wasn’t a hair of uncharred flesh on Diriel’s body. She didn’t offer him any speeches. She didn’t make some big display of it. She didn’t monologue. No this is for Severus, this is for me, this is for all the innocent people you’ve hurt before, you fucking bastard!

      She just did what she had planned to do, what she’d imagined the night of her rescue: Moira held onto the demon until he was a blistering, oozing, bloody shell of himself. Long after he had stopped screaming, twitching, fighting. She had to be sure. She drowned him in light until she couldn’t see straight, until two strong arms wrapped around her waist and hauled her off.

      “Enough, darling,” Severus whispered heatedly in her ear, clamping her arms down at her sides when she flailed at him, fought him, momentarily imagining Aeneas holding her. Moira sucked in a sharp breath, her entire body shaking, her hands burning, and Severus hugged her tighter when her knees gave way.

      “Severus…”

      “You did it. He’s gone,” he murmured. “Save your strength.”

      They both jumped when a pair of gunshots echoed across the field, and Moira whipped around, panicked, scanning the incubus’s body—only to find nothing. Only to find him doing the exact same thing, but she hadn’t been hit either. Over his shoulder, she finally spotted the source of the noise: Ella, gun in hand, scrambling down the little hill at the side of the road, Cordelia at her heels.

      Wait. What?

      Moira blinked hurriedly, wondering if she was dreaming—if she had lost consciousness during the accident, and this was all a nightmare. What the hell were they doing here?

      Severus squeezed her arms before jogging toward Aeneas, who was only about ten feet from them now. On his knees, the fallen angel pressed his hands to his chest, but that couldn’t stem the bloodflow. He’d been shot.

      Ella had shot him. Twice. In the back.

      Moira looked back to the road, this time registering Alaric’s enormous SUV parked next to the black pickup with its front end smashed in. Malachi charged down the hill after the girls, quickly bypassing them with his much longer legs. Just as Aeneas attempted to get up, taking an uncoordinated swing at Severus, Cordelia hit him with a dose of crackling red lightning shooting straight from her fingertips. His body seized up, and when the crackling magic vanished, Aeneas doubled over, hacking up blood.

      Somehow her legs managed to move. Moira stumbled toward the crowd, holding her hand up to Ella. Her friend slowed but didn’t stop, not until Moira said her name sharply. She had a gun, sure, but there was still no telling what Aeneas had up his sleeve.

      “Cordelia,” Moira said, clearing her throat when the witch’s name came out as nothing more than a hoarse whisper. By now, Severus and Malachi had Aeneas on his knees, forcing him upright. She took a deep breath. “Cordelia, whatever you’re doing to him—stop.”

      The witch pursed her ruby-red lips at Moira, her chin split from the middle of her lip down, bleeding, as her lacey black gown fluttered in the afternoon breeze. With a wave of her hand, Aeneas stopped vomiting blood. He sneered up at her, the farthest thing from grateful. Moira didn’t care. She didn’t give a fuck about his gratitude.

      She just needed one answer.

      “Did you make my mom sick?” Warmth rippled through her, twisting in her core as she waited, as the smell of Diriel’s corpse hit her with the next gust of wind. She arched a white eyebrow at him, waiting, watching as Malachi wrenched his arm harder behind his back, as Severus wrapped a tight arm around his throat.

      “I…” Aeneas struggled for breath, and she nodded for Severus to let up a little. The fallen angel shot the demon a scowl, and only then did she notice his eyes had changed. The blue was darker. Plainer. More human. Moira fought to compose herself as a rush of feeling slammed into her: she no longer had her father’s eyes.

      “Answer the question,” Malachi growled, “or I’m going to start pulling off limbs.”

      “I didn’t make your wretched whore of a mother sick, no.” Aeneas tipped his head to the side, looking Moira dead in the eye as he said, “Diriel, at my request, infected her with the devoratrix parasite, but I personally didn’t—”

      He exhaled sharply when Severus slammed his fist into his gut. Aeneas folded over, smiling as blood dribbled between his parted lips. Trembling, Moira looked between Malachi and Severus, then back to Cordelia; all three demons wore a near-identical expression.

      Shock.

      Then disgust.

      “What is it?” she asked, hating the way her voice had gone all screechy and strangled. Standing near Ella, Alaric was on the phone, speaking quietly and quickly to whoever was on the other end. No sign of his daytime handler. And no sign of an immediate answer from any of the three. “What is—”

      “It’s a parasite from Hell,” Severus told her softly—gently, breaking the news as though she might fall apart once she heard it. “It passes through fluid exchange. It… It births its young in the host’s body, and they eat their life essence until it’s gone. Then they eat the host.”

      “It’s said to be a very painful way to die,” Malachi added, twisting Aeneas’s arm so hard this time that it broke. The fallen angel gave a shout of pain. Trying to process the information, trying to see straight, Moira dragged her fingers through her loose white locks, eyes wide as they looked to Ella. Tears rolled down her friend’s cheeks, but she hadn’t lowered her gun. It held firm and level, pointed right at Aeneas’s head once Malachi dragged him upright again.

      “She knew the r-rules,” Aeneas gasped out, face contorted as though fighting to swallow the pain, to stay nonchalant. “I p-paid for her silence, and she broke it. There are c-consequences for those who break the rules.”

      “Fucking hypocrite,” Severus hissed.

      Her teeth were chattering. Moira clenched her jaw to still them, but she couldn’t stop the rest of the tremors, not as a hurricane of emotion hammered her from all sides.

