
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Fire Warrior

      Dark Warrior Alliance Book 14

    

    
      
        Brenda Trim

        Tami Julka

      

    

    
      
        [image: Trim and Julka, LLC]
        [image: Trim and Julka, LLC]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © December 2017 by Brenda Trim and Tami Julka

        eISBN: 978-1-63587-820-2

        

        Editor: Amanda Fitzpatrick

        Cover Art by Carrie (Cheeky Covers)

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writers’ imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction of this work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

      All rights reserved. With the exception of quotes used in reviews, this book may not be reproduced or used in whole or in part by any means existing without written permission from the authors.

      [image: Created with Vellum]Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      This book is about passion, which is defined as a strong and barely controllable emotion. Have you found yours? If not, search deep inside and discover your burning desire.

      Then, be fearless in the pursuit of what sets your soul on fire.
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      Excitement thrummed through Rhett as he followed Breslin up the stairs to her suite at Zeum. Her hand grabbed his and tugged, encouraging him to move faster. He’d fantasized about her countless times but never thought she’d succumb to him. All he could think, as he watched the seductive sway of her hips, was she was worth the wait.

      Her sleek blue gown fit like a second skin and he hardened at the sight. She had more curves than a winding road and he itched to caress every nook and cranny. She turned and gave him that sexy smile he adored, and he almost lost it right there on the stairway. If he didn’t get her naked soon, he was going to explode in his pants.

      Breslin wasn’t like the other females he pursued. She was his greatest challenge, and that kept him coming back day after day. Rhett was accustomed to females fawning over him. Easy conquests, to be exact. He also attracted the softer, more demure type.

      Breslin was far from demure. Oh, she was definitely all female, but she could kick a male’s ass with her eyes closed. That was intimidating as hell, but fuck if it wasn’t a turn-on.

      Suddenly, it occurred to Rhett that he was unprepared and he cursed himself. He wished he’d known ahead of time this would be their night. Breslin deserved to be spoiled and pampered. Typically, he arranged candles, wine, chocolates, and soft music for his lovers. He was romantic, if nothing else, and believed in giving that extra touch to make his females feel special.

      The sexy warrioress caught his eye from the first day they met. He recalled being drawn to her inner glow, and later discovered it was a result of her ability to control fire. As a fire demon, that power resonated with him and Rhett was convinced it was that commonality causing him to obsess over the alluring vampire.

      Truthfully, he’d almost stopped pursuing the Vampire Princess. Most days, Breslin treated him like scum beneath her boot. It was a song and dance he’d come to love and hate. Rhett knew she was attracted to him but she refused to admit it. Convincing Breslin she wanted him pummeled his overly inflated ego and there was only so much a male could take.

      He even went on a walkabout to escape his obsession. He traveled to New Orleans, Chicago, and New York, enjoying the nightlife, and numerous females but the princess haunted his dreams. She was there, night and day, giving him no peace. Eventually, his fixation drove him to return to Seattle.

      Her firm, rounded ass snagged his wandering mind. How many fucking stairs were in this house, he wondered as he bit back the urge to bite the firm globe mere inches from his mouth.

      Although it was Breslin’s idea to go to her room, Rhett knew if he made the wrong move, she’d kick him to the roadside curb of rejection. He felt like an obedient dog, knowing if he behaved, he’d receive a treat. But the treat wasn’t some crunchy, bone-shaped snack. This treat was Breslin, naked and writhing beneath him. Or on top, riding him like he was a wild stallion. Hell, if he were real good, maybe she’d suck on his bone.

      “Mmmm, baby. Shake that ass a little more and I will take you right here,” he murmured as they continued the climb.

      Breslin stopped, turned around then claimed his mouth in a searing kiss. Her soft flesh heated against his and fire simmered through his veins.

      “Stop talking before I change my mind,” she murmured against his mouth.

      Rhett fisted her long auburn hair and forced their lips apart. He could see her fangs and his cock jerked. He wanted to feel her bite.

      “Kiss me like that again and I’ll rip that designer dress from your body,” he growled as his other hand wrapped around her waist and pulled her tight against his raging erection.

      Flames danced behind her amber eyes, and she licked her lips. Yeah, she knew she was sexy as sin.

      “I’m going to do a lot more than kiss you, demon,” she muttered and reached between their bodies to grip his cock. “Mmm, so verra hard. You have what I need and I want it now.”

      With that, Breslin turned and dashed up the last few stairs. Rhett stepped over discarded boots he was certain belonged to Bhric, and smiled. His friend’s mating ceremony was earlier that evening and Rhett imagined the urgency with which the male must’ve chased his new mate, Alex, up the stairs.

      Rhett was happy for his friend but also aware of the closeness between Bhric and Breslin. They were twins, sharing a unique bond, and Rhett wondered if Bhric’s fervor was affecting Breslin. If that were the case he’d have to thank the male. Regardless, he wasn’t about to pass up the chance of enjoying a night with his vampire.

      When they hit the landing, his control snapped and he pulled her into his arms. “I need you now, Flame,” he demanded.

      Rhett felt goosebumps rise on her arms and she shivered. Anticipation bubbled through his veins, hardening his shaft further as his fire turned from a simmer to a boil. He palmed her ass and she began moving against him. He picked her up and the ripping of fabric echoed through the hallway. Breslin claimed his mouth again, hiking her dress before wrapping legs around his waist. Hell yeah, he thought as he pushed her against the wall, deepening the kiss.

      Her moan, and the way she wantonly rubbed against him, told Rhett all he needed to know. She wanted him as much as he wanted her even though she’s never admit it. More than once, Breslin suggested he was a man-whore with no thought or concern for the females he slept with. Until tonight, Rhett assumed she hated him. As much as he wanted to ask about her change of heart, he didn’t dare. Not when he was so close to experiencing her.

      “No’ here. My room now,” she panted and bit down on his bottom lip.

      “As the Princess commands,” he replied and continued up the stairs with her still in his grip.

      Rhett made sure to move his body and thrust his hips in a way that ground his erection against her core. She gripped his long hair and raked claws over his pounding pulse. The way she dominated confounded and challenged him, igniting his inner fire.

      “At least you know your station,” she teased as she continued to rub against his cock.

      “Gods, you are the sexiest female alive. And, you enjoy torturing me. My dick is a steel pipe, ready to burst,” he murmured and pushed harder against her hot core.

      Her heat scalded him in the best possible way. He wondered how any other males had experienced her fiery passion. He liked to think he was the only male alive who could satisfy her burning need. Breslin gave new meaning to the phrase ‘too hot to handle.’

      He gripped the plunging neckline of her dress and shoved it down, exposing her large breast. The turgid peak called to him and he bent his head and licked one cherry red nipple. He circled the pebbled area, learning what she liked.

      When he bit the hardened tip, she groaned and arched, shoving more flesh between his teeth. Rhett wasn’t surprised that she liked it rough. But when he gave her breast gentle licks and light caresses, Breslin came unglued, writhing harder and faster against his cock. That surprising development had him rushing to her room to find out what else she enjoyed. She was a mysterious female and he was determined to bring her pleasure she’d never forget.

      The second her bedroom door was closed, Breslin’s lips crashed against his. She was rough and insistent, kicking off her heels in the next breath. Rhett’s mouth parted, and she dove inside, her tongue stroking his. He imagined what that would feel like on his cock and nearly came when she sucked on his tongue. Fuck, he needed to be inside her flaming heat.

      Breslin suddenly switched gears and tenderly kissed him, moving her mouth along his lips then his jaw. It was loving and gentle and he couldn’t get enough. There was this dichotomy of her taking charge and dominating, while at the same time, she was demure and reticent. It was baffling yet arousing and he wanted more.

      Rhett realized beneath her gruff exterior and bitchy attitude was a female that craved attention and love. The thought concerned him until Rhett realized he was happy to oblige for the evening. There was no harm in having a little fun while giving this sexy vampire everything he had to offer, which was a night of passion and numerous orgasms.

      Rhett broke the kiss and buried his face at the base of her neck. Her sultry scent of cinnamon and fire was stronger there and he inhaled deeply. His cock jerked in response. He acknowledged the rich spice made him hard as stone whenever he smelled it.

      Breslin clawed his shirt open then quickly tore it from his body. His back bowed when he felt her nails scratch his flesh. The fire beneath his skin followed her every touch.

      Rhett met her gaze and growled, “I like your version of foreplay, love.”

      “And I like that you can handle the heat,” she teased with a wink.

      Seconds later, Breslin’s evening gown was over her head and tossed to the floor. She giggled when he waggled his eyebrows at her voluptuous figure. He loved this lighter, flirty side and wanted to play. In the next blink, her expression went from lucid to seductive and he went weak at the sight.

      He sent fire to his hands and cupped her lace-covered ass. Heat exploded between their bodies. Her heavy-lidded eyes closed when he slipped his hand beneath the fabric and squeezed tightly.

      She moaned and writhed as the inferno spread from where he held her hot core against the tip of his cock. Rhett let out a string of curses as her wetness seeped through her thin panties.

      He wanted to pound her into oblivion but the desire to explore every inch forced him to slow down. Needing a distraction, his gaze scanned the room and he caught sight of a fireplace in the corner of the room.

      He stretched out his hand and threw a thin stream of his fire. His flame was deep orange with hints of red and instantly ignited the wood.

      The pop and crackle called to the demon inside and Rhett felt his skin ignite in response. Sweat broke across their bodies and the slip and slide of their flesh had him wanting to slide in and out of the sexy vampire.

      He crossed to the sofa and set Breslin on her feet. She stood there in her frilly panties and bra, eyes glowing brilliant amber. It was a telltale sign of her arousal and Rhett’s aching cock insisted he oblige.

      He reached for the button of his pants and was pleasantly surprised when Breslin took control and undid them for him.

      “Why am I no’ shocked that you go commando?” Breslin asked when his slacks puddled at his feet.

      His hands traveled to the clasp of her bra as he bent his head to her neck. “I typically don’t but I didn’t have any clean briefs. And, thank fuck I didn’t wear my dirty ones or I’d be dying of embarrassment right now,” he murmured between kisses.

      She tilted her head and didn’t object when he slid the bra straps down her arms and off her body. “We have staff to take care of laundry, you know,” she clarified.

      “I know but it turns out my laziness has benefited you, Flame.”

      “Aye, it certainly has,” she purred and then wrapped her strong fingers around his hard length.

      Taking advantage, he palmed her lush globes, cupping first one and then the other before massaging them in full circular motions. He lowered his face and bit back a groan as she pumped up and down his shaft while he took one pert nipple into his mouth and sucked. The primal sounds escaping her throat were raw and desperate and his inner demon roared in pleasure, hungry for more.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rhett’s sexy, low rumble vibrated through Breslin’s sensitive breasts. She still couldn’t believe she was in her bedroom naked with the fire demon she swore not to have sex with. A few too many drinks, along with the insistent need from the shared bond with her brother, and she quickly threw that vow out the window.

      She would have to ask Bhric about this new development. Would she always feel this incessant need for sex now that her twin was blessed with his Fated Mate? That would be a problem given his mating ceremony happened a few hours ago. He and Alex would be holed up in their bedroom for weeks, if not longer, exploring their new connections. She’d never last, she amended and considered moving to another part of the compound to diffuse the bond with her brother.

      Rhett licked across her breast, drawing her attention back to the demon. She moaned as pleasure rushed through her system. The male ignited her need to a fever pitch. When she was in his arms, she felt invigorated and inflamed like nothing before.

      Breslin acknowledged Rhett wasn’t a dominant male and was the exact opposite of the type she dated. She hated her attraction to him. She was a warrior through and through and the idea that she couldn’t stop thinking about this fire demon with his button-down shirts and loafers was preposterous. Although, the clothes-diva in her was jumping up and down that she was with a male that recognized there were various types of attire and appreciated the finer things in life.

      Reason intruded, forcing Breslin to reconsider her actions. She was allowing this male, who didn’t give his conquests a second thought, to suck on her breasts and touch every part of her body. She should stop this right now, she thought. But Goddess, it felt too damn good. Rhett was a skilled lover and she wanted him to please her.

      Throwing better judgement aside, Breslin gave into the experience completely as she stroked his long length. There was nothing wrong with enjoying him for one night, she decided. Besides, she was going to rock his world and he would become her next stalker.

      Keep telling yourself that, she chastised. Yeah, she was in denial, but she didn’t give a rat’s ass.

      Breslin released his cock and stepped back to appreciate his physique. Rhett wasn’t big and bulky like she preferred but he was fit and muscular. She loved his lean muscles and sculpted body. He should’ve looked ridiculous standing there with his pants pooled around his ankles but it was the sexiest sight ever.

      “You are a work of art, Flame,” Rhett praised as he reached for the waistband of her panties.

      His orange eyes glittered in appreciation as he bent and pushed them down her legs. She quickly stepped out of them, kicking them to the side.

      The nearby fire crackled, glowing softly behind them. The flames highlighted his translucent skin. Rhett’s blood flowed like hot lava beneath the surface of his flesh, calling to her natural ability. She was curious if she could control his fire. She glanced up and met his hungry gaze and found her need echoed in his fiery depths.

      “I’m going to bend you over the bar and fuck you,” Rhett demanded.

      Moisture leaked from her center and Breslin found it difficult to breathe past the image his words conjured. Her gums ached to sink into his flesh. She wanted to taste his blood as much as she wanted to feel him inside her body.

      She didn’t hesitate to prowl over to the bar, placing her palms on the cold granite surface. She arched her back, pushing her breasts out as she spread her legs slightly.

      Turning her head, she gave him a heated stare and murmured, “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Rhett’s shoes went flying and his pants quickly followed. He hopped on one foot as he removed his socks and was behind her in a flash, his sizable erection pointing right at her. The tip was shiny with arousal and the glow beneath Rhett’s skin brightened. Lava flowed beneath the thin veneer that covered his hard length and she wondered if that happened every time he had sex.

      His hands spread across her ass cheeks. He squeezed tightly before his deft fingers roamed to the front. He cupped her sex like he owned her. Ripples of pleasure rushed through her body and she widened her stance. Her chest heaved and she felt her breaths came out in pants.

      His shaft was a hot poker against her hip as he stepped closer. Rhett coaxed her body forward until her upper torso lay flat on the counter. The cold surface cooled her heated flesh. She turned her head to the side and waited for his next move.

      He was taller than her five-nine frame and easily covered her bare back when he lay across her body. He placed his arms on either side of her head while his legs pushed between hers, widening her stance.

      Her position left her vulnerable and exposed but when Breslin was surrounded by his strength and power, she felt safe. What would it be like to feel safe and loved forever, she wondered.

      The last time she remembered feeling that way was when she was a young stripling in the loving arms of her mother and father. But then they were brutally murdered by an archdemon, and ripped from her life and heart. The void was never filled, no matter how hard Bhric and her other brothers tried.

      Before she could contemplate that loss any further, Rhett’s lips connected with hers and his kiss stole her breath. Hard and insistent, she met his demand with fervor. His fingers skillfully caressed the cleft between her legs. His touch was feather-light and it drove her mad with desire.

      Breslin closed her eyes to the pleasure but when Rhett’s fingers slid across her clit, they flew wide and she gasped. He pressed harder and rubbed in a circular motion against the engorged nub. His weight kept her in place but she bucked against his ministrations.

      He rubbed until she was close to orgasm but then stopped and trailed his fingers upward, despite her protests. He grasped her throat as he kissed her deeply. His aggression had her need spiraling out of control. His free hand went back to her core and he pinched her clit, making her shout his name.

      No. Pleading was more like it. She wanted him so badly she was willing to beg if that’s what it took.

      “Damn, Flame. You’re so fucking wet for me,” Rhett husked as his hot, slick body rubbed against hers.

      “Yes!” she shouted as he continued to swirl across her bundle of nerves ruthlessly. Lifting her hips, she urged him on. “Harder. More, Rhett,” she demanded.

      Rhett’s hands were everywhere as he set upon her with sensual determination. The feel of his hot hand against her flesh was maddening. The heat that resulted wasn’t solely due to their combined sensual need. His internal body temperature was far greater than anything she’d ever experienced and it had her nerve endings going haywire.

      Rhett inserted one thick finger and went directly to a fervid pace. He pressed and thrust his digit in and out and she clawed at the counter but there was nothing to grip. Her body tightened and she flew over the edge. Rhett didn’t stop and was relentless as he plucked, rubbed, and pinched her sensitive flesh.

      “I need to make sure you are ready for me, Flame. I’m a big male,” he breathed into her ear.

      All she could manage was a nod as she reached another peak and hurled over. The orgasms rolled one into another. There was no mistaking his skill and mastery over the female body. He knew and understood it better than any other male she’d ever been with and her body welcomed it.

      She reached back to grab his cock, urging him to her center. “Och, I’m ready, demon,” she demanded and looked over her shoulder to meet his fiery-orange orbs.

      Breslin held his gaze as Rhett entered her one delicious inch at a time until he was seated to the hilt.

      Expecting him to pound into her, she was pleasantly surprised when he gently thrust in and out of her body. He took his time, slowly pulling out until just the tip of his cock remained inside then slowly pushed back in as far as her body allowed. It was incredibly satisfying and maddening all at the same time. She thought she would die of need. She tried to move but he held her in place.

      Rhett kept that pace for several minutes and then his desire took control. She enjoyed his slow and deliberate movements but loved it when he set a fast and furious rhythm.

      “Harder, Rhett. I want more,” she demanded between pants as she bucked against his weight.

      Heat surrounded them and she watched the world turn orange and red, her fire rising to the surface with her increased pleasure.

      She called on her power and heard growls when she connected to his flame. Yes, she could dominate his fire. Now, she would get what her body demanded.

      His tempo surged into overdrive and her womb rippled as he slammed into her from behind. It wasn’t long before Breslin exploded. Her chest lifted off the counter and her back arched then stars exploded behind her eyes as the most intense orgasm barreled through her body, stealing her breath and incinerating her on the spot.

      “Two can play that game, Flame,” he muttered as he gripped her hips and she felt a tug on her control.

      He mercilessly pounded into her, taking what he wanted. Breslin eagerly gave him everything she had. She heard Rhett’s roar of pleasure the next moment and felt his scalding seed fill her womb. It burned and consumed yet she craved more.