      “Are you going to kill me, child?” Aeneas crooned, sucking back the blob of bloody saliva pluming at the edge of his mouth. Their eyes met, and he grinned with a deranged chuckle. “Like father, like daughter. Are you strong enough to—”

      Moira pressed her hands to her mouth when Severus snapped his neck.

      Gone was the grin. Dead was the laughter. Together, Severus and Malachi tore Aeneas’s head from his shoulders, Malachi pushing the body down, Severus ripping the head up, and she listened to every last awful second of it. To the sound of bones breaking, flesh tearing—to the eventual thud of his head on the grass.

      That thud had a strange, yet welcome sense of finality to it.

      Shaking, her mind empty, she stumbled across the soft grassy field—right into Ella’s arms. Her best friend caught her, knees buckling when Moira didn’t hold herself back, and they both tumbled to the ground. Ella exhaled a sob, clinging to her, squeezing her like Moira was about to disappear too. To finally know the truth—well, maybe she ought to be bawling too. But for the first time in a long time, no tears welled. No breakdown loomed. She wasn’t sucked into a storm of despair.

      Moira was finally free.

      She rubbed Ella’s back, shifting about so they sat side by side. Her best friend pressed the backs of her hands into her eyes, shuddering, and Moira carefully pried the gun away. She handed it off to a nearby Alaric, who met her eye with an unreadable look. Things had been odd between them after he’d gone through hybrid puberty. His vibration was different—but he was different, too. Alaric had presence now. She couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t really describe it if you asked her to, but there was weight behind his stare.

      With a nod, Moira offered him a small smile of thanks, then cuddled Ella to her as her best friend’s sobs quieted.

      “It’s not that I’m unhappy to see you guys,” Moira said after a long silence, looking between the trio loitering nearby. Severus, meanwhile, was in the process of dragging Diriel’s charred remains across the field, setting them next to her dad’s. Moira cleared her throat, suddenly lightheaded. “It’s just… Why are you here?”

      “We had a suspicion that once you left the city limits, you might run into trouble,” Malachi told her, hands in the pockets of his grey slacks, his gaze resting on Ella. “Diriel would likely want revenge, your father too. After all, you are their common enemy.”

      “We’ve been tailing you,” Alaric added. “We just wanted to make sure you guys got to the resort in one piece.”

      “Well, thank you. Really. You guys are the best backup squad a girl could ask for.” She kissed Ella’s temple, then spit out a mouthful of curls when the wind turned against her. Ella sat up with a watery laugh and pushed her mane out of the way. Over her shoulder, Moira spotted the destroyed BMW. “I’m sorry about the car, Alaric. I’ll buy you a new one.”

      Alaric waved her off, grinning as Cordelia wrapped her arms around his trim waist. His arm curved around her shoulders, the hybrid openly affectionate with her at last. “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t very keen on that particular model anyway.”

      “Still, I’ll get you a new—”

      “Moira, I have insurance.” He leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially, “And a trust fund. It’s really not a problem.”

      She laughed, but it sounded hollow, even to her own ears, and she tracked Severus as he strode over and offered her and Ella a hand each.

      “Come on, darling.” He gripped her tight when she slid her hand into his, whereas Ella gingerly grasped his elbow. Within seconds he had them both lifted to their feet. “Let’s just go home.”

      “No, don’t.” Ella shook her head, still fighting the wind, the humidity adding some extra oomph to her curls. Tear tracks cut through her makeup. “You guys should still go to the resort. If anyone needs a week away to deal with all this, it’s the both of you. Seriously.”

      “Take the SUV,” Alaric insisted when both Moira and Severus started to protest. He dug the key out of his pocket and handed it to Severus, who accepted with a bewildered look. “Roan is ten minutes out with my father’s cleanup crew. We’ll wait for them and sort all this out. Really.”

      Severus looked to Moira, his eyebrows up, an unspoken question hanging between them. Should we go?

      Could she really just carry on to the resort and spend a week being pampered after all of—this? She had her answers now. She knew who both her parents were, and that her dad had arranged for her mom to die. She knew where she fit in this supernatural world, though she still needed some help with her newfound powers—but that was what Zachariah was for.

      “We…” Moira shook her head, unable to conjure the words to argue against it. “Okay. Let’s go, I guess.”

      “What do you want us to do with his body?”

      She knew Malachi was referring to Aeneas. Headless and broken, he still looked more human than Diriel. Another bout of dizziness hit her, stomach looping too, just for good measure, and she grabbed Ella’s hand.

      “Burn it,” she said tersely, tightly. “Just get rid of it.”

      She wasn’t sure if a fallen angel could come back from an injury like that, but Moira had no intention of taking that chance.

      Did that make her callous—or proactive?

      Still clutching Ella’s hand, she turned, and the pair headed toward the SUV. Severus walked along beside her, exhaustion etched across his features in the bags under his eyes, in the clench of his jaw, in the lightness of his irises. He needed this week at the resort. The slice across his abdomen had stopped bleeding, but the giant stab wound on his arm needed some attention.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” he said when he caught her staring. “It’s nothing.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive, darling.” And for the first time since she had walked him out of Seraphim Securities, Moira actually believed him. While he seemed tired, there was a strength in the way he carried himself now, in the way he studied her. “How are you feeling? You lost consciousness for a moment back there.”

      “I feel…” Moira swallowed hard. “I feel everything and nothing.”

      “Well,” Severus jogged up the little hill leading to the road, then offered a hand to her from the top, “I think we can work with everything and nothing.”

      Moira nodded, then let him help her and Ella up. She was about to ask for the keys, but then thought better of it. No sense in crashing two of Alaric’s cars in one day.

      After Severus opened the passenger-side door for her, he strode back down to the grassy field, headed straight for the others. She watched, slumped down on the leather seat, as he conversed with Malachi for a moment, then Alaric, before the trio pulled their luggage from the wreckage. With both bags slung over his shoulder, Severus left, but not before giving them both a friendly, noticeably affectionate clap on the shoulder. It was nice to see—familial bonding.

      Over the death of her father.

      Moira ran her shaky hands through her hair, once again noticing the cuts on her arms, her busted knuckles. Strange. She couldn’t feel the pain anymore. Adrenaline—that had to be it. In an hour or two, she’d be in a world of hurt. A quick check in the side mirror showed her more cuts and bruises across her face, but she couldn’t feel those either.

      What she could feel were Ella’s tears. They had started up silently again, and she caught their reflection in the mirror. As Severus hurried back up the hill, Moira slid out of the front seat and pulled her best friend into another hug.

      “Are you sure you want me to go? I don’t have to. I can stay. I should stay.” Her breath hitched. “I should stay, and…and…”

      “No, go. Grieve somewhere luxurious,” Ella whispered back, squeezing tight. “I’ll be okay. It’s just…a lot.”

      “It is.” They pulled apart, and Moira wiped her friend’s tears away. “But now we know.”

      Now they could finally rest.

      Ella nodded. “Now we know.”

      After one long, tight, final hug, she hopped back into the SUV, the engine roaring to life. With their bags in the backseat, the air-conditioning on high, and their last real threats dead, some semblance of a summer vacation could begin at last.

      As they pulled away from the accident site, Moira reached over and fisted her hand in the fabric of Severus’s white tee, then settled back into her seat. Then, and only then, in a great and sudden storm, did she finally allow her tears to fall.
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      Before all this, Severus couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a waterfall.

      He had visited some of the greats in his lifetime. Victoria Falls. Niagara Falls. Skógafoss. Yosemite Falls. Jog Falls. Severus had traveled before humans figured out how to make it easy—before they had truly started to evolve. Yet all those other falls paled in comparison to Grey Falls.

      The waterfall just beyond the balcony of his and Moira’s cabin wasn’t extraordinary by any means. It was really rather simple. Plain. It plunged down from the edge of a clifftop into the deep blue pool below, where the streams would eventually carry the water out to the rivers, then the ocean. It couldn’t have been more than thirty, maybe forty feet.

      But Grey Falls was his favourite waterfall, now and forever, because for five extraordinary days, it had greeted him each morning, and serenaded him each night. Not just him. Them.

      Grey Falls had been there when he and Moira first arrived, bleary-eyed and spent, led by an elf from the main resort center. Grey Falls had soothed them on their hike through the well-maintained forest trails, past other cabins housing other supernatural beings desperate for an escape. It had greeted them as they set their luggage on the king-sized bed in the one-bedroom house, nestled on the gentle slope of the hill, surrounded by soaring pines and firs. It sang them to sleep that first night. It listened while they talked, while she cried.

      A constant companion.

      A forever friend.

      Severus would never forget Grey Falls. He watched the water plummet over the rock face, even now, five days into the seven, because it brought him peace.

      Because it had brought her peace, sitting out on the balcony, a balcony encased in mosquito netting and laden with plush deck furniture. After she had cried all her tears that first night, grieving her mother’s death all over again, very suddenly, very viscerally, and after she had then spent nearly three hours on the phone with Ella, locked in the bathroom, they’d watched their first sunset right here, listening to the falls through the scattered forest around them, hands clasped loosely between their chairs.

      He had already sketched it. Moira had even added colour to the charcoal, shading things over his shoulder, her chin nuzzled into the dip of his neck. He had also taken a few photos on his phone, so he could remember how he had felt over the last five days. Secure. Valued. Appreciated. Loved.

      It was strange to feel all those sentiments at once—from one person, at that. Sometimes, when he was alone, now, for instance, he still wasn’t sure he was worthy of all that. Love. He wasn’t sure what he had done to deserve it, but Moira knew. She knew, and she had told him, and promised to keep telling him until he finally believed her.

      He wasn’t sure why he had it, but he did. Severus Saevitia, incubus, escort, leech, had found love at long last.

      And he would never let it go—never let her go—for the rest of his very long life.

      He shifted on the padded deck chair, a glass mug of half-drunk local ale on the wide, flat armrest. Legs crossed at the ankles, he inhaled a full breath of fresh forest air. Shirtless. Today was the second day he’d dared to go without covering himself, the second day Moira could confirm that, in fact, his scars were nearly invisible. He had suspected she’d told a little white lie, that they were actually more apparent, all waxy and deep pink, than she let on. However, after she left for her appointment an hour ago, he had stared at himself in the bathroom mirror—and she hadn’t lied. Not one bit.

      Whatever was in the water here, whatever was in the oil the resort staff used in their full-body massages, had really done the trick. So, he could sit out on the deck, shirtless, watching Grey Falls, without a fucking care in the world.

      Without his damn back aching.

      Without fearing for her, for her safety. He would always fret, always fuss, but since day two of this trip, he hadn’t feared for her. The sharp, twisting hurt in his heart at the thought of her going out alone, surrounded by enemies, had ebbed. Because they were safe here, at last, surrounded by supernatural beings who didn’t care that he was an incubus or she an angel hybrid. High elves from before the age of man, golden fae of the Seelie court, dryads from the days when pagan gods walked the earth—they were in the business of care.

      For five glorious days, he and Moira had been cared for—by others, not just by one another.