      A second later, pain exploded above her left breast and she tried to shout but her voice was trapped. She was certain he was holding a branding iron to her shoulder but she couldn’t catch her breath long enough to yell at him to stop.

      The sound of wood cracking barely registered as she suffered through intense pain. She clawed at her shoulder, trying to determine what was wrong.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?” Bhric barked from nearby.

      Breslin’s head jerked sideways to see her twin brother, naked in the doorway, with Alex standing behind him wrapped in a sheet.

      “I guess we lost control,” Rhett quipped as he quickly tried to conceal their bodies.

      The pain eased enough to where Breslin could look around. Flames engulfed her suite, destroying everything they touched. If she didn’t act quickly the entire room would go up in flames. She immediately called fire to her palms, suffocating the raging inferno. As she and Rhett disentangled from their compromising position, she noticed Bhric was staring at her shoulder, eyes wide. Confused, Breslin looked down and saw a large red brand above her right breast.

      “Oh…hell…fucking…no!” she denied.
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      Typically, Rhett was comfortable during sexual liaisons but Bhric barging into the room was unnerving as hell. The male walked in as Rhett pounded his sister and Rhett could feel Bhric’s anger. It didn’t matter that they were close friends. The last thing Bhric wanted to see was Breslin being defiled by the likes of him. And then there was Bhric’s mate, Alex. She was standing behind Bhric, adding more tension to the awkward situation.

      “Oh...hell…fucking…no,” Breslin shouted, distracting him from Bhric’s glare.

      He glanced over and saw her looking down at her shoulder. There was a blazing red brand just above her breast. What the fuck? He hadn’t done that to her, had he? The sex was mind-blowing but surely he’d remember doing something like that.

      Suddenly, Breslin moved behind him to shield her nakedness from their small audience.

      Bhric’s expression made Rhett’s instinct tingle. It wasn’t accusatory but something significant had happened. Realization tried to break through and Bhric chuckled then slapped Rhett’s back.

      “We need to get out of here while we can,” Bhric said to Alex. “Good luck, buddy. You done assed out this time,” Bhric said and winked at Rhett before he wrapped his arm around his mate’s shoulder, leading her away as he laughed.

      Rhett had a sinking feeling he should follow the couple out the door. He never stuck around after sex and wanted to leave now, as well. There was something brewing that made his skin itch.

      Breslin’s presence at his back held him in place. Fuck if he didn’t want her again. If not for the negative atmosphere, he’d try and coax her into another round. That was the hottest sex of his life. Nothing in his thousand years compared to the pleasure that gripped him when he was inside Breslin.

      “Shite,” Breslin cursed as she stepped away from him.

      He immediately felt the loss of her heat and wanted to feel it again. She ran a higher body temperature and it soothed his fire demon.

      Breslin looked around at the burned shell of her living room. The sofa was a smoldering mess of melted leather, foam, and wood, and the walls were blackened with soot. The bedroom seemed unaffected and he wondered if he should lead her away from the devastation that surrounded them.

      Uncertainty kept him silent. This was new territory for him and he was like a fish out of water. He had no idea what to do or say to the female.

      “This is a cluster fuck,” she sighed. “Not at all what I expected. Do you realize what just happened?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.

      Her brother, Zander, did that often and Rhett wondered if it was a familial trait. He’d never seen Bhric do it but that didn’t mean much. They were usually drunk when they were together.

      “Explosive sex that needs repeating?” he replied and waggled his eyebrows.

      A storm cloud descended over her face and her eyes darkened to black. He’d obviously pissed her off with his suggestion. She shouldn’t be shocked by his comment. Breslin was well-aware he had a one-track mind. Fuck, if he didn’t know better, he would swear his father was an Incubus.

      “We’re Fated Mates, jackarse. Apparently, the Goddess and Fate hate me,” Breslin muttered calmly.

      Breslin yelling was scary but Breslin cool and collect was downright terrifying.

      Her words filtered through his brain and it took him several seconds to process what she’d said.

      “No. That’s impossible,” he denied.

      Breslin stormed into her room and snatched a silk robe from her bed. She threw it on with a huff. It was the sexiest garment he’d ever seen, barely covering her delectable ass. The soft pink made him want to run his hands beneath the fabric to explore other pink places. Shapely thighs and bronzed skin made Rhett’s mouth water for a taste.

      Breslin was strong and muscular with an aura that screamed ‘fuck with me and die’, but standing there in the feminine garment, she was delicate and gentle.

      From the first moment, Rhett was smitten with the Vampire Princess. Not that he knew what love was but Breslin burrowed her way into his fiery veins. She became his obsession. He knew it was partly due to her numerous rejections but he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      His kind tended to be loaners. They lived among others but rarely stayed put for long. It was why they struck out on walkabouts when they reached adulthood. His first expedition was to the realm of Khoth, where he was promptly trapped for a thousand years after the portal permanently closed. But that didn’t stop his wandering. Every few months, he would take off into the mountains, the volcano, and even into dangerous Buggane territory.

      He explored every inch of Khoth and knew it like the back of his hand. He made friends everywhere and the only place he didn’t stay long was Saqara. The Stoorworm city was located beneath the sea. Luckily, sea dragons could share their magic, enabling him to breathe underwater but it didn’t last more than a couple days. Not that he would’ve stayed longer. There was something about the sea and salt water that made sexual encounters less than enjoyable.

      His desire for Breslin called him back from his latest walkabout on Earth and he was glad he returned to Seattle. To Breslin. Heated blood scalded his veins as he thought about taking the vampire again. She was pissed but he found her anger seductive. Her crossed arms pushed her breasts out and he could see the taut nipples beneath the thin fabric of her robe.

      He wanted to be inside her again. His shaft hardened and he took the few steps separating them. Her palm smacked into his chest, stopping his movement.

      “Then what the fuck do you call this?” she snarled as she pulled her robe off one shoulder, exposing the raw wound over her left breast.

      As he looked closer at the brand, he saw that it matched the tattoo he saw on Bhric’s abdomen. In fact, he saw way more of Bhric than he wanted. Wished he could delete the image from his brain.

      Should he tell her it was cute that she wanted to show her solidarity to her twin? Probably not, given the daggers of hatred she was throwing his way.

      “I honestly don’t know what that is. I see that it matches Bhric’s,” he hedged, hoping he didn’t piss her off more with his lack of understanding.

      “It’s not aboot my brathair, jackarse. It’s a mate mark,” she snarled. “Mine appeared after we had sex.”

      “Okay, I’m lost. I only know the basics about Fated Mates but I do know it’s different for fire demons. We don’t have the same compulsions. We choose whom to bond with, if we do it at all. So, if you don’t mind, I’ll be needing an explanation,” he quipped.

      He half-understood what Breslin was saying and it didn’t sit well with him. He made his own choices and rebelled against being thrust into an unwanted relationship. Hell, he didn’t do relationships.

      “I canna believe this is happening,” Breslin muttered more to herself as she lowered her head and paced around the room. After a few minutes, she exhaled loudly, “Okay. Fated Mates are two individuals that are created for one another. They’re born carrying half of their mate’s soul and are drawn to one another beyond reason. Compulsions drive them together until they fully cement their union in a mating ceremony followed by a blood exchange. That’s the short version, anyway.”

      “I’m not carrying part of your soul,” he corrected her automatically.

      Fire demons didn’t have the same conditions and he would know if there was a foreign entity in his body.

      “Fuck you, demon. Obviously, the rules doona apply to every couple. Rhys mated Illianna and they complete each other, despite the fact, angels doona have Fated Mates. Bottom line, this brand says we belong to each other,” Breslin explained with an exasperated look on her face.
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* * *

      Breslin’s head reeled. What had begun as the greatest sex of her life had ended in disaster. Her living room was destroyed, her chest burned from the mating brand, her gums tingled with the need to feed, and she was strapped with a male-whore for a Fated Mate. Life sucked.

      Rhett was the love ‘em and leave ‘em type and she needed him now more than ever. In fact, she needed him for eternity. For her, there was no living without him. And he wanted nothing more to do with her.

      Breslin couldn’t read his thoughts because Rhett wasn’t human, but she didn’t need to. She could read his body language. What made matters worse was she still ached for him. She was beyond pathetic because she almost gave in when he suggested another round of sex. All she could think was how incredible it felt when he was inside her. She wanted to feel it again.

      “How do you reverse it?” he asked as he kicked debris around her room.

      He seemed to be searching for something. Probably his clothing but she was certain they were destroyed by the fire. His flaccid cock told her all she needed to know about his mindset. He wanted to bolt from the room and never look back.

      “‘Tis no’ possible. There isna a way to reverse it. I get that you have a choice but for me there is none. You are my mate,” she informed him.

      Her emotions roiled but she tried to hold onto her faith in the Goddess. Surely, the deity wouldn’t tie her to a male that didn’t desire her.

      “I have slept with thousands of females and not once has anyone claimed I belong to them. Plenty have wanted to keep me but that’s not how I roll. You have to be wrong about this,” Rhett sputtered as he stopped his search and faced her.

      Jealousy, hot and searing, raced through her blood, making her want to hunt down every female he’d ever touched and tear them limb from limb. The thought that he gave himself to so many was a silver knife through her heart. It burned worse than the pain in her mating brand.

      “You must be the dumbest fucking male in the universe. How can you stand there and tell me you’ve slept with thousands after I just told you we are mates?”

      Immediately, his hands went up in defense. “I’m sorry, Breslin. This is a whole lot for me to take in right now. Maybe we both just need some space to think about this mess,” Rhett murmured.

      Breslin didn’t miss his comment or that he called her Breslin. He always called her Flame. And he considered being mated a mess. It was a crushing realization.

      “Fuck yes, it’s a lot to take in, but that doesna make it any less true. Understand I canna reverse anything. We are mates, like it or not,” she retorted.

      Breslin refused to tell him the consequences for her if they didn’t complete the mating. She didn’t want to guilt him into staying if he truly wished to leave.

      “Maybe you’re right. A couple of days apart will do us some good,” she spouted, tears burning at the thought of him walking out on her.

      She hated the thought of them separating. It had been several days since she’d fed and her hunger was at an all-time high. And her unruly hormones cried out for her male to fulfill her every desire. Even now, her body ached for him.

      “Hold on. I don’t think you understand. I will be gone a lot longer than a couple of days. I need to return to Koine. My mother isn’t doing well. Our father’s death hit her hard and my siblings are very worried about her,” Rhett explained.

      His naked body on display was enticing and she found it hard to concentrate on what he said. His seemed sincere but Breslin didn’t believe him. Not once had Rhett mentioned his parents or that he had siblings.

      “Your dad died? Recently?” she clarified and watched him closely.

      He didn’t shift or fidget. He held her gaze and it was clear there were buried emotions.

      “Yes. I spoke with my brother earlier and he told me the news. Our sister told him mom has fallen ill and talks about joining my father.”

      Again, Rhett seemed to be telling the truth but her doubt lingered.

      “I didn’t realize any of this happened. You’ve never talked about it. How long will you be gone?” Breslin asked, hoping she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt.

      “I don’t know for sure. A week, maybe more,” he replied as he rubbed a hand over his face.

      Her heart stopped and her stomach churned. He wasn’t coming back to her. She found her Fated Mate and he didn’t want to be with her. It didn’t escape her that he didn’t ask her to accompany him, or promise to be back soon. In fact, he made no mention of seeing her again. Tears threatened to spill but she fought them.

      “Do what you must but come back. Don’t stay away too long. We need to finish this discussion,” she admitted and searched his eyes for a hint of anything.

      The blazing inferno was gone and she knew his next sentence was going to cut deep. She could see it in his eyes and feel it in his body language. He was rejecting her.

      “Breslin, I don’t want you waiting around for me. Find another mate. I want you to be happy and I can’t give you that,” Rhett said, confirming her fears while he destroyed her entire world.

      She wasn’t a needy female but his statement was a death sentence. She couldn’t choose another. He was her mate and every fiber of her being wanted him and no one else.

      But she’d be damned if she let him know it. She turned away from the fire demon with a dismissal of her hand.

      “Get the fuck out, Rhett,” she ordered then slammed her bedroom door.

      Thankfully, her door wasn’t damaged during the fire. The loud bang was satisfying as rage consumed her. Fire exploded from every pore of her body and the rest of her belongings turned to ash, along with her heart.
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      Six months later

      It was nearly Valentine’s Day and Breslin wanted to set the world on fire. She abhorred the human holiday and the media’s pressure to prove undying love to your significant other. Her motto was no hearts and flowers, preferring year-round sentiment. Placing such importance on one day was a joke. In fact, love in general was a joke. Her piece of shit Fated Mate had left her high and dry, without so much as a text or phone call in the last six months.

      She wanted to skewer Rhett’s ass and throw him over hot coals but she could hardly move a muscle so that wasn’t going to happen. That was also his fault. She grew weaker by the day, to the point lifting her arms was difficult. She needed his blood and if he didn’t return soon, her condition would deteriorate.

      Having sex with the fire demon was the mistake of a lifetime. The last thing she expected was for her mating brand to appear and Rhett was floored by the news, as well. But never in her wildest imaginations did she think her mate would skip town. It was fuel to the fire when he told her not to wait for him, and to find another.

      Fire demons weren’t driven by the same compulsion as vampires. They chose their mates but Breslin foolishly believed Rhett would come to his senses and return to her. Her hope of love prevailing died a quick death as she significantly weakened a month after he left.

      Once a vampire found their Fated Mate, they could no longer ingest blood from another. It took a long time for a vampire to starve to death, but they lost strength immediately. Breslin wished she were as powerful as her older brother, Zander, who could go years without blood before he was in her position. It had been six months since she last fed, and it was taking its toll physically and emotionally.

      She’d given up on Rhett, love, and Fated Mates. It was all total bullshit and she wanted nothing to do with it. She was lying in her bed, dying a slow, agonizing death.

      The one thing she hadn’t given up on was trying to ingest blood. She made a vow to the Goddess to battle demons and their skirm, and was determined to get back into fighting form. She might not believe in love but she wasn’t giving up on life, or protecting others.

      Unfortunately, all the experiments, pleading, and prayers had done nothing to alleviate her situation. Her body rejected every type of blood including animal, human, supernatural, and demon. They tried heating it, given it to her ice-cold (which was disgusting), and even had her stand on her head to drink it, but it came back up every time. She went into convulsions when they tried an intravenous method. They even tried giving her Bhric’s blood, thinking it was close enough to her own but she rejected that, as well.

      Isobel danced into Breslin’s line of sight, waving a sparkly wand around at the gnomes, Pepper and Dipple. The sight brought a lump to Breslin’s throat. She didn’t want to leave her beautiful niece.

      The young female meant the world to Breslin. They shared a strong bond and both loved clothes and shoes, especially those with bling. Breslin couldn’t imagine not being a part of her life. There was still so much she wanted to teach her about their family heritage.

      Izzy was the embodiment of the Triskele Amulet and a direct connection to the Goddess Morrigan. Breslin recalled when her niece announced she was going to ask the Goddess to fix Auntie Bre.

      They watched the princess as she remained still for several long minutes, clearly in a deep trance. When her eyes popped open, she ran over and wrapped her small arms around Breslin’s neck and whispered in her ear that the goddess told her not to be afraid. She stared into Breslin’s eyes and said she wasn’t going to lose her.

      Oh, how Breslin wished that were true. Unfortunately, that was a few months ago and her body continued to deteriorate.

      Breslin closed her eyes and let out a sigh as she categorized her emotions and shoved them back in their boxes. It took great effort but she didn’t want her last days to be tainted by resentment. She was determined to enjoy every moment and wanted her family to remember her as kind and loving, not spiteful and angry.

      “I’m going to kill that motherfucker,” Bhric barked.

      Breslin cringed at the outburst. She couldn’t hide anything from her twin. They shared a deep bond. Breslin was grateful Bhric had Alex so that her bitterness wouldn’t take root in his heart, as well.

      Breslin envied Bhric and Alex’s love. Hell, she was jealous of what all the couples in the compound shared. Aside from Cade and Caell, she was the only one unmated and it was hard to watch the love shared by Fated Mates.

      “Nay, brathair. You will leave that to me,” Breslin corrected.

      Her words would’ve been more convincing if her voice hadn’t cracked mid-sentence. She only knew of one case where a mate murdered the other and that was when Brantley’s mother, Jaidis, killed her mate in self-defense. Subsequently, she died from wounds he inflicted so no one knew how she would’ve fared had she lived.

      Would Breslin have the heart to kill Rhett? She wished he were standing in front of her so she could test the theory. Her sais were under the chaise cushion, ready for use.

      “I think you’re going to have to get in line behind Zander and Kyran,” Elsie interjected. “I’ve never seen them more blood-thirsty. They’ve scoured every realm imaginable since Kyran and Mack returned from Koine empty-handed.”

      Breslin had to look away from sister-in-law’s comment. The fact that Rhett wasn’t in Koine incinerated her last bit of hope. Like a cow to cud, her thoughts chewed on where Rhett could be, and with whom.

      Her mating brand chose that moment to add burning pain to the rest of her agony. The mark worsened by the day and nothing alleviated the discomfort.

      A mating ceremony was the only thing that would stop the pain but that wasn’t happening, so she had to learn to deal with the torment. Between the cramping in her gut and weakening to her system, she was a total wreck. Her brand was close enough to her heart that it felt like a raging fire in her chest for the past one hundred and eighty days.

      The familiar whir of the automatic blinds ascending told her it was nighttime. Most of the warriors would leave soon for nightly patrols. She missed patrolling with Bhric more than anything. She loved hunting and eliminating their enemy.

      The warriors missed having her in the field just as much. It was Breslin that could easily clean the mess demons’ bodies left behind. They didn’t turn to ash like skirm but one wave of her fire and the evidence disappeared. She could still call her fire but she wasn’t strong enough to defend an attack, and refused to put her fellow warriors at risk trying to protect her.

      “Okay, this is it,” Cailyn sang out as she entered the room.

      Cailyn had worked the hardest to find a solution to her feeding issue. Breslin appreciated the female’s determination but she was tired of the unusual blood combinations. It made her nauseous just thinking about Cailyn’s latest creation.