      He didn’t want to go back to Farrow’s Hollow. He didn’t give a shit that his demonic abilities were lesser here because they were so far from a hell-gate. Severus could live in this reality forever, just him and Moira, eating good food, getting massages and facials, and fucking the days away until sunrise the next morning, when they got to do it all over again.

      They would have to return, of course. Only two days left. Severus smirked when he heard the front door unlocking.

      Two more days in this paradise—and they really ought to make them count.

      He downed the rest of his ale, then stood at the sound of his love bustling into the cabin. Clad in a yellow sheath dress, her hair wild and free, all her wounds from the car accident healed, Moira was an utter vision, made lovelier by the enormous smile on her face.

      “I just had two fairies, literal fairies, do my nails, which was the most surreal experience of my life. It was awesome,” she announced, closing the door behind her and flicking the lock shut. He so loved that sound—the sound of her trapping herself inside with the demon. She deposited her sunglasses and key at the little table next to the door, then tossed her purse on the sprawling king-sized bed they had been making excellent use of lately.

      While the cabin came equipped with a mini-fridge, kettle, and microwave, they had most of their meals delivered, or, if an appointment coincided with mealtime, they would dine up at the main lodge. Severus strode forward off the closed-in deck, then paused in the doorway of what was essentially just a luxurious bedroom ripe for fucking her in.

      Moira kicked her sandals toward her luggage by the ensuite bathroom door, then faced him, her smile faltering when their eyes met. Faltering, very likely, because she saw the predatory gleam in his, the way they snapped to black at the mere sight of her. Arms swaying innocently at his sides, Severus prowled forward, mouth lifting into a smirk.

      “They showed me their wings,” she added weakly. “They decorate them with, like, piercings and stuff, and they weren’t feathers at all, but more… Severus, stop.”

      Moira pointed a finger at him, her eyes narrowing as he paused mid-stride, his body posed like a feline ready to pounce. She could refuse all she wanted—he saw the way she drank him in, shirtless, his torso and arm also healed from the wounds inflicted by Diriel’s knife. He was nearly back to normal now, flush and full of life essence courtesy of the generous resort staff, brimming with energy and in desperate need to expend it somewhere.

      In desperate need to ravish her at all times.

      “I just had my nails did.” Moira held up both hands, her lips pursed and her brows up as she showed off ten painted fingertips. “Do you see that? Coral. Perfectly done, unchipped coral. I practically walked with my arms out to make sure I didn’t wreck them on the way back.”

      “They look dry to me—”

      “I’m not risking it!” She planted those hands on her hips, fingers splayed. While she might have thought it a power pose, all it did was highlight the delectable hourglass figure hiding underneath that shapeless material. Severus licked his lips, eyes roving her body unchecked, his smirk turning positively sinful when their eyes met. Hers narrowed again. “You’re just going to have to wait…a bit.”

      He straightened up and touched a finger to his chin, pausing for dramatic effect. His hum of consideration had her cheeks flushing bright pink, and he flashed a bit of teeth, just to make that blush darken.

      “No. I don’t think I will.”

      He stalked the distance between them in a few long strides, scooping his protesting hybrid up and pinning her back against the door. She squealed his name, indignantly, in utter dismay, as his mouth crashed to hers, and he took full advantage of her parted lips, thrusting deep between them. Tentative, nimble fingers scrambled up his arms, their whisper sending the hairs on the back of his neck on end, and she pushed at his shoulders. Not hard, really. They both knew it wasn’t her best effort—her beautiful eyes had even fluttered shut, submitting to the kiss, to the ravishing. Their breath rose in harmony, punctuated by her delectable moans and his growls.

      His cock twitched at the way she gasped when he pinched her backside, squeezing her supple cheek through her dress.

      She tasted like champagne, yet somehow sweeter. Severus stilled for a moment, her thighs wrapped around his torso, ankles crossed, heels digging into his lower back. He withdrew, relishing the way her mouth chased after him, the way her eyes fluttered back open—only to turn from desperate to indignant in a flash.

      After all, she was supposed to be fighting this.

      “Did they ply you with champagne?” he rumbled, quirking an eyebrow when she bit her lower lip. Severus chuckled darkly, running his nose the length of her pale throat, straight up to her ear. “Naughty little fairies.”

      “Everyone was drinking it,” she told him with a dreamy sigh, her hands resting on his shoulders, fingers splayed wide again. “It was really… yummy.”

      His brows shot up. “Yummy?”

      “There’s no shame in day-drinking.” She rolled her eyes, grinning. “We’re on vacation.”

      “Moira,” he said, pushing her harder against the door, savoring her flicker of panic when he pressed his steadily hardening cock to her heat. “You realize it was likely fae champagne, right? From their home realm?” He ground himself against her now, not missing the way her cheeks flushed darker when he grazed her clit—not hard. Just a taste. Just enough to make her refusal all the more difficult. To add fuel to her fire, he lowered his voice to that husky, gravel-low growl that always got her wet. “I bet it’ll make you taste even more exquisite than you usually do.”

      “Severus.” Ha. She’d moaned it. Goodbye, resolve. “My nails.”

      “Don’t fret, pet.” He snapped at her lower lip, purposefully just missing it as she squeaked. “We’ll keep them out of the way. By the time I’m through with you, they’ll still be your perfectly done, unchipped coral. You, on the other hand…”

      He readjusted his grip, then hauled her over his shoulder as she scream-giggled, swatting at his butt as he marched them back to the bed. Just as she started to protest again, clearly not taking him seriously enough, he tossed her onto the mattress, watching her bounce—wishing she’d bounced naked.

      “Arms up,” he ordered, grabbing the hem of her dress and dragging it up her body, not stopping, not caring, if it snagged anywhere. Moira scrambled to comply, her hair wild, her cheeks flushed. Once he got it off, Severus tossed it aside with one hand and undid her bra clasp with the other. She curled forward, as if to hide herself; he caught her chin and forced her back up, smiling at her pout. “Panties off.”

      Somehow, his cock managed to stiffen more at the sight of her complying, almost begrudgingly. She shuffled about, leaning back and lifting her hips to slide her cotton panties down her thighs. His tongue swept across his lower lip, eager to taste her, but first things first…

      Severus climbed off the bed and marched into the bathroom, wherein he found the bathrobes the resort provided for all their guests—a complimentary his and hers pair in thick, luxurious white material. Severus yanked the belts out of both, and when he returned, he found Moira waiting for him, pretty as a picture, naked, on the bed. He paused, biting back a smile as he watched her examine her nails with a furrowed brow.

      Well, enough of that.

      Crossing back to the bed in a few long, urgent strides, he snatched her right hand and looped the fabric belt around her wrist.

      “Severus, what are you doing?”

      He batted his lashes at her, a vision of innocence. “Why, keeping your nails safe, darling.”

      Smirking, he wrenched the tie as tight as he dared around her slim wrist, then strode up to the head of the bed. From the corner of his eye, he spied her shuffling along after him, scampering to keep up. The thick bars of the rosewood headboard, which Moira had specified as a requirement for their room when she booked the reservation, had already proved it could withstand their lovemaking. As he knotted the fabric around the top right corner, he tightened it as much as he could, all the while allowing her a touch of give for what he had in mind.

      Severus then did the same with her other wrist, climbing over her nudity, fighting the distraction of her bare breasts, her pert pink nipples, and the mound between her thighs. As soon as he had her securely tied to the headboard, just enough length on the belts for her to move as instructed, Severus sat back on his heels at the end of the bed, admiring his work. Facing him, Moira gave each wrist an experimental tug, finding the knots secure—and that she couldn’t touch herself. Anywhere. Severus didn’t intend to offer her that much give. Face pinched, she tried, ever the stubborn thing, and then flopped on her back with a huff.

      “Excuse me,” he said sharply, arching a brow when she lifted her head to look at him, “but what do you think you’re doing?”

      “I…” She drew her legs together, as if only then realizing that they’d been splayed open, giving him a full view of her already-slick cunt. “I’m surrendering to the ride?”

      A shiver raced through him, straight to his now-pulsing erection—which would have to wait, for the time being. As much as her admission had thrilled him, he kept his expression stern as he surveyed her, and then snapped his fingers.

      “Up,” he ordered. “You don’t get to just laze about on your back, you mewling minx. Up.”

      Cheeks red, she shuffled back up with some difficulty.

      “On your knees,” Severus clarified, enjoying the struggle. Huffing, she brought her legs back in, shifting about until she could do as she’d been instructed. He stroked himself through the material of his silk sleep shorts, which he hadn’t bothered to change out of since breakfast this morning. When she cleared her throat pointedly, hair askew and expression mildly concerned, Severus nodded to her knees, which were currently nestled together. “Open your knees—wide as they can go.”

      She didn’t comply as instantly as he would have liked, instead taking another moment to test the give of her bindings. The inner demon growled, impatient to touch, to taste, to fuck into sweet oblivion—never mind that they’d done just that last night. When it came to Moira, Severus was insatiable.

      The amount of belt he had left allowed her to bend her arms, but not enough so that she could reach anything important. Severus smirked; she wouldn’t exactly need her hands for what he had in mind, anyway. With a stern expression, he pointedly cleared his throat, just as she had done moments earlier, and only then did she do as she was told. Sighing, Moira let her arms fall as she shuffled her knees open, widening her stance.

      “Good girl.” Severus crawled down the bed to meet her, eyes fixed to hers—and not on her soaking cunt or her tightly pearled nipples. All very good distractions. All to be dealt with in time. He swooped in, as if to claim her mouth in a savage kiss, only to detour at the last possible second, headed downward instead. Moira moaned in frustration, her skin rippling with little bumps as he kissed, nipped, licked, and bit his way down her body. He bypassed her breasts entirely, skirting down the middle, knowing she wanted him to use his teeth on them. Another frustrated moan, her hips bucking, her knees threatening to close.

      Severus put a stop to that immediately; grinning, he shuffled down and rolled onto his back, then scooted beneath her, shoulders forcing her knees open wider. He didn’t stop until he was settled perfectly beneath the most tantalizing sight in the world.

      “Severus!” She tried to wiggle back, to climb off him, but his arms encircled her hips, forcing her to stay put. “What are you doing?”

      “Not to worry, darling,” he crooned, licking his lips, mouth watering at the way her cunt dripped for him. “I don’t need to breathe…much.”

      Then, before she could get another word in, he lunged up, capturing her sex with his mouth, tongue attacking her swollen clit as she cried out. Moira struggled above him, against him, but he offered no mercy—no halt to his ruthless assault. Hands gripping her ass, he hungrily forced her down against him, eyes closed. He didn’t need to see to know what to do. Severus had memorized every part of her, every inch of delectable flesh. He knew the shape and size of her folds. He knew that she’d come if he jackhammered her clit with his tongue when she was close. And he knew that thrusting deep inside her, tasting her as no one else ever would again, drove her wild.

      She fell forward somewhat on top of him; the headboard groaned softly at the strain as she stretched the belts to their limits. The sound of his name whimpered so deliciously had his cock straining against his sleep shorts, the fabric damp with his eagerness. But this wasn’t about him—not yet.