      “I am no’ trying anymore blood,” Breslin denied.

      “You have to, Bre. I think this is the one. I used different twin blood,” Cailyn explained as she gestured to Caell as he followed her into the room.

      She surmised that Cailyn must’ve used Cade and Caell’s blood, given they were the only other twins at Zeum. It wasn’t the craziest idea, she thought. Maybe their genetics would integrate with Breslin’s DNA.

      “What does Jace think? And where is he anyway?” Elsie interjected.

      “Where he always is. Working at the hospital. He said you should try it,” Cailyn offered with a smile but Breslin heard the frustration in her tone.

      Breslin wondered if Cailyn had thrown herself into helping because Jace was gone most of the time. She could relate. Her mate was MIA, as well. At least Jace loved Cailyn and would never abandon her.

      “I doona care what Jace said. I’m no’ drinking that. It’s just going to make me sick and I’m tired of vomitting,” Breslin said as she placed a hand over her stomach.

      “Then what are you going to do? You can’t give up,” Cailyn urged as she took a seat on the couch and set the goblet of blood on the coffee table.

      “I’m no’ giving up but shite, there isna anything I can do right now. The mere thought of drinking that turns my stomach. The only blood that will help is Rhett’s and until my brathairs hunt the bastard down, I’m stuck,” Breslin admitted.

      Shae walked in the room and Breslin was grateful for the distraction. She watched the beautiful, red-headed dhampir cross to Elsie’s side. Shae was the quietest female in the house but it was understandable. Shae had been tortured and repeatedly bitten by an archdemon, which changed her into something the realm had never seen before. The archdemon’s victims called themselves dhampir because they had both demon and vampire attributes after their transition.

      “Sorry to interrupt but I need to discuss Elsie’s Hope with you,” Shae said to Elsie.

      “Sure. What’s up?” Elsie replied.

      Breslin respected that Elsie remained the same friendly female after mating Zander. It would’ve been easy to allow the mantle of Vampire Queen to change her into something she wasn’t, but not Elsie. She was as down to earth as the day she set foot into Zeum, and Breslin admired that about the queen.

      “Well, I received three more applications but I don’t have the funds to assist their needs. I have applied for those grants you mentioned but even that won’t be enough. Looks like we’ll have to make more cuts,” Shae explained as she rubbed the scars on her neck.

      Breslin wondered what it must be like for Shae. Her disfigurement was a constant reminder of what the demon did to her. It was ironic because her mate, Gerrick, bore the scars of his past across his face, as well. Breslin always believed the Goddess chose the best mate for each of her subjects, until she was blessed with Rhett. What had she done to deserve the likes of him?

      Elsie shook her head before Shae stopped talking. “No. Elsie’s Hope doesn’t turn anyone away. That’s why victims come to us. We have to find a way to help.”

      “Och, we will give you more money,” Breslin interjected.

      The solution was simple in her mind. The Tarakesh family had money. A lot of it. They were more than able to help the charity.

      “Thank you, Bre, but that’s not a long-term solution,” Elsie denied. “We have plans to expand. I want to open realm shelters and offer services to supernaturals. We cannot personally support every victim. Even you don’t have enough money for that.”

      Commotion down the hall stopped all conversation and had everyone in the room jumping to their feet. Bhric was out the door before Breslin stumbled to her feet. She leaned on the back of the chaise when her weak legs buckled then grabbed her weapons under the seat cushion. Izzy stayed by her mom’s side as they all listened from inside the media room. She could barely see down the hall from where she stood.

      From her twin’s reaction, Breslin expected to see demons and skirm rush through the front door. Instead, she nearly fainted at what she saw.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rhett ducked but wasn’t fast enough to dodge Bhric’s fist. He doubled over as air whooshed from his lungs. He knew there wouldn’t be a welcome home party when he returned but he didn’t expect to see murder in his best friend’s eyes.

      “You’ve got a lot of fucking nerve showing your face in this house,” Bhric roared and slammed his meaty fist into the side of Rhett’s head.

      “Would you stop, you crazy sonovabitch?” Rhett shouted out as he tried to gain his footing.

      “Give me one good reason I shouldna kill you right now,” Bhric snarled.

      Zander came into view and locked eyes with Rhett. He saw rage bubble before the vampire charged.

      “You fucking piece of shite. How dare you do this to my puthair,” Zander growled and shoved Rhett against the wall.

      “I need to talk to Breslin,” Rhett choked out as he fought against Zander’s hold.

      As he tried to break free, Rhett spotted Breslin from the corner of his eye.

      She was standing at the back of the media room but even from a distance, Rhett could tell she looked like hell. Adrenaline dumped in his system as fear consumed him. What was wrong with her?

      Rhett shoved Zander hard enough that the king stumbled and Rhett took advantage. He moved toward Breslin only to be caged by thick arms. It felt like bands of steel wrapped around his torso. He met Bhric’s darkened gaze. His usual amber eyes were black as night, revealing his fury.

      Rhett ignored the insults Bhric and his brothers hurled his way as he glanced at the female that haunted him for the past six months. Breslin was larger than life, and her presence typically filled any room she entered.

      Now, her bones were stark beneath sallow skin. Her bronze complexion was ashen and the dark circles beneath her eyes were as black as Bhric’s eyes.

      This was not the female he remembered.

      “Let the scunner through, if he’s that stupid,” Breslin said as she lifted one of her knives.

      Rhett shuddered then broke into a cold sweat. Not because of her threat. It was the sound of her voice that sent a shiver down his spine. It was diminished like her body.

      Rhett pushed past Bhric to make his way to her. All eyes were on him but he didn’t give a fuck. Her somber gaze held him hostage.

      Rhett wasn’t prepared for Breslin’s appearance. Vampires didn’t get sick. They were supernaturals that lived forever, and weren’t subject to human disease or illness. She was beautiful beyond compare and it pained him to see her decline. The punch to his gut told him he was the cause of her distress.

      Rhett had seen the hurt in Breslin’s eyes when he walked out on her. Then he watched flames explode from her window as he left the property. He panicked when she announced they were Fated Mates. His first instinct was to bail and that’s exactly what he did.

      Fire demons were given a choice in their mate but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one special being meant for them. He needed time away to determine if Breslin was that female. Months of denial and soul searching left him with one conclusion. He couldn’t live without the vampire.

      The crowd parted as he made his way to Breslin. It felt like cables were attached to his heart, and the organ jump-started and raced against his rib cage the closer he got to her. This was the female that brought him to life like no other.

      He wanted to reach up and caress her cheek but held back. The venom seeping from her pores could fill a stadium.

      “What do you want, demon?” Breslin spat through narrowed eyes.

      “What happened to you?” he blurted, ignoring her question.

      “Oh, you don’t recognize your handy work?” she sneered.

      Her shoulders slumped and her jaw clenched before she turned and slowly walked to a chaise lounge across the room. Elsie rushed to her side and put her arm around Breslin’s waist, helping her sit.

      Rhett couldn’t believe his eyes. Breslin was a strong, fierce, and proud female. Not some weak being that couldn’t take care of herself. How long had she been like this? The pain in his chest felt like her blade was six inches deep, stabbing his heart.

      “This is because I left?” Rhett mumbled as he rushed toward Breslin.

      A deep voice interjected. “Aye, motherfucker. What the hell did you think would happen? Had I known you were such a pussy, I’d have kept you away from my puthair. She deserves better than your sorry ass,” Bhric growled.

      “You’re right about that,” Rhett agreed and met her amber eyes but she quickly looked away.

      “And by the way, dickhead. When a vampire finds their Fated, they canna feed from anyone else. Ever,” Bhric snapped.

      His friend’s words were acid in his veins and nausea assailed at the severity of what Bhric was saying.

      “You need blood?” Rhett asked Breslin.

      “Aye, but not’ from you,” Breslin denied as she laid her head back on the sofa and closed her eyes.

      “Bre, doona say that. Take the fuckers blood or I remove it by force,” Zander insisted.

      Rhett wanted to voice that he preferred Breslin’s lips over the Vampire King’s wrath but decided not to push his luck. Tensions were high and he was the odd man out in this war.

      He couldn’t blame their hatred. If she was unable to drink blood for over six months, he understood why she was so weak. For all he knew, she was dying, and it was his fault.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Rhett demanded as he sat next to her on the chaise. Deep growls echoed but he ignored them.

      “You assed out, bro. If I were you, I’d shut the fuck up,” Bhric warned him. “Besides, we couldna find you. Doona think we didn’t try. Mack and Kyran even went to Koine looking for you.”

      Rhett paled at his words. After seeing to his mother, he couldn’t stick around his home realm because Breslin haunted his every thought. He left and remained in isolation, trying to make sense of his feelings. He knew Breslin would never believe he’d been alone, and not whoring around.

      “Take my blood,” he pleaded as he held his wrist out to her.

      She glared daggers and stared at him. Rhett could see her turmoil. She didn’t want to accept his offering but desperately needed it.

      Breslin sighed before turning to the others in the room. “I need some privacy.”

      “We willna be far, puthair,” Bhric promised.

      Once the room cleared, Breslin snatched his wrist and sank her fangs into his vein.

      Pleasure, hot and intense, barreled through his body. He groaned and hardened. Every pull at his vein tugged his cock and his climax was instantaneous.

      Breslin refused to look at him as she greedily gulped his blood. Her eyes began to glow but she closed them, hiding her arousal. He fought the urge to pull her into his arms, despite his intense need. She drank deeply then removed her fangs. Rhett’s orgasm waned but his desire for her skyrocketed. He ached to be inside her and needed to make things right between them.

      “I know this won’t mean shit, but I am sorry. I didn’t know, or I would’ve been here sooner. I never would’ve allowed you to suffer like this. You must believe me,” he pleaded.

      She didn’t lick his wound closed, and didn’t thank him. Instead, she focused straight ahead and refused to look at him.

      “Don’t ignore me, Flame. I came back for you. C’mon. Please talk to me,” Rhett coaxed.

      Drops of his blood hit the wood floor and her eyes tracked the movement. Color returned to her face with every passing second. The shine returned to her hair and the dark circles under her eyes lightened. She appeared healthier but Rhett knew she needed more of his blood.

      “You came back for me!” she shrieked. “What a fucking joke. Listen to me, demon,” she snapped and finally met his gaze.

      Her amber eyes blazed with hatred. “I doona give a flying fuck what the Goddess proclaims. I doona want you. I will take your blood because I canna survive withoot it, but that is it. I want nothing more to do with you. Now get oot. I’ve had my fill of you today,” she spat and pushed him away. The shove wasn’t forceful, telling him she was still very weak.

      “But we’re Fated,” he replied, remaining seated beside her on the chaise.

      “That went up in flames when you walked oot my door. If I could slice this brand from my flesh, I would. I’m making history, demon. I’ll be the first to forsake my mate. Now get oot!” she shouted and pushed harder.

      Rhett’s heart dropped to his feet. Hearing her threaten to remove her brand did things to him it shouldn’t. It didn’t make sense that he would be devastated over Breslin not carrying her mark. His kind didn’t have mate marks yet he wanted one. He’d never wanted anything more in his life.

      “I’ll be back,” he promised.

      “Damn right you’ll be back. When I call, your ass better come running. You’re my personal blood bank from here on oot. And doona think aboot leaving again. My brathairs will make sure you doona get far this time. You fucked up by coming back and your days of wandering are over,” she vowed as she stood up and stalked out of the room.

      Rhett watched Breslin leave the room, and him. Was it too late for them? Could he convince her to give him one more chance?
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      “We need to fucking do something. Now!” Hayden barked from his position in the war room at Zeum.

      Breslin pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes to block out the incessant burn of her mate mark. A jackhammer pounded inside her skull and refused to give her a moment’s peace. It was slightly better now that she’d had Rhett’s blood, but she needed more. The pain in her head and above her breast were a constant reminder that she must complete the mating.

      She blamed the infernal fire demon for her continued suffering but she was grateful he returned to the Tehrex Realm. She wondered about that. Why did he come back after six months? She didn’t buy his claim that it was because of her. Not for a hot minute. He was a nomad, preferring to wander, and that would never change.

      Putting those unsettling thoughts on the back burner, Breslin focused on the matter at hand. The realm was up in arms and had been for a few months. Stripling were disappearing left and right. Before, she didn’t have the strength to fight, but now that Rhett was back and she could feed, Breslin looked forward to joining the hunt for the vile archdemon.

      Crocell was an evil creature that came to the Tehrex Realm in search of Isobel. During Winter Solstice, Crocell added kidnapping to her repertoire in hopes that a stripling sacrifice would bring her sister back from Hell. The shifters managed to thwart her last attempt at taking the children, but that didn’t stop the archdemon. Crocell was determined to reunite with her sister, no matter the cost.

      “What do you suggest we do, Hayden?” Zander asked as he met the Omega’s stare with an arched eyebrow. “Surely, you’re no’ going to propose we involve the humans? There is nothing they can do, except die, and then their relatives will go on a witch-hunt. No offense,” Zander said with a nod to the Rowan sisters.

      The powerful triplets waved his comment away. “None taken. It was the Salem Witch trials that showed us what humans are capable of doing, and that was before today’s modern technology and weapons,” Pema, the oldest of the three, replied.

      “We are doing everything we can. Our citizens are on high alert and no one allows their children out of sight for a second,” Evzen began as he ran a slim hand down the goblet in front of him.

      The Guild Master held his composure, but Breslin sensed his nerves were just as frayed as the rest of the council.

      “However, it’s difficult for parents to control the youth that are nearing transition. That is where we need to focus our energy right now,” Evzen continued.

      “Aye, I agree. Parents are calling daily aboot the challenges they face. They tell their striplings they canna go oot and hunt skirm and demons, but they think themselves invincible with the power growing in their veins,” Zander offered.

      “No shit! Trust me. They’re a nightmare to control,” Nikko quipped.

      Nikko was the vampire in charge of training Dark Warriors in most cities across the United States. He was currently working with Tristan, the hotheaded stripling Zander recruited after a cruise ship battle. It was amusing to Breslin as she watched the hell Tristan gave Nikko and the other warriors, but she saw the challenge his age group posed. It wasn’t a surprise they were the ones being targeted by the archdemon.

      “What about a program for these defiant striplings? One to teach discipline and responsibility. It would also give insight to any potential Dark Warrior recruits,” Hayden suggested as he rolled an unlit cigar between his fingers. He refused to light it when Pema’s young daughter, Aria, and Izzy were running in and out of the war room, playing with the kippies.

      “That’s not a bad idea. It would knock Tristan down a notch and give him peers to train against. Besides, we haven’t had a massive recruitment since you began the program over seven hundred years ago,” Nikko said, looking at Zander.

      “Are we inviting females this time around, brathair?” Breslin asked. “When you started the program it was during the mating curse but now we have an abundance of females that could be competent warriors.”

      Several long moments passed as every male in the room looked at her with blank expressions. She saw pity in their eyes and wanted to throat punch every last one. This was about the crisis within the realm, not her mate and their situation. Breslin deserved respect and admiration. She wasn’t one of those princesses that demanded to be worshipped. In fact, she could care less about her official title, but she’d be damned if her contribution as a Dark Warriors was overlooked.

      “We are severely burdened, especially in Seattle, patrolling night after night. My warriors are forced to neglect their mates and that isna good for either of them. It would help to have advanced recruits accompany warriors on patrol, allowing others a break to spend time with their Fated. So, to answer your question, puthair, I see no reason why we wouldna include females. These are different times, as you pointed oot. But I think we need an additional building to house the striplings. They will be safest on Zeum property. We canna have participants going home each night. That would defeat the purpose of the program,” Zander explained.

      The group talked logistics and Breslin watched the cooperation with renewed admiration for what her brother spearheaded centuries ago. There was still tension between Zander and Hayden but they remained unified, which was further proof of his accomplishment. Before he established the Dark Alliance council, factions rarely cooperated with one another. They were friendly enough but didn’t have each other’s backs like she saw now.

      The realm suffered centuries of fighting against archdemons and their skirm but there was more peace and prosperity than ever before, and that was because of Zander. He was an incredible leader.

      His efforts created a close-knit group of various species, despite their differences. Breslin knew she could call on any Dark Warrior around the world and it was like talking to a relative. It was a brotherhood.

      Having such a massive network helped Breslin during the tough times of her youth. The sadness of growing up without parents still lingered but her brothers were always there, which alleviated some of the pain. However, they couldn’t fill the role of her mother, and Breslin missed her the most.

      “My shifters don’t need to be part of the program. We can keep them safe,” Hayden insisted, his deep voice intruding in Breslin’s thoughts.

      “All due respect, Hayden. You are the Omega and have responsibilities that doona allow you to babysit stripling. Your C.L.A.W. (Core Lieutenants Against the Wrathful) program is phenomenal but no’ adequate for youth,” Zander challenged.

      “Fuck,” Hayden growled. “I hate to admit it, but you’re right. We’ve lost too many already. I can’t tell another parent their impulsive child is dead.”

      “I hope you’re not telling them the children are dead,” Evzen interjected. “We’ve talked about this. The information I gleaned from the Mystik Grimoire indicated Dark magic needs a sacrifice and for something as major as resurrecting Cresil, Crocell will need a significant offering with a lot of power behind it. My guess is the missing children are still alive and being held somewhere until she has enough power to conduct the spell.”

      Breslin hadn’t heard mention of the grimoire in quite some time. The book had the power to appear and disappear at will. It reappeared when Jace was searching for a way to break the sleep spell the demon, Azazel, placed on Cailyn.

      Dark magic made Breslin’s skin crawl. It left a residue and raked across her flesh. She would never forget the sight of Isis’s stepson, Donovan, with his throat sliced. He was a victim of the former High Priestess, Cele, one of the vilest females ever created. Fortunately, Jace healed the wound and stopped Cele from bringing her daughter, Claire, back to life. That night took a toll on Breslin and she would never forget the malefic power radiating from the evil witch. He death was a blessing to the realm.

      “Evzen is right,” Pema agreed. “This is far more complex than the spell Cele tried to perform on Claire. These kids are being kept alive somewhere. We’ve rescued many but not all. That is unacceptable.”