      He slapped a cheek hard—hard enough to paint a pink handprint across her skin, hard enough to make her yelp. His tongue swept her folds, speared her heat, tortured her clit. When he felt her starting to tremble and quake, the heat of her body surging, he slipped back to focus solely on her little nub, her hips bucking in response, her squeals a symphony he could listen to every hour of every day.

      Knowing she was close, feeling it in the way she shook, in the way he had come to know her body, Severus snapped one arm around her waist. He forced her forward more, fully aware that she would have to straighten her arms completely to accommodate. Moira whimpered, body draped over his, her thighs quivering, her cunt weeping. As he paused for a brief breath, Severus used his now-free hand to finally pluck at those nipples, nipples that had begged for his attention the second he had her undressed.

      “Severus!”

      Well, that was an admonishment if he’d ever heard one. Smirking, he latched onto her clit again, sucking at it hard before tormenting it with feathery caresses. Her body jerked with each flick of his tongue, and he could only imagine the white-hot bolts of pleasure shooting through her—so exquisite, yet also not what she wanted, needed.

      Not what Severus could truly give her.

      He drew it out a little longer, gently lapping at her clit as he relentlessly plucked at her nipples. Back and forth. One, then the other. Pinched, squeezed, flicked, kneaded. He expected to find the twin mounds as pink and tortured as the handprint he’d left on her ass. Moira yelped and whimpered, grunted at the effort of fighting her constraints. She would want him to stop, to leave her poor nipples be, but Severus had always wanted to teach her that a little bit of pain made pleasure all the more sweet.

      When her noises finally turned breathy, her hips grinding against his mouth as though they had a mind of their own, Severus attacked her clit with vigor. He grasped both breasts in the one hand, the arm around her waist tightening as he pushed, pushed, pushed her over the edge. She came with a sob, one he dragged out as he lapped relentlessly at her, milking every last ounce of pleasure until she sucked in a gasp and straightened. Her back curved against his unyielding grasp, but Severus complied, not wanting to tire her out before the real fun began.

      Still, without her hands to steady herself, Moira needed a little assistance in clambering off him, her body limp—spent. Severus’s chest swelled with pride; here was a woman who had never experienced a single climax in her entire life until she met him. And now, he could make her come in minutes. Minutes.

      He planned to make her come again before they were through.

      With her delicious cunt off his face, he could finally draw a real breath—finally open his eyes. As he suspected, her skin had adopted a faint flush from head to toe, a sheen of sweat broken out across her forehead. Her wild hair stuck out this way and that, and the colouring on her cheeks only darkened when their eyes met.

      Once he had her settled, Severus sat up and wiped at his face, at the smears of arousal she had left there. However, when he faced her, she had already started to ease down onto her back, catching her breath, her eyes closed.

      “No.” Her eyes snapped open at the sharpness in his voice, and the inner demon rumbled contently—he enjoyed just a twinge of fear in her too. Severus crawled forward, then scooped her up, light as anything, and dragged her to the head of the bed. He arranged her on top of the blankets and pillow, pushed her up against the headboard, ensuring that she was high enough for what he had in mind. “Sit up straight, darling. Think of your posture.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she rolled her shoulders back, elongating her torso. Severus grinned.

      “Good girl.”

      Lips slightly parted, Moira leaned in for a biting sort of kiss—Severus knew her habits. She might submit to his dark whims in the bedroom, but his little hybrid could give as good as she got when the opportunity presented itself. A twinge of pain pulsed in his shoulder at the memory of her first bite, a wound that had never entirely healed. He hoped it never would.

      Smiling indulgently, he moved forward, as if to meet her, but then shot out of reach at the last possible moment. Severus stood with only some difficulty on the squishy mattress, pushing his black silk shorts down as he went. His cock sprang free right in front of her shocked face, and he nudged the head against her slightly parted lips. Steadying himself with a crooked arm on the wall, he peered down at her with black eyes, mouth twisted into something dangerous.

      “Open.”

      Her tongue swept across her lower lip, her blue-eyed stare soaring up to him before she complied. Threading his hand into her white mane, Severus thrust between her sumptuous pink lips with a groan. Pleasure shuddered up his body as her hot, wet mouth engulfed his cock. He pushed in deep, until she gagged, her eyes watering ever so sweetly as she continued to gaze up at him, her bound hands almost within reach of her body. Almost. He had measured everything out so well.

      It took all he had not to burst right then. His balls tightened, his body tensed, and Severus forced himself to take a few deep breaths, cock still buried in her mouth, before he dared move.

      Inhaling deeply, he withdrew so that just the tip remained in her heat, and he groaned when her tongue swirled around it. Moira was rather good with her tongue. She had pleasured him orally before, but not before this trip. Severus had always been so focused on her pleasure that he was willing to take what he could get for himself when he eventually ravished her body. However, on their third night here, six bottles of wine split between them, she had dropped to her knees and proven just how talented she was with that damn tongue as Severus sat back on the deck chair, watching Grey Falls through the trees, and tried not to spill himself too quickly.

      While Moira had been all too happy to do it again and again, seeming to get a thrill out of pleasing him, Severus had wanted to fuck her mouth from the first moment they’d met. That exquisite mouth, helmed by pale pink lips and controlled by a tongue able to inflict his ruin and his salvation in equal measure, had been the final unknown. Another land to conquer, to plant his flag in.

      And Severus wasn’t going to waste a single second of it. He thrust in and out, slow at first, waiting for her to adjust, searching for her limit. In time, she stopped gagging. He stopped pushing quite as deep as he wanted, content with what she could take—but they would have to work on that for the future.

      He groaned, self-control wavering at the thought of lessons—of helping her push beyond her limits to something deeper, darker. Severus had her trust. He would give her the world.

      When she became accustomed to him, his pace quickened. With both hands deep in her hair, his forehead resting against the wall, he held her head still and fucked her mouth. Teeth gritted, there was no stopping his groans, his growls, his harsh exhales. Every moan she uttered vibrated through his cock, and he forced himself to watch her, to drink her all in; the glassy eyes, the spit spilling over her lower lip, the flush of her cheeks, the undoubtedly painful tightness of her nipples.

      Moira truly was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.

      He fucked her until he feared he might hurt her, might lose himself in the ecstasy of her mouth. So, while it pained him, Severus pulled his cock out—slowly, of course, relishing the sight of each inch sliding between her lips, the unshed tears clinging to her white lashes. When he was out, he ducked down and grabbed her ankles, dragging her down the length of the bed along with him, until her arms were stretched fully—until she was utterly helpless at his disposal.

      Sitting back on his heels, Severus stroked himself, fist pumping up and down his slick shaft, watching as she tried to catch her breath. Ever the vision, his beautiful Moira. With a grin, he parted her legs and, without pomp or ceremony, plunged into her. Her back arched as he filled her, meeting no resistance. She squeaked when their bodies bumped together, and then flushed brighter when Severus gathered her splayed legs and pulled them upright, straight in the air. He then brought them together, tightening her cunt around him, forcing another moan out of her as she fought her restraints. Those nipples—he would have loved to keep her like this to torment them again, just a few sharp tweaks. Unable to touch him. Unable to move her hips as she liked.

      It would be far too tortuous.

      So, Severus conceded. He moved. With both of her legs bent over his left shoulder, he wrapped his arms around her thighs and pounded into her. No warning. No teasing. He just took her, fucked her, as he knew she liked—as he knew she needed, whether she would admit to it or not. His teeth gritted at the sight of her eyes widening, her mouth falling open in a soundless scream. Her sex rippled around him, dragging him closer to the edge. Her breasts bounced with each savage pump of his hips, and what he would have given to capture one in his mouth while she squealed.

      Another time.

      They still had two whole days at the resort, after all.

      And a far brighter future ahead.

      So, he lost himself here, in the final act of this show—act one, act two, finale, to be met with thunderous applause and a standing ovation. She came with a cry, with his name tearing from her throat. She came to him fucking harder, faster, chasing her high and plunging into his own shortly after. Pleasure drowned him. Intoxicated him. Severus slowed but didn’t stop, grinding against her, eliciting every possible ounce of bliss from both of them until his traitorous body gave up. Panting, he fell forward, catching himself with a hand on either side of her.

      With a blink, his demon eyes retreated, and he leaned in to finally kiss her—softly, sweetly, languidly. He kissed her until she started to grow antsy beneath him, after which Severus untied her wrists and massaged them, all the while planting tender kisses along her arms as she giggled.

      They freshened up together beneath the rain shower with all its glorious water pressure. They dried off together, making good use of the fluffy, luxurious towels provided by the resort.

      And they crashed back into bed together, Moira snuggled up to his side.

      “How are your nails?” he asked, voice heavy, laced with the beginnings of their afternoon nap. Moira held them up for his examination, wiggling her fingers, and Severus made a show of looking at each one individually. Not a chip anywhere. “They look perfect.”

      “You did such a good job keeping them out of the way,” she murmured as she cuddled closer, her head nuzzling under his chin. “Well done, you.”

      “I’m known to have a good idea, every once and a while.”

      “Hmm. Occasionally.” She shrugged, but he could hear the smile in her voice as he listened to Grey Falls through the open doorway to the deck and traced shapes across her bare back. Every so often, his finger would graze over a bump—a bump that hadn’t been quite so sharp at the start of the week. A bump on each shoulder blade. He swallowed hard, looping back to pass over it again. Wings. Could she feel them growing?

      “You know, we’re headed back to real life soon,” she said after a few beats of silence. “No more couple's massages and smoothie bar and infinity pool. No more fairies doing my nails.”

      “Not in Farrow’s Hollow, anyway,” he agreed, then kissed the top of her head. Fae and their ilk tended to steer clear of cities hovering on the edge of hell-gates; some demons had a penchant for fae blood much in the same way vampires had a lust for human blood. Severus had never particularly enjoyed the stuff—he just couldn’t see the appeal.

      Perhaps it was because he was a leech. Leeches were partial to their own appetites.

      For Severus, it was life essence—and Moira Aurelia. Both nourished him, sustained him, gave him life, in completely different, wonderful ways.

      “Are you ready for it?” she asked. Real life. Frowning, Severus found her chin and pushed her head up, their gazes meeting.

      “Are you?” There was far more fuckery awaiting Moira back home than Severus. As long as he didn’t do anything that would place him squarely on angel Cassiel’s shit list, he should be good. The assault on Seraphim Securities had cleared out a large chunk of the demon movers and shakers; Farrow’s Hollow might not even be the same city now.

      Still, even if he didn’t have anyone hunting him or his beloved anymore, Severus had real-life decisions to make. With Moira by his side, escorting was intolerable. He couldn’t stand the touch of another, nor did he want to give out pleasure to anyone save his little hybrid.

      Decisions would need to be made.

      But they would make them together.

      “I’m ready,” she whispered with a smile, her long, nimble fingers curving around his wrist. “Do you want to know why?”

      “Do tell, darling.”