      “Unfortunately,” Dante murmured, “we forced Crocell to stop and think. Now, she isn’t taking foolish chances like before. I’m here to help with these kids in anyway I can,” the Cambion Lord offered.

      Zander raked a hand through his black hair. “Och, Dante is right. Crocell has sharpened her game. Hayden, keep your C.L.A.W. searching for the missing stripling and, Dante, if you can assist Nikko with classes and training here, that would be greatly appreciated. I will put oot an offer to parents and let them know they can send their recalcitrant stripling to Zeum. I have a feeling a significant portion of the youth between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five will be sent here for safekeeping,” the king instructed.

      “Shite. That could be dozens,” Breslin muttered. “Nate willna be happy about the new facility,” she said with a laugh.

      The dragon shifter was forced to take on the role as their majordomo after Angus, their previous butler, returned to his homeland of Khoth. He left Zeum in search of his beloved, Keira, leaving his trusty knight to safely watch over and protect his loved ones in the Tehrex Realm. Unfortunately, Nate loathed his household responsibilities. He felt them beneath someone of his stature. Breslin could see it now. He was going to scorch everything in sight when he learned his duties had multiplied.

      “Fuck Nate. He’ll get over it,” Nikko replied. “My training program just expanded and I have too many that need me around the world. I’ll get you up to speed before I have to leave, Dante.”

      Breslin listened to them make plans for the living arrangements, training schedule, and outreach program for a bit then excused herself. Ignoring the pain in her chest, she headed to her room. She needed to get ready for her date.
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* * *

      Rhett slouched in the driver’s seat, praying Breslin didn’t catch sight of him. A beast of a male walked around the front of a jacked-up truck and helped her down from the passenger side. The guy was a big as Bhric and looked like he could hold his own in a fight. He hoped it didn’t come to that tonight. Rhett was no stranger to battle, and was damn good at it, but he wasn’t a fighter at his core.

      He enjoyed working with numbers instead. They were straightforward and easy to analyze and manipulate, unlike skirm, or females.

      Thinking of females brought him back to his dilemma. In the past, Rhett thought of females as fun and pleasurable, typically walking away on friendly terms. That wasn’t the case with the Vampire Princess. He had six months to think about what she meant to him and now that he had was asking for a second chance, Breslin rejected him. It shocked the hell out of him. He’d never been refused by a female. It never occurred to Rhett that she would want nothing to do with him, except to drink his blood.

      He knew she’d be pissed when he left, but figured she’d get over it and they would be fine. Now, she hated him with a burning passion. He was at a loss and didn’t know what to do or how to win her back. So, what was his solution? Following her around like a stalker.

      It was more than pathetic but he didn’t care. Seeing her now, it dawned how much he suffered while he was away from her. Not to the extreme she suffered without his blood but the ache in his chest magnified when they were apart. In hindsight, he acknowledged it’s what drove him back to her side. Their connection was undeniable.

      Fire demons didn’t have Fated Mates, but they did have one being that completed them in a way no other could. They could live without their perfect match but they weren’t as happy or content. It took him too long to realize Breslin was his perfect match and he was suffering that consequence.

      Rhett balled his fists as he watched the brute touch Breslin’s lower back. His vision turned red to see another male’s hands on his female. This was another surprise because he’d never been a possessive male.

      Having spent most of his existence on Khoth, Rhett was accustomed to running into females he dated. Many times, they were with another male. Not once did he have an urge to rip into the male. Hell, he was usually with another female.

      He glanced at the couple again. It didn’t escape Rhett that it was Valentine’s Day. He’d learned enough on earth to know the day was a lover’s holiday. This male must mean something for her to be out with him on such a significant day.

      Taking several deep breaths, Rhett calmed his fiery temper. He unfurled his fingers and focused on Breslin. Her perfect body was encased in a dark-gray wraparound dress. It hugged her curves and ample breasts. The hem fell just above her knee, showcasing her muscular legs.

      The sight had Rhett stiffening in his pants as he recalled the feel of them wrapped around his waist. Breslin was a revelation in bed. Rhett thought he understood pleasure until this fiery female ignited his body. She was molten from head to toe and freely gave herself when they made love.

      It was a scorching inferno when they joined and he wanted that every day for the rest of his life.

      The couple disappeared into the restaurant and Rhett jumped out of his car and hurried into the supernatural bar. Luckily, they chose a realm establishment or Rhett would have been forced to wait in his car. His orange eyes and luminescent skin were a dead giveaway that he was otherworldly.

      “Table for one,” the hostess asked with a sexy smile.

      It was on the tip of Rhett’s tongue to ask the hot little nymph to join him when he mentally smacked himself. Flirting came naturally and he didn’t give it a second thought, but if he was going to win Breslin back, he couldn’t be caught behaving like an unattached male.

      “I’d like to sit in the bar and eat if that’s possible,” he replied with a casual smile.

      “They only serve appetizers and drinks at the bar, so if you want a full meal you’ll have to grab a table, or me,” she said on a wink as she pushed her breasts out, audaciously flirting with him.

      Supernaturals didn’t think twice about declaring their desires. They were free with their bodies and enjoyed sex often. He didn’t give her actions another thought and knew his lack of interest wouldn’t matter, either.

      “I think the bar will be fine, thank you,” Rhett muttered as he glanced around the crowded room for Breslin’s stunning amber eyes.

      She was halfway across the room facing the bar. Rhett didn’t bother hiding as he took a seat at one end and ordered a scotch and a shrimp cocktail. Breslin talked easily and the male was rapt to her every word.

      Rhett was glad to see she looked healthier. His heart stopped in his chest when he saw her at Zeum. She’d been thin and sickly, barely able to stand on her own.

      His stomach churned every time he considered the cause of her condition. No one mentioned when he left that she could die without his blood. It pissed him off that she didn’t demand he stay. But would he have stayed if she asked? Truthfully, no.

      He had to leave Seattle to figure out where his heart belonged. He needed time away to know he never wanted to leave her side again. Unfortunately, he’d caused such a rift between them, he didn’t know if he could bridge the gap.

      As he stared her way, it was reassuring to see the glow had returned to her golden skin. He could tell she wasn’t a hundred percent but that was because she hadn’t taken enough blood. He knew why she stopped feeding before she had her fill. He smelled her arousal as she took from his vein. He wanted to ravage her body and claim her in every way but instead, she ordered him to leave.

      Breslin sent him a text message shortly after he left Zeum stating Jace would collect his blood and deliver it to her. That way, she never had to see him again. Fuck that. Rhett would insist she feed from his flesh. He wasn’t a fucking vending machine.

      A growl left his throat when he saw the bandage peeking from the low-cut neckline of her dress. She was covering her mate mark. Oh. Hell. Fucking. No. His feet were in motion in his next breath.

      He wanted to rip off the bandage and announce their bond to the entire world. All it would take to make her putty in his hands would be one kiss to that inflamed mating brand. He wasn’t above using everything to his advantage, he thought as he approached her table.

      “Breslin. Nice to see you,” he murmured as he came to a stop right beside her.

      He was close enough that he brushed against her leg and she immediately jerked it away. Should he sit down and join them?

      “What are you doing here?” she hissed through clenched teeth before she strangled her anger, pasting a smile on her face. “Unfortunately, I can’t say the same. Now leave,” she ordered before turning back to the male sitting across the booth.

      The guy was a shifter but Rhett wasn’t sure of his animal, nor did he care. The male glanced at Breslin to Rhett then back again, clearly confused by the altercation. Rhett dismissed him and focused on Breslin.

      “I’m not leaving, mate,” Rhett purred.

      And that did the trick. The shifter quickly stood, stating it was great to meet her but he had to go. Breslin’s head whipped in Rhett’s direction, a scathing expression on her lovely face.

      “How dare you follow me and run off my date. I have been stuck in that house for too long. News flash, demon. You are my blood source. Nothing more. My life will go on withoot you,” she growled and reached over to punch his arm when he took the vacant seat beside her.

      “You don’t belong with that sod,” Rhett informed her and picked up the menu.

      “I doona belong with you, arsehole. You and I are done. I stand by my promise. I will find a way to live withoot a mate,” she spat.

      Rhett snorted, “And, how’s that working for you? It’s my hands your body craves,” he said as he reached over and caressed her forearm.

      Breslin couldn’t hide her shiver before she yanked out of his reach. “I will find a way to break this bond between us and I will find a male to love and share my life with. You made it clear how you felt when you left me to slowly whither away.”

      “I didn’t know that would happen. You can’t blame me for that,” he argued.

      Breslin stood up and grabbed her handbag. “You didna stop long enough to find pants, demon. I didna have a chance to explain anything to you. Jace will come by your house to collect your donation tomorrow,” she snarled and turned to walk away.

      She opened her purse and pulled out her phone as Rhett responded, “I won’t be giving Jace anything. You want my blood, then take it from my vein,” he said with a grin. He’s show her who was boss.

      She quickly spun around. Her eyes turned black and flames danced along her arms. Rhett’s smile disappeared when he noticed her fire die a quick death. She was weaker than he thought. Without another word, Breslin pulled out her cell and punched a number as she left the restaurant.

      Rhett dropped a twenty on the bar as he followed her out and watched Breslin run up to the shifter’s truck. Apparently, the male didn’t get very far. Fire covered Nate’s entire body when she climbed into the pickup and it drove off. Looking down, he was thankful his aura protected his clothing or he’d be standing on the sidewalk, naked, pining for Breslin.

      This was going to be more difficult than he anticipated. She may react to his touch, but she was determined to deny him.
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      Breslin glanced over at Scott as they bounced down the road in his truck. He was a hot bear shifter and before Rhett came along, she’d have been all over him. He was big and beefy, just her type. Everything about him was appealing. So why was she thinking about the demon? Sighing, she tossed her thoughts out the window and turned in her seat to face him.

      She sat sideways, laying her hand on his thigh. A wave of nausea hit home. It was a challenge to swallow the bile in her throat but she was determined to be with another male, despite the pain and revulsion caused by the mating brand.

      Breslin wanted to hold onto her anger and hatred towards Rhett, but clutching it so tightly was hindering her ability to relax. It stopped any forward momentum, so she let some of it go. She was determined to move on with her life, without the demon.

      Breathing easier, she smiled and traced her thumb back and forth on his jeans.

      “Thanks for no’ taking off on me. That demon ruined our evening and I’m sorry aboot that,” she admitted.

      “He said you were mates. Is that true?” Scott asked and she turned her head so he wouldn’t see her reaction.

      She watched the rain fall against the windshield and hesitated before answering.

      “No,” she replied and attempted to keep her voice steady. “Fire demons don’t have Fated Mates like we do,” she answered honestly and fought back the tears threatening to spill.

      Rhett was her mate and her heart ached just thinking about him.

      “I didn’t know that about their kind. Want me to beat the shit out of him for making false accusations?” Scott offered as he relaxed and scooted his leg closer to her.

      Breslin’s chest tightened. She hadn’t lied to Scott, but lying by omission was just as bad.

      “Hmmm. Having you pound him is tempting but I’d never ask you to do that. You know how fire demons are with their unpredictable rage. Besides, he’s not worth our time. How about that drink you promised? We can go back to your place,” she suggested, batting her eyelashes.

      “I like the way you think, Princess,” Scott murmured and grabbed her hand then brought it to his mouth and kissed the back of it.

      Razors sliced through her flesh where their skin met. Not many suffered from the touch of another after they found their Fated Mate.

      No. Most were enjoying the bliss of their new blessing. Breslin decided it was the worst punishment the Goddess could inflict on supernaturals. Why did she have to create Fated Mates? This was the worst experience of her life, not some fucking blessing.

      It was bad enough suffering the stabbing pain from her mating brand, but now if another touched her in a sexual manner, it felt like her flesh was being sliced apart.

      Taking several deep breaths, Breslin went to that place in her head where she compartmentalized pain. Zander taught her how to do that after her first fight with skirm.

      She recalled being surrounded by half a dozen enemies. The venom from the bite wound felt like acid on her side, and she was writhing around on the ground. Breslin was so consumed by the agony that she lost sight of the skirm stalking toward her. Thank the Goddess, Zander jumped in and saved her ass. Afterwards, he taught her his meditation techniques and what he did to shove pain aside and continue fighting.

      Who knew she would use that same method regarding her mate? Battling demons and their minions was a cakewalk compared to the challenge of denying Rhett.

      Scott pulled into his driveway and Breslin steeled her nerves. She wanted this, she reiterated. She jumped out of the truck then grabbed his hand as they walked to his front door. The sensation of someone watching had her head turning and scanning the street.

      Rhett had better not follow her or she would rearrange his body parts. He was a wanderer by nature and loved female company, so she needed him to do what came naturally, and stay the hell away.

      Not entirely, she amended. Breslin needed his blood to survive and there was no way she was going to allow him to disappear again. It wasn’t just her will to live. She missed hunting with Bhric, and Zander promised she could patrol after her next feeding.

      Scott opened the door and tugged her inside. Before the wood panel shut, she noted she saw no hint of Rhett or his vehicle, which was a good sign.

      “How about some wine?” Scott asked as he let go of her hand and walked toward the kitchen. “Do you prefer red or white?”

      “Red would be great. Thank you,” Breslin answered.

      “Perfect. I have Apothic Inferno. It’s my latest obsession,” he responded.

      “Sounds good to me. I like the name,” Breslin murmured and winked.

      She scanned her surroundings. Scott lived in a modest two-story home with contemporary décor. She preferred the antiques that filled Zeum but there was something about an overstuffed leather sofa. She sank into the cushions and kicked off her shoes, making herself comfortable.

      “Where is your family? Are they out for the night?” she asked.

      It was common for supernaturals to live together. Several generations, even. With shifters, many cohabitated at the Grove and she wondered why he chose to live somewhere else.

      Scott returned and handed her a glass of wine before he sat next to her. “My parents and grandparents are at a pack gathering at the Grove and my brother is probably at Confetti Too. I swear he lives there,” Scott shared with a dramatic roll of his eyes.

      She scooted closer and snuggled up to his side and was relieved when butterflies fluttered instead of swarming up her throat. She hadn’t been with anyone since Rhett and her body needed satisfying.

      “Your brathair sounds like the males at Zeum. Except the ones I live with go there to hit on their mates and spice things up in the bedroom,” she said with a laugh.

      “Mmmm. I like spicy,” Scott murmured and leaned down, pressing his lips to hers.

      Pain sliced through her lips, and Breslin turned her head as she let out a moan, hoping he construed it as pleasure.

      “I’m as spicy as they come,” Breslin purred as she set her wine on the coffee table and swung a leg over his lap so she straddled his crotch. No kissing, just get down to the nitty gritty, she told herself.

      “Yeah you are. Your ass,” Scott husked as both hands latched on and squeezed, “I want to bite it,” he growled and tugged her against his straining erection.

      Pain shot to her core and Breslin jumped from his lap, grabbing her stomach, despite the torment being much lower.

      “Wow, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Maybe it was that appetizer from earlier. How about we just talk?” she offered.

      Scott eyed her warily for a moment then nodded. Throwing his arm over the back of the chair, he said, “So, I heard Zander put out a call to recruit stripling for a new Dark Warrior program. A trial run, so to speak. My mom said these new demons are killing off our protectors. Is that true?”

      Breslin exhaled her relief. Scott wasn’t going to push for more but hadn’t lost interest. She needed a bit more time and he seemed willing to give it to her. She took a sip of the wine, enjoying his selection. She went on to tell him about the current state in the realm, even though her body demanded release. She was strung tight but couldn’t give into her desires unless it was with her mate. Ugh, she needed to kill something.

      When Scott excused himself to the restroom, Breslin sent a text to Bhric, asking him to pick her up at Scott’s house in an hour, and to bring her patrol gear. Forget what Zander said. She couldn’t wait until her next feeding to hunt.
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* * *

      Ramiel ran a hand through his dirty blond hair and tried to contain his fury. His hands gripped his sides and he fought the urge to hunt and kill the demons. He needed to control his emotions or Camael would never grant his request.

      He was still adjusting to his new status and lethal wings. The memory of how he arrived at this new station in life still stabbed his heart. He was born Dalton Hayes but murdered by skirm at the age of twenty-five. Everything that meant anything was taken that day. His dream job, his parents and friends, and the love of his life, Elsie.

      Eventually, he became an Angel of Retribution (AOR). His massive black wings were tipped with razors, and extremely heavy. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d sliced and diced his legs trying to carry the additional weight.

      A beautiful angel with silver wings and a loving smile met his eyes as he walked down the hall to Camael’s office. The color of her wings told him she was an angel of salvation, but her grin was replaced by wariness and fear when she noticed his wings bristle.

      Angels of Retribution were notorious hotheads of the angelic community. They were driven by a bone deep need for vengeance for the wrong done to them during their death. Their purpose was to seek retribution for those unable to do it themselves. Rami saw his job as offering a tribute to victims. He preferred to look at it as rewarding those hurt rather than punishing the offenders.

      He would always recall the words Camael spouted the day he received his black wings, “For evils done, we are retribution against the wicked.”

      Each AOR had to earn their wings. For Rami, it was the role of Guardian Angel to a little girl that shattered his soul with her very existence. Still, he loved Isobel with all his heart. She meant the world to him and was the reason behind his current mood.

      The sky darkened and thunder sounded in the distance. It was always disconcerting to see the clouds so close. Angelic living quarters were an odd combination of clouds and buildings that were open to all unless the angel used their power to close the space. Rami acknowledged his personal space remained shut. There was no welcome mat at his front door. More like a sign saying enter at your own risk.

      Stopping outside the oversized door, Rami wrapped his knuckles against the wood. He didn’t have to wait long before his boss barked, “Yeah, come in.”

      Rami cringed. Camael was obviously in a foul mood and he was about to make it worse. Then again, that was par for the course. With a shrug, Rami twisted the knob and pushed his way in the room.

      Camael sat behind a massive desk carved from a living oak. It literally grew from the earth beneath the office floor. In fact, one side displayed the tree’s bark. It was magnificent and Rami loved the desk. Camael’s head was slightly bent and his salt and pepper hair was a stark contrast to the dark wood of the tree.

      When the chief lifted his head, searing blue eyes met Rami’s, and his words stuck in his throat. The dark circles and fine lines around the archangel’s mouth spoke of stress. He wasn’t going to like what Rami was about to say.

      “I have a request, Chief,” Rami began.

      “What else is new, Ramiel? Let me guess, this concerns Isobel or Elsie. It always does with you,” Camael replied curtly as he leaned back, rubbing his well-groomed beard.

      His facial hair was black as coal and made Rami wonder why it wasn’t the same color as his hair. Did he dye his beard? If so, why?

      “I want to be involved with the team that seeks retribution against Crocell,” he replied and held his breath as he waited for the explosion.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Camael surged to his feet so fast that his chair sailed behind him and hit the wall with a loud clang.

      “We are not intervening in this matter and, even if we were, there is no way I would allow you to be part of the mission. You’re too close to the parties involved to remain unbiased and make decisions for the greater good,” the archangel spouted.

      “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Rami challenged.

      As a human, he never once spoke out of turn and would’ve eaten shards of glass before talking back to his boss, but that meek man died the day those creatures sliced his throat.

      “So you’re telling me that if you were faced with a scene where Isobel, or Elsie, was being held at knifepoint by a demon, and you were forced to choose between them or a stadium full of humans, you would make the right decision?” Camael asked as his chest heaved with anger.

      Rami watched the male regain control. He had a quick temper, as well. Rami could appreciate such passion. Camael’s breathing settled, his eyes lost their ire, and his stance relaxed. Rami, on the other hand, was ready to call his weapon of light at the mere mention of demons.

      “I don’t know that death for anyone is ever the right choice, but yes, I would put the needs of many above that of two individuals,” Rami concluded. Truth was, he’d die before he ever let anyone hurt either Elsie or Izzy but Camael didn’t need to know that.

      The archangel eyed him warily and Rami knew he could see right through his appeasing words.

      “Nice try, but the answer is no. Look, you’re still Isobel’s Guardian Angel and it is your job to protect her. You will go to her when she calls. If there is a bigger crisis, you will not be part of the team that addresses it. You will remain with the child. That is where your loyalties lie,” Camael replied.

      “I can protect Izzy and be of use to others, as well,” Rami objected.

      “You are blinded by your love for the girl and her mother, and that limits your rationalization,” Camael stated.

      Rami couldn’t deny that he loved them. He’d tried for months to forget Elsie and the life they shared but it was impossible. She was his greatest love and would always hold a piece of his past, and hardened heart.

      “Izzy and Elsie aren’t involved so why can’t I form a team and find the missing children?” Rami said, focusing on the situation he came to discuss.

      It didn’t matter that the reason he wanted to act was because he feared the archdemon’s tentacles would reach Izzy.

      “It’s not our problem. We are burdened with our current charges. The holes in the veil between Earth and Hell are widening. More and more upper level demons are slipping through the cracks. Humans need us. The supernaturals have the Dark Warriors,” Camael explained as he pulled his chair back to the desk and resumed his seat.

      “But children are being kidnapped,” Rami argued. “The Dark Warriors can’t find them. They are failing and I won’t allow it. Izzy could be next.”

      “And you can find Crocell? Last time I checked, you didn’t have a crystal ball to determine her location. This is a perfect example of how you would be useless in a crisis involving Isobel. You are so consumed with worry for her safety that you have forgotten your other charges. That doesn’t work for me, Rami. And I’ll tell you one thing more. If you can’t pull your head out of your ass and see to your duties, I’ll have Raphael remove you as Isobel’s Guardian Angel. Understand?” Camael bit out and pinned him with a glare.

      “You wouldn’t,” Rami denied as he clenched his fists at his sides.

      “Try me. Now this conversation is over unless you have something else to discuss. I have shit to do,” Camael spouted and dismissed him with a wave.

      Ramiel swallowed the words before they flew from his mouth. Continuing to argue his position would result in him losing Izzy. His feet faltered on his way out the door.

      “Did you forget something?” Camael asked without looking up from his paperwork.

      He could say yes and tell his boss he was a fucking idiot. Then again, he would be pulled from Izzy’s case in the next heartbeat. On one hand that would be a blessing. He wouldn’t have to see Elsie ever again. Watching her cook for her new husband, fawn and kiss all over Zander, knowing they shared a child together. It shredded Rami’s insides. He would do just about anything to escape the torture. On the other hand, he wouldn’t have Izzy’s smiles or affection, and that wasn’t worth losing.

      Isobel might be Elsie and Zander’s daughter but she was the only thing that kept him from losing himself to rage when he discovered Elsie had moved on and mated Zander. In that instant, Ramiel’s human life as Dalton exploded when he saw the depth of love Elsie felt for Zander. She had never loved him that deeply and it pissed him off.

      Initially, he considered the task of protecting Izzy fate’s cruel joke. He understood later that he was being tested. He needed to put aside his anger and rage to act on behalf of another being to earn the title Angel of Retribution.

      “No, Chief,” Rami muttered and left the room.

      He swore he heard the pleas of suffering children as he made his way to his private quarters. He would find a way to offer his assistance. Otherwise, there would be no peace for him.
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      Breslin was ecstatic. Her shitkickers pounded the streets as she hunted for skirm. It had been months since she last patrolled and every cell in her body rejoiced over the familiar activity. It was about damn time, too. She was needed more than ever, considering stripling were the latest targets of the archdemon.

      Her blood boiled when she considered how weak she became after Rhett disappeared. Refusing to allow negative thoughts to ruin the blissful moment, she closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath of night air.

      “Seems Alex has settled into the compound nicely,” Breslin told her brother as they crossed a street.

      “Aye, she has. We’re keeping her house for times when she needs a break. She isna used to being around so many and is easily overwhelmed with our commanding group,” Bhric offered with a smirk.

      “Ha. Commanding is an understatement. Did you see Gerrick and Rhys sword-fighting in the kitchen with Elsie’s new knives the other day?” Breslin asked.

      “Nay. What happened?”

      “Let’s just say Gerrick took it to a new level when he jumped on the countertop and treated Rhys’s shirt like it was juicy steak,” she replied.

      “Och, I bet Rhys was pissed. He hates when anyone messes with his clothes,” Bhric added with a laugh.

      “It was classic. Listen, brathair. I want you to know that I’m verra proud of you for keeping your promise and staying away from the booze. I know it hasna been easy,” Breslin shared.

      With everything she was dealing with, it was a blessing that she didn’t have to worry about Bhric sinking further into a barrel of alcohol.

      “Everything they say aboot having a mate is true. ‘Tis no’ as simple as saying your Fated Mate completes you. It goes beyond that. Alex changed me in every way. I think differently and I act differently. ‘Tis no longer just aboot me. In fact, I never think of myself before her. She believes the head injury is to thank for the aversion to drinking, but it isna the main reason. She is, Bre. She is my entire world,” Bhric admitted.

      “Geez, Bhric. You are so pussy-whipped. You seriously need to dial it back. If I see one more mushy post plastered on T-Rex aboot your relationship, I’m going to barf,” Breslin snarled, referring to their social media outlet. “I mean, how many fucking hearts do you have to use? You love her face? Who says that, anyway? It’s sickening. You’re in love. Great, we get it! We don’t need to see a collage of pictures every damn day,” Breslin mocked.

      She knew her cynical side was rearing its ugly head, but there was nothing worse than an Alpha male like Bhric being led around like a puppy dog. Finding his Fated Mate was great, but damn, he needed to man the fuck up.

      “Wow. Why doona you say what you really feel? Stop drinking the Hatorade, puthair,” Bhric replied. “But, I’m verra sorry for being inconsiderate of your feelings. I know you’re dealing with your own shit with Rhett.”

      “‘Tis no’ your fault Rhett is a jackarse. I know everyone is tiptoeing around me with their mates but there isna reason for it. Seeing you happy is the only joy I have in my life right now. It willna make my situation worse. But you really do need to stop with that shit on T-Rex,” she explained.

      “Aye, I will only put three hearts next time,” he countered and punched her in the arm. She couldn’t help but laugh at his smart-ass comment.

      That was Bhric. Always joking. She was so glad to have that again. When Breslin feared she’d never see him again, or hear his wisecracks, the pain in her chest threatened to consume her.

      “I recall the pain in my brand before we completed the mating. It was incessant and the only relief I got was when Alex touched me. It got worse the longer we waited. By the two-week mark I nearly forced Alex to exchange blood just to make it end. I canna imagine what you must be going through after six months and nearly starving to death,” Bhric said, growling the last part as his anger escalated.

      She appreciated his vehemence over Rhett’s behavior. She knew any of her brothers would rip into the fire demon on her behalf. She had half a mind to allow it.

      Breslin was glad she told Alex about Bhric’s suffering. The human wanted more time to plan their mating ceremony, but she felt compelled to tell Alex what it did to Bhric. Now that Breslin had a mating brand, she realized it was so much worse than she imagined.

      “I try to forget aboot it. ‘Tis no’ easy and some days I am driven insane by the agony but I’m going to live for many centuries so I must learn to deal with the pain. Let’s not mention it again. It doesna help when I think or talk aboot it,” Breslin replied as she shook out her hands and rolled her neck to relieve some of the tension.

      “How are things between the two of you? I can rearrange his face if you want,” Bhric offered as they walked side by side.

      Breslin smiled at the image. Rhett needed a good ass-beating after what he put her through.

      “There isna any point. He will only heal and it willna stop him from seeking a female to nurse him back to health,” she said, and a sharp pang tore through her chest at the thought.

      “Is he seeing someone else?” Bhric barked. “I’ll fucking kill him!”

      Ice coated the ground beneath her twin’s feet as he lost control. Breslin felt his desire to defend her honor, and it was better than being wrapped in his arms. She knew how much her brother loved her and knew she could always count on him to have her back.

      “I doona know what he’s doing, except following me around the city. I doona care what, or who, he does,” she lied.

      “How can you no’ care? I wanted to shred a male nurse for asking Alex a question at work the other night. How do you deal with the mating compulsion?” Bhric asked.

      Breslin loathed that little nugget called the mating compulsion. It was the worst kind of curse to be driven to a jealous rage for a male that didn’t give two shits about her. And then there was the desire that sparked to life the second he walked back into her life. It was salt in the wound to lust after a male that put her at death’s door.

      “There isna any way to deal with it. And at this point my body has suffered so much I canna determine what caused what,” Breslin admitted.

      “What are you going to do? You canna ignore him forever. You need to take blood from him soon. I couldna take Alex’s vein withoot taking her body, too,” Bhric admitted.

      “I doona plan on taking his vein ever again. He insisted that’s the only way I will get what I need but he’s wrong. Jace will collect the blood. End of story,” Breslin asserted.

      “I can siphon it––do you smell that?” Bhric asked as his nose went into the air.

      Breslin followed her brother’s lead and tilted her head back, sniffing.

      They were on a street that was lined with houses down both sides. Lights illuminated the windows, showing human families going about their nightly routine of eating dinner and watching shows together, completely unaware of the danger in their midst.

      Bhric was in motion in the next heartbeat. Breslin had trouble keeping up but she didn’t lose sight of him as he rounded the corner. She should’ve taken more blood from Rhett but her arousal demanded she take his body, and she pushed him away before she acted on that desire.

      As soon as she and Bhric made it to the next street, the smell of blood hit her hard. A scream echoed from several houses away and the two of them took off again.

      A dozen skirm were in a nearby yard, bouncing on their heels to get a better view inside the house. Breslin tested her fire and was discouraged to see it flicker then die. She decided her blades were her best option.

      Sais in hand, Breslin shoved a knife between the ribs of an unsuspecting minion while Bhric did the same. As soon as the skirm flashed on fire and turned to ash, they lost their advantage as the group turned to face them.

      “Feel the freeze, motherfuckers,” Bhric snarled and was in motion.

      Breslin hesitated for one second as a stuffed bunny went sailing through the open doorway. A human child came into her line of vision next. She was in the clutches of a rage demon.

      Breslin ducked and swung her leg out, connecting with a skirm about to attack. He landed on his back and Breslin stabbed her weapon through his chest but missed his heart. She was up and running a moment later, cursing her mistake.

      The last time she missed her target was six hundred years ago and there was a scar on her left thigh as a reminder. She prided herself on being nearly as efficient as Gerrick. He was as ruthless as they came. When Gerrick attacked, enemies never survived.

      Something hit Breslin’s back and she was airborne before slamming into the railing on the front porch. Pain exploded in her shoulder as part of a post stuck through her joint. Blood trickled around the object but she didn’t have time to remove the wood before she turned and engaged her attacker.

      She kicked the skirm in the stomach and forced her titanium weapon between his ribs. The pop followed by a flash of fire brought a smile to her lips. The form turned to ash as four more creatures rushed toward her.

      She yanked the post from her shoulder. She rolled her shoulder, tested the injury then sent healing cells to the area.

      Breslin quickly scanned the area to see if any neighbors heard the noise. Luckily, the street was empty and she returned her focus to the fight. Protecting others was her purpose in life and she was deprived that for several long months. Losing that was almost as bad as Rhett walking out on her.

      For the millionth time, she wondered the meaning of her life. Mating hadn’t been a cakewalk for any of the warriors but no one had been spurned by their mate like she was.

      Before finding Illianna, Rhys slept with a different female daily, sometimes more than one a day. Illianna was an angel of joy and was held captive in Hell and tortured in ways Breslin didn’t want to imagine, yet the sex demon and angel sacrificed everything to make a life together. It wasn’t simply handed to them. They had to give up a lot to be with one another but they both did what was necessary.

      Each mated couple in the compound faced similar challenges but eventually found their way to a mating ceremony. Not Breslin and Rhett.

      She was blessed with a mate that walked away and never looked back. That’s not entirely true, a small voice challenged. She flipped that voice off and twisted around to avoid the grasps of her enemy.

      “Arseholes,” she cursed and she danced around the minions. Her boot landed in the back of a young male. His eyes blazed and he flashed fangs at her.

      She shook her head and stabbed her blade through his heart. As she tried to assess the other three, she chanced a glance in Bhric’s direction. Ice flew from his palms to freeze them in place, but they continued to break free. Typically, Breslin would step in and burn the enemy before they could escape, but her fire wasn’t answering her demand.

      The three she faced formed a semi-circle and backed her up to the stairs. It was when she got closer to the home that she caught a better scent of the occupants’ blood. The smell was overpowering and she prayed the parents weren’t dead.

      Pain stabbed her heart. She knew that loss too well and wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy. But why were the demons taking human children? She thought their focus now was supernatural stripling. It seemed the demons wanted children, no matter the species, and would go to any length to get them.

      At least the demon’s sole focus was no longer Izzy. Not that she didn’t remain at risk, but Crocell was taking children at random. Maybe she decided obtaining the amulet was out of her reach, hence the reason for the kidnappings. Breslin could only pray that meant good news for her niece. If anything ever happened to Isobel…Breslin’s sadness quickly turned to anger at the discernment.

      “Mmmm. That’s it, warrior. Release your wrath,” purred a rage demon from the top of the stairs.

      He had a little girl under one arm and his red eyes were glued to Breslin as if she were standing naked in front of him.

      Tears streamed down the girl’s face and sobs wracked her tiny body. Breslin turned to jump, but didn’t budge. Six hands grabbed for her and yanked her down. She hit the stairs hard, knocking the breath from her lungs.

      Dizzy, she kicked out and shoved one skirm away. She tried to push her way to her feet and wanted to scream when she didn’t get anywhere. She shut off her anger and curled into a ball.

      There was a flurry of fists and feet flying and Breslin swung her blade for all she was worth. Black blood spurted and flowed from wounds she inflicted. Some splattered her arm and burned through her flesh, causing more pain. The sizzle and smell of burning grass told her some landed on the lawn, as well.

      Skirm blood was toxic to any living thing and ate away like acid. Shae helped realm scientists come up with an injection that countered the acidic effects of the venom. Skirm blood and bites used to leave horrid scars on supernaturals but that didn’t happen now that they the anti-venom. Unfortunately, the serum came after Shae’s torturous time with the archdemon, Kadir, and her scars were permanent.

      “I’ve had enough of this shite,” Breslin ground out and called her fire again.

      Bombarded on all sides by wracking pain, along with depleted energy, her flame didn’t respond right away and it cost Breslin. Fangs sank into her neck and fire burned through her veins.

      Breslin’s fury fueled her fire enough to ignite flames in her arms and she swung outward. Immediately, three skirm went up in flames and shrieked, running in the opposite direction of her fire.

      She spotted the rage demon sneaking away with the child and she ran after it. When she was close enough, Breslin dove at the creature and grabbed the child around the legs and pulled at the same time she kicked out. The rage demon howled and lost hold of the girl. Breslin twisted so she landed on her back and took the brunt of the fall.

      She saw skirm coming after her and the rage demon was heading her way while another was fleeing the house with a second child.

      “Bhric, the house,” she called out and threw her blade at the nearest skirm as she jumped onto the rage demon’s back.

      Breslin wrapped both hands around the creature’s head and twisted with all her might. A crunch sounded and she continued to twist until she was rewarded with a severed head. She dropped her trophy onto the grass and raced to the girl’s side.

      “Stay behind me. I will protect you,” Breslin advised the frightened child.

      “My brother. He’s hurt,” she cried. “Help him.”

      Breslin kicked one minion and threw a fireball at another. Her energy was waning. She wouldn’t last much longer but she refused to allow these children to be taken.

      “My brathair will protect him. Doona worry,” Breslin assured the child before a glint caught her eye and she darted forward, grabbing her weapon from the ground.

      Breslin kept a tight rein on her anger so she didn’t feed the nearby rage demon. After living with her vehemence for the past six months, it was difficult to lock it away. Her hatred for Rhett was a warm blanket at night but she realized she didn’t need to carry the toxic burden anymore.

      Breslin grappled with skirm and stabbed and ashed one after another while Bhric attacked the rage demons. Within minutes, she and Bhric were standing with traumatized children and two dead demons while neighbors gaped from the sidewalk.

      Breslin rushed inside the house. She spotted the parents on the floor and rushed to their sides. She reached to feel for a pulse and sighed a relief when she discovered their hearts beating. They needed immediate assistance but they would survive.