      She pushed up for another quick kiss, one he dragged out by slipping his tongue between her lips, stroking hers as she moaned softly. A gentle tug at his wrist stopped him, and as he eased away, her smile bloomed into something downright affectionate.

      “I’m ready because I have you,” Moira told him, her breath dancing across his skin, her eyes staring deep into his. “We’re partners, Severus, just you and me. That’s all I want, and you’re all I need. Because together, I’m pretty sure we can do literally anything we set our minds to.”

      Hopelessly in love, his heart, his mind, his being the sole property of the woman in his arms, Severus dragged her into a kiss. A savage kiss. A bruising kiss. A kiss that he hoped would imprint on her marrow, her soul.

      A kiss to last a lifetime.
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            Bonus Content

          

        

      

    

    
      I initially had so much bonus content planned for the folks of Farrow’s Hollow that I decided to make a full companion novel instead, just to ensure it all gets covered. So, a few things you can look forward to:

      

      Moira’s wings—and her reaction to Malachi erasing her first memory of demon ass-kicking.

      Severus’s future as the city’s highest-rated male escort.

      Alaric’s growth into a corrupted angel hybrid.

      Malachi’s infatuation with Ella Thomas, best friend and human.

      Ella’s feelings—feelings she refuses to acknowledge, thank you very much—for the eldest Saevitia brother, the golden-haired chaos demon who haunts her dreams.

      And the sudden power vacuum in the Farrow’s Hollow demon community, wherein shadowy factions are ready to stake their claim…

      

      Read it all in THE UPRISING, a companion novel to THE HUNT, starring Ella Thomas and Malachi Saevitia, available spring 2019.

      Plus, stay tuned for a follow-up novella, THE FALL, starring Verrier (finding love again!) in his very own standalone, in 2020.

      Also keep an eye out for Nocturna, a steamy short story standalone set at the Nocturna Resort and Spa exclusively available to newsletter subscribers this winter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sign Up for Liz Meldon’s Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Never miss out again – sign up for Liz Meldon’s newsletter!

      

      

      Want to stay updated on pub news and get review copies before everyone else? Sign up for either one of Liz Meldon’s mailing lists to be in the loop!

      

      Standard Monthly Newsletter – for pub news, recommended reads, and updates on all things Liz Meldon.

      

      For pub news and book deals specific to a subgenre:

      Contemporary Romance/Erotica Newsletter

      Paranormal Romance Newsletter

      Fantasy Romance Newsletter

      

      Release Day Newsletter – for notifications about new books only. No monthly updates or book deals.

      

      VIP Review Team – for more frequent updates, a guaranteed copy of any of Liz Meldon’s books (as long as you review actively), and exclusive giveaways of book swag, paperbacks, and more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading! From the bottom of my heart, THANK YOU to all the wonderful readers who supported this series. Honestly, The Hunt really reinvigorated my love of paranormal romance, and it sparked so many other books that I can’t wait to share. Moira and Severus are soulmates who I could write about forever, and I’m so grateful to see all the love and support for their romance. It makes my heart very, very full.

      If you enjoyed their story, don’t forget to leave a little review. Not only do they make me squee, but reviews help indies thrive. You’re amazing. Thank you for coming on this journey with me.

      All my love,

      Liz

      

      Connect with Liz on social media:

      Website

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Goodreads

      Tumblr

      Pinterest

      Instagram
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      Liz is a Canadian author who grew up in the Middle East. She has a degree in Bioarchaeology from Western University, and when she isn't writing about her own snarky characters, she is reading about other people’s snarky characters, babying her herb garden, loitering on social media, or taking care of her furbabies.

      Liz dabbles in both paranormal and contemporary erotic romance. Her paranormals are usually dark and angsty, and her contemporaries are stress-free smutfests, but you'll find both riddled with feels. Most of all, she loves writing realistic characters in fantastical settings.

      

      
        
        More from Liz Meldon:

      

      

      
        
        Contemporary Erotic Romance

      

      

      All In Trilogy – Sugar Daddies, Billionaires, and Menages – oh my!

      Finn (#1)

      Cole (#2)

      Skye (#3)

      All In Trilogy: Book Bundle + Bonus Content

      

      Unbowed – standalone erotic romances featuring kink escorts the alpha men who love them

      Belle: Part 1 (August 2018)

      Belle: Part 2 (September 2018)

      Penny: Part 1 (February 2019)

      Penny: Part 2 (March 2019)

      

      Erotic Short Shorts – an Erotic Short Story Series

      Happy Hour (2016)

      Holiday Hell (2017)

      Bliss (2018)

      

      
        
        Paranormal Romance

      

      

      The Hunt – a Demon Romance

      Predator (#1)

      Prey (#2)

      Stalker (#3)

      Killer (#4)

      The Hunt: Book Bundle #1

      The Hunt: Book Bundle #2

      The Hunt: The Complete Edition

      The Uprising (2019)

      The Fall (2020)

      

      Dark Days – a vampire/wolf shifter romance (Fall 2018)

      Semester One (November 2018)

      Semester Two (December 2018)

      

      Lovers and Liars: Immortal Wars – a fantasy and paranormal romance series based in the Lovers and Liars Universe

      Court of the Phantom Queen (2017) – Book #1 (fantasy romance, novella)

      Apollo’s Priestess (2017) – Book #2 (shifter paranormal romance, novella)

      To the North (TBD) – Book #3 (fantasy romance, novella)

      

      Games We Play – a (Vampire/Hunter) Duology

      The Fool (2015) – Prologue

      The King (2016) – Book #1

      The Queen (TBD) – Book #2
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