      She dashed outside to tell her brother they needed to call an ambulance.

      “Fuck. What a damned mess,” Bhric cursed. “I’ll call Zander while you deal with them,” he murmured as he tilted his head towards the human crowd that had formed.

      “I canna handle them Bhric,” Breslin admitted. “I used too much energy with my fire and I doona have anything left in the tank. The two humans inside need to get to the hospital.”

      “Shite. Alright. I’ll handle the humans and you call for help then let Z know what’s going on,” he replied.

      Breslin pulled out her phone and looked down at the children by her side as she called 911. They looked terrified and Breslin would be glad when Bhric erased their memories of the evening. The ambulance was on its way so she and Bhric would need to hurry.

      Next, she called Zander to tell him what happened. She purposefully left out how drained the altercation left her body. She wasn’t ready to deal with Rhett and the collection of his blood. In her weak state, she wasn’t certain she could keep her hands and lips to herself if Rhett showed up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Breslin stopped in the middle of Lake Washington and killed the motor. Nights on the lake were peaceful, and this spot was her secret haven. The sound of water lapping along the boat without any city noise eased her agitation. There was always commotion when living in a large city like Seattle, but she loved the tranquility she felt when she was on her boat.

      The world was closing in around Breslin. Part of the problem was she’d been cooped up inside Zeum over the last several months. Her family was grating her last nerve. Her brothers hovered over her, driving her insane. And, she was surrounded by happy couples which drove the stake in deeper.

      The cherry on top of the sundae was coping with Bhric’s constant arousal and sexual activity. The bond with her twin brother had been a saving grace more than once in her life but lately it was a source of torment.

      He was newly-mated, and his libido was at an all-time high. His mate, Alex, was beginning her four days off from the hospital and Breslin knew they would be going at it like horny rabbits until she went back to work.

      That wasn’t something she complained about, though. She’d deal with ten times more agony to see her brother deliriously happy. He’d been through enough in his life and deserved everything Alex had to offer.

      Releasing the anchor, Breslin kicked off her sneakers and grabbed a towel. Summer nights in Seattle were her favorite time of year. She loved the dichotomy of wearing shorts and a long-sleeved top. Soft, oversized sweatshirts topped her list but she was hot-blooded by nature and needed her legs bare so she didn’t overheat.

      She synced her phone to the sound system in the boat then downloaded a jazz playlist. Etta James crooned while Breslin spread her towel and sprawled across the long bench at the rear of her boat.

      The stars were bright overhead and Breslin’s mind relaxed for the first time in weeks. The setting was romantic and she wished she could share it with someone. It was life’s little moments that became tomorrow’s precious memories.

      Her phone chimed and her heart skipped a beat. She glanced at the screen and let out the breath she was holding. It was Scott asking for another date. The male was persistent, if nothing else. Too bad he wasn’t the one she wanted by her side.

      She was all kinds of crazy, obsessing over the stupid fire demon. She blamed the mating compulsion. Ever since she let go of the anger she’d clung to, Rhett occupied more and more of her thoughts.

      An image of them having sex flashed into her mind. She recalled the lava flowing in his veins. When he was aroused, it rose to the surface. His translucence skin turned bright orange with the building fire. Their similar powers thrilled and tormented her. Never in her life had she experienced anything like it. It was erotic as hell and her first thought after discovering he was her mate was that the Goddess had picked the perfect match for her.

      The more she thought about Rhett, the hotter she became. She knew better than to go down memory lane, she surmised and fought the heat spreading through her body. She grabbed the hem of her sweatshirt and lifted it over her head, tossing it aside. A slight breeze blew across her inflamed skin, but did nothing to douse her arousal. There wasn’t a soul in sight and Breslin didn’t hesitate to shed the rest of her clothes and jump into the water.

      The frigid temperature shocked her system but didn’t abate her desire. She was a wildfire, burning out of control. Her mating brand howled and Breslin clenched against the agony.

      Kicking her legs, Breslin floated on her back, trying to clear her head. She rested her hands over her stomach and could feel the heat beneath her palms. Her core clenched with need and she was tempted to trail her hand between her legs. It had been too long since she’d felt pleasure and her body yearned for release.

      The sound of a rumbling motor nixed any plans of self-gratification, and Breslin dipped her torso below the surface to hide her nakedness.

      Expecting the craft to pass by, Breslin was shocked when it continued her way.

      “Dammit,” she cursed when her keen eyesight discovered who was behind the wheel.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Rhett called out before he killed his engine.

      Breslin ignored him and kicked into gear, swimming back to her boat. Her splashes echoed in the still night. Before she reached the ladder, two strong bands wrapped around her middle and pulled her into an embrace.

      “Hello, Flame. Miss me?” Rhett murmured against her ear.

      “Not even a little,” Breslin denied as she wrenched free of his hold and swam swiftly to her boat.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rhett’s mouth watered and steam rose from the water around him as he watched the vampire princess swim to her boat. Breslin wasn’t typical royalty. She wasn’t bothered by norms and expectations and thumbed her nose at them. She was a conundrum of femininity and ferocity. She loved her heels, jewelry, and nice clothes, but was also comfortable in blood-covered leathers, slashing and ashing skirm.

      A more perfect female didn’t exist. Her ass was sculpted to perfection and begged for his hands. The round globes glowed in the moonlight as she clambered up the small ladder and he nearly propelled himself at her. Her nipples puckered in the night air and her muscular arms rippled as she heaved her body out of the water.

      Her muscular frame was one of the things he loved best. And, then there was the tantalizing glimpse of her sex when she walked across the deck. Fuck. This female had his shaft hard as steel in seconds.

      Rhett’s eyes drank in the health of her body and his chest puffed out. That was his blood running through her veins, feeding her organs and muscles. It was erotic, knowing he was vital to her very survival. She could deny him all she wanted but her body answered to him, and him alone. He would use that to his advantage.

      Swimming in clothes was a challenge and he realized he should’ve removed them before he jumped from his boat. He hoped to have a romantic rendezvous in the water with her and didn’t waste a moment’s time. Unfortunately, that didn’t go as planned. She wanted nothing to do with him.

      As he lifted his body from the water, Rhett noted he didn’t manage it with nearly as much grace as Breslin. His sopping clothes clung to his flesh and his aching cock was pinched with the slightest movement.

      When he reached the deck, he crowded so close to Breslin that he felt her heat burn along his chest. She tossed a glare over her shoulder.

      “Damn, demon. You didn’t think that through, did you? You ruined a nice pair of Versace loafers,’ she muttered and turned to face him, hip cocked to the side.

      She didn’t bother covering her nude body. In fact, she was flaunting it. Rhett had no doubt she was showing him exactly what he missed out on by leaving her.

      “It was worth it to be close to you,” he replied and couldn’t resist her lure any longer.

      He lowered his head and placed a kiss to the side of her neck. Fire sparked with the contact. His palms itched to explore her steamy flesh, but he settled for wrapping them around her waist.

      Goosebumps rose along her arms and traveled down her back while a shiver wracked her entire body. He wondered if it was the cool temperature until her fragrant cinnamon and fire scent filled the air and steam emanated from her in a thick, arousal-soaked cloud.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked as she removed his hands from her waist and stepped away. Her amber eyes glowed brightly but she kept her distance.

      “I knew I’d find you here. I heard about the fight and wanted to see if you needed blood.” he explained. He panicked at the horrifying story spreading through the Tehrex Realm and had to see for himself if she was okay.

      “Did Bhric call you?” she snarled as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      The stance pushed up her lush bosom and her nipples were in clear view. Pert and hard, begging for attention. He longed to touch and taste her, and his body was in motion before he realized it. Her palm to his chest stopped him.

      “No. It was all over TRex how the Vampire Prince and Princess saved two children from demons. Several males recounted your bravery and grace under pressure,” he shared with a smile.

      That was his Breslin. She could keep her cool and get an entire platoon in line with ease.

      “Shite. I hate that humans are unaware of the dangers at their front door. We canna do much more to protect them,” Breslin explained and then her gaze softened. “Rhett, we didn’t discuss it before, but I’m sorry aboot your mamai.” The compassion in her gaze held the understanding of such loss.

      “Thank you. I know she’s in a better place and free of suffering but you’re never ready to let them go. Regardless of where my siblings and I were in the Universe, my mother was always our grounding force. She was our glue,” he explained.

      “I miss my parents, especially my mamai, but Zander has been the glue in our family. Losing him would be devastating,” she shared.

      “I should’ve come back to you after she passed but I was lost and confused. I don’t even know where I went. I just took off,” he admitted.

      “Sounds like a classic Rhett move,” she murmured and then quickly said, “Whose boat is that anyway?” changing the subject.

      “I rented it,” he said, using air quotes. “I’ll return it good as new when we’re done.”

      “Then I guess you should get going. We couldna be more done, demon,” she murmured with a tilt of her head as her arms relaxed at her sides.

      “I told you. I came to see if you needed me,” Rhett said.

      “Nay. I doona need anything from you. My brothers or Jace will pay you a visit in the next day or so,” she replied snidely.

      It was the first time he glimpsed the eminence that ran in her veins. She made a statement and expected to be heeded without question. Too bad that wasn’t how he worked.

      “See, I know you’re lying,” he relayed as he took a step closer, mere inches separating their bodies.

      Breslin was unlike any female he’d known. She didn’t back down from his challenge, didn’t cover her nudity despite the tension building between them, and didn’t allow herself to be pushed around or manipulated.

      “You need my blood. You didn’t take nearly enough the other day and no one else can give you what I can,” he murmured against her ear then placed a kiss in the hollow of her throat.

      She swallowed thickly and her body swayed toward his as if being pulled by an invisible magnet.

      “My brothers will force you to give them what I need. I am no’ feeding from you,” Breslin replied with hesitation.

      In the next breath, her hands rose to his chest and rested there. His muscles twitched beneath her palm. He wanted to feel her hand against his bare flesh but didn’t dare remove his sopping shirt for fear of ruining this moment.

      “I told you the only way I’m giving you blood is if you take it from my vein,” he murmured and tapped the pounding pulse along his carotid artery.

      His fire was building to a roaring blaze. No female affected him so deeply, and it was intoxicating.

      “You are an annoying gnat. You think that if I bite you, I will give in and have sex with you. Newsflash…that willna happen. You may have no willpower where females are concerned, but I can say no withoot a problem,” she retorted and leaned into him.

      At first Rhett thought she was caving to her desire until she grabbed his balls and twisted.

      “Mmmm, foreplay. I love it,” he groaned.

      Rather than let go, she wrenched tighter and his heart stuttered. Her grip was enough to remove them with a twist of her wrist but she held back. Fire danced in Breslin’s eyes but it wasn’t hatred. It was passion, raw and unyielding. He tried to hide the affect she had on him but couldn’t mask his desire.

      “You want me to feed from you? No problem,” she growled and bit down so hard Rhett knew it would leave bruises. The force of her bite had his balls drawing up tight and the base of his spine tingling.

      He wasn’t a masochist but Breslin’s touch was incendiary and ignited unknown passion deep inside. Her power reached for his and he recalled their play the last time they came together.

      A split second later, her mouth moved and her throat worked to draw his essence into her body. That was all it took for his orgasm to explode in a rush. He convulsed in her arms as she drank his blood and his hot seed coated his stomach and clothing.

      His hands went to her waist and she shuddered. He slid one palm up while the other dipped south to give her what she so desperately needed. She quickly released his balls and grabbed hold of his hands, stopping any contact.

      “Let me give you what you need,” he coaxed. “You know you want me, baby.”

      Regrettably, her fangs slid from his neck and she pulled away. “Doona baby me. I’m no’ your whore and I want nothing from you. My body aches because of a stupid fucking biological drive. You lost the privilege to enjoy that when you left me. I learned my lesson months ago and will no’ make the same mistake twice. Now get off my boat,” she ordered him.

      “I understand why you are pissed but I deserve another chance, Flame. I’m going to prove that to you,” Rhett promised before he jumped in the lake to make his way back to his boat.

      He was in this for the long haul. His previous actions and reputation were working against him. He finally understood his mom’s words when she told him life was about choices, and that he might live to regret poor decisions. She was right.
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      Rhett was on cloud nine and his mind reeled over the fact that Breslin agreed to a date night. In typical Breslin fashion, she dictated, “You have one fucking chance, demon. You will take me to The Melting Pot and I’m no’ talking aboot that human restaurant. Bhric and Alex will join us.”

      Some males would balk at a dominant female, but it was one thing he loved about Breslin. Rhett appreciated that he didn’t have to lead everything or wonder what she was thinking or feeling. Each of the females at Zeum was strong, but none came close to the commanding presence of his Flame.

      Rhett pulled through the iron gates of Zeum and his throat constricted. How would he be received by Zander and her other siblings? The only reason he escaped injury during his last visit was because Breslin needed his blood. He cringed as he recalled how weak she looked then. Her family had every right to hate him.

      He’d always been a selfish male and was okay with that until Breslin came into his life. Now, he was in unfamiliar territory and didn’t know how to act.

      It wasn’t second nature for him to think of others. It was about what he wanted and what felt good for him. So, when Breslin declared they were mates, his philandering side rebelled, and he took off without considering the consequences. It was an asshole move and he regretted it more than anything. The question now was could he make up for the damage he caused between them?

      Breslin, Bhric, and Alex were out the door before he climbed out of his vehicle. It was a relief to not face Zander and the rest yet. He wanted Breslin on his side the next time he set foot in Zeum. Without her support, Rhett would never mend those fences. Sweat broke across his forehead as he stepped from his vehicle and made eye contact with Bhric.

      The last time he’d seen his best friend, Bhric punched him in the face. Their relationship was always natural and easy, yet now Rhett was uncertain and felt uncomfortable. Thankfully, Breslin broke in and ended the awkward tension of the moment.

      “Bhric, you and Alex take your car. I’ll go with the demon and make sure he doesna try and escape,” Breslin said with a wink.

      Bhric chuckled. “I doona think he’s that stupid, puthair.”

      “I don’t plan on making the same mistakes,” Rhett interjected with a smile as he opened the car door for Breslin. “Are you ready to make some magic?” he asked, meeting her amber gaze.

      Breslin closed her eyes and her body went rigid. She couldn’t deny the pull they felt, and Rhett wasn’t against using their connection to win his case.

      “Aye, I’m anxious to try my hand at blown glass,” Breslin replied, ignoring his heartfelt comment, but he didn’t miss that she trembled when he helped her into the seat.

      Rhett hopped in his Mercedes Sedan and took off. Driving was one of his new favorite past times. They didn’t have cars on Khoth, or his home realm, so he hadn’t experienced anything like it until he arrived in Seattle. He found the speed and maneuverability exhilarating. Bhric let Rhett drive his motorcycle once but he didn’t see the vehicle’s appeal. The seats were uncomfortable and the insects beating at his face and body were annoying.

      They drove in silence with Breslin staring out the window. Rhett groped for something to say but was at a loss for words. The sight of her was intoxicating and he could hardly concentrate on the road. Her muscles were more defined and the dark circles beneath her eyes were completely gone. Another feeding and he bet she’d be at the top of her game.

      The sight of her bare legs was such a distraction. Her denim shorts were close to obscene. If they were any shorter, they’d be panties. And her low-cut t-shirt paid homage to her luscious breasts. His gaze snagged on her cleavage. He wanted to bury his face between them and stay there for days. Just thinking about it made his cock jerk with need.

      “Do you use a forge to blow glass or do you rely on your fire?” Breslin said, intruding on his fantasy.

      Forcing his eyes away from the lush globes, Rhett replied, “Before two days ago, I didn’t even know what blown glass was. I tried my hand at it and, unfortunately, I suck. Then again, I was in my apartment so probably not the best setup. I wish I could create something as beautiful as what Angus made at his mating ceremony. All I managed was a twig,” he said with a chuckle as he thought about the dragon king’s fire-wielding ability.

      The night of Angus and Keira’s ceremony, he morphed glass into the most intricate tree Rhett had ever seen. It put his twisted mess to shame.

      Breslin looked over and when their eyes met, her mouth twisted into a smile. She was trying her hardest not to laugh but couldn’t mask the giggle that escaped.

      “That ceremony is why I’ve been wanting to go to this place. I’m no’ going to attempt anything that elaborate but I hope I can at least form a bowl,” she said with a smile. It wasn’t forced and she appeared to be enjoying her time with him.

      “What exactly is this place?” he asked. “Killian told me was it was for artsy types that went there to make shit from metal or glass.”

      “Ha, that doesna surprise me. If it’s not aboot computers or nightclubs, he’s no’ interested. How is he anyway? I havena been to Confetti Too for months,” Breslin quipped and Rhett noticed her tense. She didn’t like the idea of him canoodling at the nightclub.

      Wanting to assuage her assumption, Rhett replied, “Kill’s good. I haven’t been to the club since I returned to Seattle but he called me about a financial matter.”

      She didn’t say anything but he noted she relaxed in her seat and unclenched her fisted hand.

      “Business is booming but apparently, humans on the Dark Web discovered T-Rex and were trying to hack into the system. Luckily, they didn’t make it past his firewalls, and he added another layer of protection with a spell. No way will a human ever get through now,” Rhett told her as he followed Bhric’s SUV.

      “I didna know it was possible to mix magic and technology,” Breslin murmured. “He’s brilliant.”

      “That he is. He even had one of his cronies try to hack it after the spell was in place. The guy’s fingers were singed on the spot. He said electricity literally jumped off his keyboard with each attempt. Is this it?” Rhett asked as Bhric pulled into an empty parking lot with a large metal barn at one end. They were in the warehouse district and the building looked completely out of place.

      “Aye. This is it. Canna you see through the glamour?” Breslin asked as she opened her door when his vehicle came to a stop.

      “I can if I know about it. It takes a lot of concentration,” he replied and focused on the area. Finally, the illusion melted away and he could see it. “Ah, there we go. Great sign,” he chuckled when he saw the black metal cauldron with glass flames shooting from the top. The colored pieces of glass reflected on the sidewalk, creating a beautiful kaleidoscope.

      “Oooh, I canna wait. My bowl is going to be amazeballs,” Breslin said excitedly. Not once in the time he’d known Breslin had he seen this side of her. Mostly, she had determination written on her face, black blood on her boots, and fire flying from her hands. Her unfettered joy of creating something as simple as a bowl was endearing.

      They walked over to Bhric and his mate, and Alex was the first to say something. “Bhric said I can work on my power here. I haven’t done much with it. I wonder if I could form something from bending metal with my mind,” she stated excitedly.

      Rhett glanced at Bhric. His friend had a massive smile on his face as he gazed at his mate. The love Bhric had for Alex was deep and passionate. Bhric always had a smile on his lips and a joke typically followed, so when Bhric’s smile disappeared as his gaze met Rhett’s, the fire demon’s gut clenched.

      “You will make a stunning bowl, a chroi. You’ve managed to curve silverware. A sheet willna be too difficult,” Bhric assured Alex as he grabbed his mate’s hand and kissed it.

      The group walked toward the building and Rhett noticed that the entrance consisted of two barn doors that were wide open, showcasing the interior. As Rhett peered inside, it became obvious why they used such strong glamour.

      Humans wouldn’t know what to think if they passed by and saw a female stick her bare hand into a raging fire and withdraw a red-hot metal shield. Of course, that was mild compared to her luminescent skin which screamed otherness. Rhett would know because he had identical skin. It was a distinct feature for his kind and difficult to hide from humans.

      Once inside, Rhett noted there were several work stations set up around a large open area. In the middle of the room, five large furnaces were arranged in an octagonal shape and each roared with blazing fires.

      Off to the side, a desk was pushed against the wall, covered in paperwork. If that was the office, it was a cluttered mess and Rhett fought the urge to organize the clutter. He was anal as hell when it came to bookkeeping.

      “Welcome to The Melting Pot,” the fire demoness called out as she held the shield up to a male standing at her side. “Do you have reservations?”

      “Aye. Tarakesh for four,” Bhric replied.

      “Oh, yes. Metal and glass. We are excited to have the royal family with us this evening. I’m Kari, and I’ve set you guys up over there,” she said and pointed to two tables on the far side of the room. “Head on over and I’ll be there in a few minutes to go over the process with you.”

      “Sounds good. Thank you,” Bhric replied as he led Alex towards the tables.

      Rhett was fascinated by the countless colored tubes, piles of metal pieces, long poles, and various other equipment.

      “I wonder what that trash can of oil is used for?” Rhett asked as they walked past a large barrel.

      “If I remember correctly, ‘tis for safely cooling the blade. Using water can possibly bend or weaken the metal,” Bhric explained.

      Rhett picked up a large pair of tongs and used them to grab Breslin’s ass. She yelped and swatted it away. “Hey, no groping. Didna you read the rules?” she teased.

      Rhett put down the instrument and moseyed up to her, placing his hands on her hips. “C’mon, Flame. It’s no fun if you don’t break at least one rule.”

      Breslin snorted and crossed to the colored tubes lined up on a nearby table. “I’ll give you that. You’re a master of snubbing the law.” Rhett assumed she was putting him in his place until she lifted her head and winked at him. “Och. There’re so many colors to choose from. I doona know if I want to do a bowl in pinks or neon green.”

      “Oh, I would do both. Those colors look great together,” Alex said.

      “I agree, and they make the best designs when worked together,” Kari added as she approached their group. “I see you found the glass. Have you ever done this before?”

      “Nay. I havena, but I can wield fire so this should be easy,” Breslin said with a smile.

      “You have an advantage over others. As do you,” Kari told Rhett with a wink. He was careful to keep his smile cordial but not overly-friendly, and wrapped his arm around Breslin’s waist in a clear sign that he was there with her. “Are you all doing glass this evening? I thought I read in the notes that some of you were working with metal.”

      Rhett was about to ask where, in the huge pile of paperwork scattered on her desk, did she come across notes but bit his tongue.

      “No. I’m…” Alex began, but hesitated and met Bhric’s gaze. He gave his mate a nod and she continued. “I’m here to practice, I guess you’d say. I have power over metal and I want to see what I can do without ruining more of Elsie’s pots and pans.”

      The human was learning the ropes of life in the Tehrex Realm. He could only imagine what she thought of supernaturals. She obviously loved Bhric and was eager to explore her newfound ability. Rhett liked her enthusiasm and could see why Bhric was crazy about the female.

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place. All the metal over there is scrap and perfect for your purposes. Let me know if you need anything. As for you two, I’m going to give you a brief class in blowing glass and then I will set you loose to create,” Kari explained.

      Rhett and Breslin listened as Kari explained the use of the blow pipe, cutting shears, tweezers, mashers, pliers and shapers. There were more tools involved than Rhett ever considered. He was a hands-on male and anxious to try everything. Once Breslin finished asking questions, Kari left them to get started.

      “Come to mama,” Breslin crooned as she picked up several colored tubes and started heating them. She was bending over and the sight of her long legs was a temptation he couldn’t refuse.

      Rhett walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Her curves teased him as she pushed back and rubbed her backside against his front as he helped her shape and form her glass.

      “You really do like playing with fire,” he murmured.

      “Aye. It runs through my blood,” Breslin countered with a wiggle of her hips.

      He groaned and kissed her neck. She shuddered and lowered the pipe in her hand as she leaned against him. Rhett supported her weight and stepped closer. He wanted to scoop her in his arms and find a private room so they could make their own fire.

      Suddenly, Alex shouted and Breslin jumped away from him. The glass tube in her hand fell to the ground and shattered. “Shite. I loved that particular color,” Breslin complained.

      “Sorry, Bre. I didn’t mean to startle you. But look, I’m doing it,” Alex said excitedly. “Watch this.”

      Rhett and Breslin observed as the metal in Alex’s hand sloped and the edges rounded out.

      “I’ve never seen anyone with a power like that. It’s fascinating,” Breslin told Alex before going back to her project.

      Rhett joined her as she scooped up the broken pieces. “Let’s sprinkle this across the bottom of your bowl,” Rhett suggested.

      “Oh! What a great idea,” Breslin said and added the shards of glass before she called fire to her palm. Her flaming hand skimmed across the surface, melting the glass.

      Rhett ignored his project and spent the next hour helping Breslin create a large colorful bowl and when they finished, Breslin was beaming. It was a test of control as Breslin’s body teased him to an aching arousal. More than once, he almost grabbed her lush bosom as it pressed against his arm. He craved her body more than he needed to breathe.

      “Our bowl should be on display at the Lourve. We created a masterpiece,” Breslin announced proudly. “Och, that was so much fun.”

      “Next time, I’m going to make a glass piece,” Alex said, “but I learned so much tonight about my ability. C’mon, Ice-Man. We need a hot fudge sundae.”

      “Only if I can lick mine off your body,” Bhric countered and kissed Alex deeply.

      Rhett watched Breslin fidget and wring her hands. Rhett once again wondered if Breslin was feeling Bhric’s arousal. The flush to her face and the way she gnawed her lower lip told Rhett she was.

      Bhric broke the kiss but kept Alex close as he turned to his sister. “You okay, Bre, or do you want to come with us?”

      Breslin looked from Bhric to Rhett and nodded her head. “I think I’m good. You two have fun. I’ll see you back at home.”

      Rhett grabbed Breslin’s hand and led her to the car. “Dessert sounds good to me, too,” she murmured when he opened the passenger door.

      Rhett’s cock hardened further. Was she talking dessert or something else? Not one to second-guess, he leaned down and brought his head inside the car.

      “So long as I get mine first,” he murmured, claiming her sweet lips in a searing kiss.
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      Breslin couldn’t breathe. Rhett consumed her with only the touch of his lips. His heat filled the car and sucked out all the air. She moaned and arched her body when his tongue licked the seam of her mouth. She parted her lips in invitation and his tongue delved inside, tangling with hers.

      Fisting his shirt collar, she pulled him toward her. “I want dessert,” she muttered.

      His lips left hers and his breath heaved against her mouth as he leaned his forehead against hers. “I know exactly what you want,” he informed her.

      Goddess, yes, he did. His thick cock filling her sounded perfect. Shaking off her desires, she acknowledged she’d been celibate too long.

      A small voice intruded, warning her she was headed to a dark and dangerous place. Breslin didn’t want to be hurt again but her body ached with unspent lust. It was such a good feeling to be near a male and not feel revulsion. She craved Rhett in the worst way and against better judgement, she nodded in agreement. He placed a tender kiss to her lips and was around the car and backing out of the parking spot a second later.

      “Don’t worry. What I have in mind is close,” Rhett murmured as he ran his hand up her thigh.

      His deft fingers teased her bare flesh, making the ache between her legs intensify. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the moment, but forced her hands to remain in her lap. What she wanted to do was climb onto his lap and soothe her need.

      Rhett pressed and rubbed her leg with every turn he made and Breslin teetered on the brink, ready to scream or tear his clothes off. She was so worked up that when he removed his hand, a groan slipped past her lips. Her disappointment was obvious and she cursed herself for being so desperate.

      “I promised you dessert but afterwards, I’m going to continue this,” Rhett vowed then kissed the side of her neck.

      His deep bravado caused moisture to pool between her legs and she clenched against the painful need. He was out of the car and helping her from the passenger side in the next moment.

      Hands entwined, they approached the small bakery. Rhett held the door open and her nostrils were bombarded by the delicious aroma when she stepped inside. Instantly, Breslin’s ardor battled with her sugar tooth.

      “Oh these all look so delicious,” she exclaimed.

      “Thank you,” an older male replied as he leaned on the glass display case.

      Breslin envied the content smile older humans always wore. She was several centuries older than the male, yet hadn’t found that type of fulfillment in life. While she preferred her youthful appearance and vigor, she longed for such peace.

      “My wife bakes everything fresh daily. What can I get for you?” he added.

      “There are so many choices but when I see cheesecake, it’s a simple decision for me,” Breslin replied.

      “Great choice. My wife’s recipe has won many local contests. Would you like a fruit topping?”

      “Mmmm, do you have strawberries?” Breslin asked.

      “Sure do. And, what’ll it be for you, sir?” the clerk asked Rhett.

      “Make it a slice big enough for two,” Rhett said, but kept his eyes glued to Breslin’s. Her blood sang at his intense gaze and her mating brand burned like the fires of hell.

      “Here you go. That’ll be twelve-fifty,” the human said and Rhett paid the male before leading her out the door.

      Rhett handed her the plastic container and spoon then opened her car door. Breslin took her seat and eagerly opened the top. She scooped a spoonful of the creamy goodness then brought a bite to her mouth as Rhett pulled onto the street.

      “Mmmm,” she purred and bounced in her seat.

      “Good, right?” Rhett asked.

      “Och. ‘Tis the best,” Breslin admitted as she took another bite.

      “Gods, the way you eat that. Wish I was a piece of cheesecake,” Rhett murmured on a groan.

      The decadent flavor burst across her tongue while his deep voice played havoc with her libido, and she was close to orgasm. She leaned over and fed a bite to Rhett while he drove. Noticing strawberry syrup on his chin, Breslin closed the distance and licked it off his face.

      “Fuuuck,” Rhett muttered and quickly took a sharp right into a narrow alley. He slammed on the brakes and stopped the car halfway down the dark passageway. He grabbed her around the waist and Breslin yelped as he hauled her onto his lap.

      Breslin sighed in relief when she felt his hard shaft between her thighs. Her mating brand cooled while the rest of her body ignited.

      “Tell me you want this,” Rhett urged.

      Yes! her body screamed while her mind raced through the consequences. Rhett had caused her unimaginable pain and suffering. He was a playboy and made no qualms about having his fun and doing what felt good for him, regardless of other’s feelings. Could he have changed that much? Did she care right now?

      No, she decided she didn’t care. She needed this and wasn’t going to deny herself. She was going to scratch her incessant itch by fucking the demon then go about life as planned. Without her mate. Just because he swore that he’d seen the err of his ways didn’t mean he wouldn’t take off again when the mood struck.

      “Yes, I want this. Where do you want to go?” she panted. Anticipation bubbled as fire danced beneath her palms.

      “I don’t plan on going anywhere,” he informed her. “I can’t wait that long.” He ran his tongue down the side of her neck and bit down on the flesh. She felt his cock jump, despite being trapped within the tight confines of his pants.

      “Sounds good to me. I canna handle anymore teasing,” she exclaimed as he palmed her breasts and squeezed. “Oh, Goddess,” she moaned.

      “Hungry for your mate?” he asked teasingly.

      Hearing him say he was her mate was not the enticement it should have been and she was tempted to climb off his lap but her body shouted its objection.

      “Stop talking,” Breslin ordered and sucked his lower lip.

      His responding growl had her back in the throes of passion. She sank deeper into the abys as his primal sounds ignited her nerve endings. She continued to kiss her way down his neck and tore open his button-down, making her way across his shoulder. She enjoyed his gasp of appreciation when she licked his flat nipple.

      Breslin grinded against his cock, teasing him. His hips had a mind of their own and pushed upward, feeding her need. She was on fire for him. This was the raging inferno she craved and gave into the passion.

      “I want you,” she panted and lowered her head, raking fangs over his pounding pulse.

      Her gums tingled and bloodlust reared its head. This was the only male that could satisfy her craving. She could feed from no one, but Rhett. She might find a way to be intimate with another male but her fangs would never pierce another’s flesh.

      Breslin was wild with need as she worked her aching core against his steel shaft. His hands slipped under her t-shirt and grabbed her breasts, eliciting a moan from her. His thumbs worked their way inside her bra and rubbed across her nipples. She arched into him when they hardened with his ministrations.

      “I’ve missed this, Flame. I haven’t touched another since you,” Rhett groaned.

      Breslin was shocked by his admission. She assumed the six months he was gone he bedded every female in sight.

      “It’s never felt like this for me. So right with another female. And I don’t even care that I’m going to cum in my pants again. It feels too fucking good,” he husked.

      “You’re talking again,” she informed him. “Stop and just fuck me.”

      “So needy,” he panted, breathing as hard as she was.

      “Aye, I am. I’m so close,” she growled.

      Rhett roughly grabbed her ass cheeks, grinding his erection against her while she wriggled and writhed wildly.

      She felt his body tense beneath her and she wondered if he was trying to stop the impending orgasm. She didn’t care one way or another. She wanted pleasure. He was a fire demon and would be ready to go again in seconds.

      He wrapped one hand around her neck and tilted her head toward him. She loved his dominance but she wasn’t submissive and she kissed him hard, meeting his challenge. His lips demanded that she surrender everything. Not happening, she thought, as she fought to maintain the upper hand.

      Rhett didn’t hold back and his tongue plundered, taking charge. The kiss was forceful, almost too much. Breslin tried to pull away but his growl stopped her. It reverberated through her bones and brought her to the edge. He knew she was close and thrust his hip upwards with each of her downward strokes and moments later she was calling out his name as her orgasm slammed home.

      “I need to fuck you. Now…clothes off,” he demanded, removing her shirt and bra.

      That was the easy part. The cramped space in his Sedan wasn’t conducive to stripping or being sexy. It was a cluster-fuck of elbows, knees and shoulders as they shifted and struggled to get their bottoms off. Breslin lifted over him, causing her breasts to smash against his face as she wiggled her hips to get her shorts down.

      “Oh, yes,” he groaned and his mouth sucked a nipple into his mouth.

      “Goddess,” she panted and shoved more flesh between his teeth. Their flames danced across their flesh, intensifying their lust.

      She managed to get her shorts to her knees but then got stuck. Rhett continued to nibble on her pebbled flesh, while at the same time, he managed to reach down and remove her sandals. He then grabbed the waist of her shorts and she shimmied her way out of them. Her panties quickly followed and he latched onto her ass.

      “Mmmm, Flame. So juicy. I want to take a bite out of this. Oh, sorry.  I’m talking again,” he murmured as his tongue continued to torture her pert nipple.

      “Dirty talk is good,” Breslin managed to get out between panted breaths. She’d already climaxed and he had her aching and needy again. “I want to feel you inside me,” she said and reached down to stroke his length.

      Glancing down, she could see the lava beneath his flesh. His thick cock jerked and pre-cum oozed from the slit as she moved her hand up and down his shaft. She met his gaze and flames greeted her.

      “You are so fucking sexy. I need to taste you,” he demanded, and before she knew what was happening, Rhett reclined the seat and lifted her body to straddle his shoulders.

      His tongue darted out, and traced a path through her slit to her opening then went back to her throbbing bundle of nerves. Breslin gasped as pleasure barreled through her system.

      Rhett licked and suckled her flesh until she was begging him to stop. Her body wanted only one thing. For him to fill her in every way. He pulled her to his lap and positioned her exactly where he wanted her, ready to ride him to completion.

      He claimed her lips and Breslin tasted her juices on his mouth. She sucked his lips and his responding moan vibrated all the way to her soul. Her body bucked and rubbed and moved so wildly that he grabbed her ass to still her movements. His fingers slipped between her cheeks and accidentally pressed against her dark portal.

      They both went stock-still and gazed at each other. “Doona even think it,” she warned.

      “Has anyone claimed you here?” he asked and pushed the tip of his pinky inside. She had to admit it felt good. The possessive glint in his eye connected with a feral part of her.

      “Nay, and I doona even want to know how many females you’ve deflowered.” Breslin bit out, trying not to think of him taking a female that way. It wasn’t the act itself but his promiscuity.

      “You will be my first,” Rhett informed her as his finger continued to tease her entrance.

      Suddenly, she wanted something she’d always rejected. To be his first and him hers was extremely enticing.

      “‘Tis no’ happening…yet,” she stated and reached around to grab his hands from her ass.

      “I will have you in every way, Flame,” he vowed and claimed her lips, stealing her ability to think or talk.

      As her arousal spiked, his hips increased their pace. Needing more, Breslin impaled herself on his massive erection. Rhett stretched and filled her and she cried out from the pain. It had been too long and it felt so good to have him inside her. She worked her body up and down his length until pleasure replaced pain, and she set a rapid pace.

      Breslin’s fangs filled her mouth and pricked his tongue. His blood hit her tongue and she was suddenly ravenous. Breaking the kiss, her fangs sank into the pounding pulse on the side of his neck.

      As she drew his blood, their bodies were in sync and moved together, rubbing and teasing all the right nerve endings to drive her to the precipice in record time. It was a double-edged sword how perfectly he was made for her and that knowledge sliced through her heart.

      Rhett would never truly be hers. He wasn’t a male that was going to be tied down to one female because he didn’t have to be. His kind wouldn’t suffer if they denied their heart’s desire.

      Her mating brand punched through her chest as the thought filtered through her mind. Physically, she needed to do the blood exchange and complete the mating but emotionally she needed distance between them. She withdrew her fangs, and nearly climbed off his lap but Rhett increased his pace and all thoughts fled her mind.

      One of his hands snuck between their bodies while the other grabbed one of her breasts and he simultaneously tweaked her nipples while rubbing her clit as her body rode his long, hard length. She was lost to the sensations and her power over fire reached out to his flame. When it answered, she exploded. Flames shot out around them and she detonated, pulsing around his shaft.

      A heartbeat later, Rhett joined her and his fire tangled with hers. His flames were red where hers were orange and together it was a beautiful splendor. She felt hot jets of his seed as he came like an erupting volcano. Their climax took over and the shock waves were more devastating than the fire consuming the car around them.

      Every ounce of her energy evaporated and her head fell to his shoulder. She was panting and pulsing around his still-erect cock.

      “Shite. I hope you have really good insurance on this car,” she teased.

      “Fuck. I don’t even care that was so good. But the coils in the seat are about to claim my ass,” he laughed as he opened the car door and helped her get out and to her feet. They quickly scrambled to safety and turned to watch roaring flames engulf his vehicle.

      “Och, I hear sirens,” Breslin replied, looking over at Rhett’s naked body as he joined her. Their clothes were going up in flames, along with the car. “Shite, my phone’s in there, too. Any ideas how we’re going to make it back to Zeum?”

      “I say we run like hell,” he said as he laughed and tugged her to the end of the building, leaving his car behind. “I’ll deal with the cops later over this one. Somehow I doubt it will help my case if they see we’re the reason it’s on fire.”

      “Aye, you’re right. Maybe we can get Orlando and Santi to intervene for you,” Breslin said.

      “Sounds good to me. Let’s head back to my place. I doona live far from here.”

      “Nay, that’s no’ going to happen. This was fun but I’m going home,” she informed him as she once again erected a wall between them. It was the only way she could protect her heart from being hurt again.

      “But, I thought this meant we were going to try and work it out,” he admitted.

      “I am giving you a chance, Rhett, but doona think that having sex makes everything right. Sex wasn’t our issue. Your commitment was. I need to see you won’t take off again,” she informed him and walked off, ducking into the shadows across the street.

      Let him see how it feels to be left all alone, she thought. Payback was a bitch.
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      “I was surprised to hear from you,” Bhric stated as he approached the table where Rhett sat.

      Rhett smiled at his friend but Bhric’s expression remained stoic. Rhett hoped that the familiar atmosphere of Howler’s would lighten the tension between them but apparently, he was wrong.

      The bar was their place to meet for drinks and billiards. At least it was before the strain to their friendship. Rhett decided not to take the vampire’s demeanor personally. The fact that he showed up at all told Rhett that Bhric didn’t despise him.

      Bhric took a seat across from Rhett and glared daggers at him. Rhett amended his previous thought. Maybe the vampire agreed to meet so he could beat the ever-loving shit out of him.

      “I miss hanging with you,” Rhett said, attempting conversation. “Believe it or not, you’re my best friend. I’ve never been as close with anyone else.”

      “How is that possible? You’re older than dirt, demon. I couldna imagine no’ having close friends,” Bhric commented.

      “I’m a wanderer,” Rhett offered with a shrug. “We don’t stay in one place for long. Even on Khoth, I wandered. Attachments don’t come easy for fire demons, which is why this Fated Mate thing is difficult for me,” Rhett admitted. “Drink?” he asked and motioned for the waitress.

      “Nay. I doona drink anymore,” Bhric shared and it was Rhett’s turn to gape.

      “Not at all? I thought that would pass once you were reacquainted with Macallan.” Rhett surmised.

      “Fuck that shite. That knife to my skull changed my sense of taste. I canna stand liquor now. Once sober, I realized how much of an arse I was before. Plus, I have too much to lose now and Alex is the only high I crave. So, why did you want to see me?”

      Rhett met Bhric’s amber gaze, which reminded him of the reason. “Your sister, of course. But also, I want to mend the bridge between us.”

      “You burned that fucking bridge when you left my puthair. She could’ve died, you know? The only reason you’re still breathing is because she needs your blood. I doona know that you can make things right between us,” Bhric explained. “I experienced her suffering when you were away, Rhett. I know exactly what she went through and I want to fucking shred you for it.”

      Rhett dragged his fingers through his hair. “Fuck, Bhric. I never would’ve left if I had known what would happen. No one ever told me. Look, I’m here now and I’ll chop down an entire forest to build a new bridge, if you’ll just meet me halfway. Your sister is giving me another chance and I’m asking you to do the same.”

      The waitress came over and Bhric ordered chicken wings and a soda. “I’m no’ sure I can. I doona know that you deserve her. She needs your blood and I will make sure you give it to her but I doona know if you are Fated Mate material. Your first reaction was to bolt and that says a lot aboot you. I guess time will tell your intent,” Bhric said.

      Rhett sat back in his chair and took a swig of his beer. “Shit. I know I made a mess of things. Just don’t write me off completely. I could use a friend right now. Plus, you can give me a leg up with Breslin. You are her twin, after all,” Rhett coaxed with a chuckle.

      “Nay. No’ a fucking chance. I like my balls where they are and my puthair will remove them if I give you inside information.”

      “I’m not asking you to betray her confidence. After our date at the Melting Pot, I saw a sliver of hope. Can you give me any advice on fixing things with her?” Rhett asked, unwilling to disclose the intimate details of their car-burning rendezvous.

      “I’ll tell you this much. Honesty is the key with Breslin. Doona lie to her or say what you think she wants to hear. She will tear you to pieces,” Bhric replied before he stood. “Wanna shoot some pool?”

      “Rack your balls, buddy. Although, my advantage was taken the minute you got sober. I think I’ll have another since I feel a slaughter coming,” Rhett said with a chuckle.

      “Suck it up, Buttercup. I havena played sober before but I’m ready to make you cry like a wee bairn,” Bhric taunted as he placed the balls inside the wood triangle on the pool table.

      That quick, they found their comradery and it felt like old times. Rhett knew he had a long way to go but it was nice to laugh and joke again. Once more, he saw a small shard of hope that he could get his life back to the way it was.

      “I’ll be sure to let Alex know why you went home bawling so she doesn’t think you’re drunk,” Rhett quipped as he selected a stick.

      Bhric laughed and grabbed his cue. “Oh, okay. Take your best shot. So, where you living now?”

      “I’m in a realm apartment complex. It’s close to Zeum but it’s not the same. I guess the compound was more home to me than I realized,” Rhett confided as he aimed and shot.

      The crack joined the noise in the bar and the balls scattered across the felt. A striped sphere fell into a corner pocket and Rhett searched for his next shot.

      “I’ve never settled in one place but with you guys, I felt rooted for the first time. It’s part of what drew me back.”

      “You kinda fucked that up, bro. Prove yourself to Breslin and you’ll be accepted back into the fold. Now, stop talking and shoot, pussy,” Bhric chided.

      Rhett slammed the rest of his drink. “What is it with you twins and no talking?” Rhett asked and missed his next shot as a memory of Breslin urging him to stop talking and start fucking flashed through his mind.

      Bhric took his turn and sunk three in a row then turned to Rhett with a smirk.

      “I still got it, demon,” Bhric boasted and a thin layer of frost coated the cue in his hand.

      Rhett barked out a laugh until he caught sight of a female through the front window, and immediately froze in place.

      It was Breslin. And she wasn’t alone.

      Rhett’s vision went red then blurred. He was going to kill that fucking shifter. He tossed aside his cue and charged for the door. Strong arms banded around his chest, stopping his movement.

      “Doona think aboot it,” Bhric growled in his ear. “You’re eyes have fucking flames in them. I doona know what’s going on with you but I willna allow you to cause a scene. Reel it in,” Bhric ordered.

      “Get. Off. Me. My female is with another. She…is…mine. And if you think I’m going to stand here and watch that fucker paw her, think again,” Rhett growled as fire coated his body.

      Bhric cursed and released his hold when flames singed his skin. Rhett didn’t stick around to see if he was okay. He was in motion and out the door a second later.

      “Breslin,” Rhett called out. “Nice night for a stroll.”

      Breslin’s body went still but she didn’t turn around right away. Rhett strolled toward her and didn’t miss her long legs on display, thanks to the mini-skirt she was wearing. And she was wearing the same sandals she had on the night before. The ones he tossed in the back seat before ravaging her body. This motherfucker wasn’t getting the same opportunity. Not while Rhett was alive.

      “Aye. ‘Tis a gorgeous night, Rhett. I didna expect to see you here,” Breslin muttered as she glanced around the parking lot.

      Was she looking for his car? He was tempted to remind her they burned the damn thing when they’d made love in it.

      “No, I imagine you didn’t. What are you doing?” He knew his tone was sharp and accusatory but jealousy robbed him of all sense and restraint.

      “Not that I have to explain myself but I’m having dinner, demon. So, if you’ll excuse us,” Breslin snapped.

      “You don’t have to explain yourself? What the fuck does that mean? Are you trying to get back at me for leaving?” Rhett asked as his fury burned uncontrollably.

      The shifter stepped up and put his arm around Breslin. Rhett didn’t miss the way Breslin cringed away from the male or the way her face blanched. She didn’t want this male. She was playing fucking games and Rhett wasn’t putting up with that shit.

      “Leave her alone,” the shifter demanded. “She made it clear she doesn’t want you. You aren’t her Fated Mate and never will be.”

      “I am her mate,” Rhett growled and his flames danced in warning.

      “Oh, now you want to be my mate? What aboot six months ago? Wasna it you who told me to find another?’ Breslin shouted and Rhett saw fire behind her eyes.

      “Yo, pal. Back off and leave her alone. Can’t you see she’s not interested? Give her more trouble and my bear will take you the fuck down,” the shifter threatened.

      And then everything went to shit.

      Rhett’s caged beast broke free and roared. He shot a blast of fire at the bear. Breslin shrieked when Rhett charged forward. His shoulder slammed into the shifter’s mid-section and lifted.

      Claws embedded in Rhett’s back, and he felt scalding lava seep from the wound. It caught Rhett off guard and he dropped the shifter from his hold. The male landed on all fours but was on his feet in the next instance.

      Breslin jumped in between them but Rhett shoved her aside, afraid she would get hurt. She stumbled and fell to her hands and knees. Rhett didn’t have time to check on her before the shifter flashed a mouthful of canines and lunged towards Rhett’s neck.

      Rhett’s rage erupted, and without warning, his teeth lengthened and sharpened, and flaming horns sprouted from his head and down his spine. Claws shot from his fingertips and fire coated his entire body. His beast had never taken control and Rhett couldn’t rein it in. He was lost to the fury racing through his veins.

      He grabbed the shifter around the middle and clawed his flesh. Blinding light flashed and when Rhett glanced down, the shifter’s flesh turned into fur. The smell of burnt animal fur filled Rhett’s nostrils as the bear’s plate-sized paw swiped at Rhett.

      Rhett crouched and the paw swung over his head. He glanced over and noticed a small group of humans exiting a nearby restaurant. They were joined by several supernaturals from Howlers and the crowd encircled the scene.

      Phones flashed as the humans tried to capture pictures of his fiery body. Rhett knew exposure to humans was a death sentence but he couldn’t control his beast. It wanted blood, and if that meant destroying the whole fucking city, so be it. His vision blurred as his flames burned behind his eyes.

      “Rhett, please stop. You’re going to kill someone. I know you doona want to hurt innocents,” Breslin pleaded as she stepped closer.

      He could feel her power tugging at his beast. It didn’t like it and fire shot in every direction as Breslin tried to gain the upper hand but his demon didn’t flinch.

      “Please, Rhett. Come back to me,” he heard her say.

      Rhett shook his head, trying to focus on Breslin’s voice. He wanted to get back to her. He promised he’d never leave again, and he meant it. He staggered and felt the inferno wane.

      “That’s it, baby. It’s working. Come back to me,” Rhett heard again.

      His fire receded enough to where Rhett could make out his surroundings. As soon as Breslin came into view and he met her terrified gaze, he shoved his demon back in its cage, and called the fire back to his body.

      Breslin ran to him and threw her arms around his neck, kissing him. “Doona ever do that again, arsehole! Do you hear me?” she ordered, but didn’t stop kissing him.

      He pulled away and forced her to meet his gaze. “Then don’t ever pull that shit again. You’re mine, Flame. If you want me to prove my commitment, that’s one thing, but I will not tolerate another male touching you. Understand?” Rhett stated as he looked over to the shifter.

      “This is my mate, motherfucker. Don’t ever come near her again,” he growled as he wrapped his arms around Breslin’s waist.

      Another flash of light and the shifter transformed back to his human counterpart.

      The naked male looked at them then muttered, “My pleasure. You two are fucking psychos and deserve each other,” he spat then turned and stalked down the street.

      “Get oot of here. I’ve got damage control to do, and your presence is making it worse,” Bhric stated as he approached Rhett and Breslin, glancing to the onlookers.

      Two vampires stepped up and offered their assistance in wiping the memories of the small group of humans and Bhric accepted, thanking them for their loyalty to the realm.

      Rhett turned to Breslin and smiled. “Come on, Flame. Let’s go and let our psychos play together.”

      Breslin winked. “Sanity is overrated. Crazy is an adventure.”
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      Ramiel stalked through the park, trampling flowers as he went. Gasps from nearby angels echoed louder than the songbird’s chorus of love and happiness. There was nothing to celebrate and the peace and tranquility the Joybringers offered fell on deaf ears.

      Rami’s reputation followed him like a dark cloud, so those surrounding him should not be shocked by his path of destruction. Besides, they could fix his mess with a wave of their delicate hands. What they objected to most was their perfect world being disrupted. Many asserted Heaven as a place of harmony and love but Rami saw through the façade. It was no different than anywhere else. Pain and anguish lived within these walls, as well.

      It took all his willpower to continue walking, when he wanted to turn around and demand his due. His scope as an Angel of Retribution was the Tehrex Realm and the Goddess’s creations. He should be there right now, seeking vengeance against the archdemon for kidnapping innocent children.

      It was total bullshit to be held back because Camael feared Rami would ignore the innocent if faced with danger to Izzy or Elsie.

      “Hey, Ayil,” Rami barked as he entered Bladz, his home away from home.

      The greatest shock for Rami was discovering that the heavenly world had bars. Who would’ve thought there would be a place where angels could hang out and drink? Warrior Angels and AOR were the typical patrons but he occasionally ran into an archangel enjoying a libation.

      “Rami. How’s it going, bro? Is everything okay?” Ayil asked with narrowed eyes. “Did something happen?” he added and his massive red wings bristled.

      “Your sister is fine, if that’s what you mean. Last time I saw her, anyway. Something’s happened but it doesn’t involve anyone at Zeum…yet,” Rami replied and took a seat on the bar stool next to Ayil.

      The Warrior Angel was a hulking man. He was taller and more muscular than Rami but that didn’t intimidate him. Ramiel donned the lethal wings of retribution and didn’t cower to anyone. It was an honor to be chosen as an AOR and Rami took his role seriously.

      Glancing around, Rami noticed he and Ayil were the only two in the pub, except for the owner and ever-present bartender, Thorne.

      Bladz was a unique establishment for many reasons and Thorne was one of them. The guy had the red wings of a warrior but he never left Heaven, as far as Rami knew. Rami wondered if it was because of his mangled wings. He doubted the man could fly and wondered if the rumors were true.

      He’d heard Thorne was nearly killed by demons during a raid and that his fellow warriors barely got him back to the healers in time. Rami never considered his life beyond his new role as AOR but realized he might need a retirement plan at some point. If he were unable to perform his duties, how could he contribute to this world? He doubted there was an official title for an angel with a chip on his shoulder.

      “What’s your poison today?” Thorne asked as he grabbed Ayil’s mug and topped it off with tap beer.

      “Whatever he’s having,” Rami replied.

      Glancing at Thorne, Rami couldn’t help but notice the man’s ink. Every visible inch of flesh on his arms was decorated. Did he get the tattoos before or after he stopped fighting demons? Were they covering scars, or perhaps symbols of his victories? He would have to ask where one went in Heaven to acquire a tat, because Rami envisioned scars littering his flesh before the year was out.

      “What do you mean yet?” Ayil demanded as he took a swig of beer.

      Rami spent enough time with Illianna’s three brothers and knew their personalities well enough to know Ayil was the best choice for this conversation. He was the most compromising of the three and Rami hoped to gain his allegiance first.

      “Have you heard about what’s happening in the Tehrex Realm?” Rami asked as he accepted his beer from Thorne and leaned an elbow on the countertop.

      Heat radiated from its smooth surface and Ramiel lifted his arm and glanced at the solid gold bar inlaid with gemstones. He understood that most items in Heaven were touched by magic but it was strange to see such an extraordinary structure in the hole-in-the-wall bar.

      If he were in a human pub, patrons would eye the counter with envy and gouge the diamonds and emeralds from the gold. In Heaven, no one cared about money or finances. Poor or homeless didn’t exist. There was no monetary system because angels’ needs were provided for them, with the understanding that one worked it off through their jobs. It was one relief in Rami’s life.

      He recalled his human life and the struggle of trying to make ends meet. He and Elsie were college students, barely able to pay their bills, but Elsie was the positive attitude in their marriage and eased the stress and tension. She was the calm to his storm.

      Shaking off the hurtful past, Rami acknowledged he was grateful money concerns were a thing of the past. Although, he wasn’t certain what plagued him now was any less grueling. Burdens were unique to each divine being. It could be the weight of past sins that tormented an angel, or the future of their current mission.

      He was responsible for the survival of a child that represented loss, heartache, and betrayal. His first assignment was Isobel, daughter to Elsie and Zander, and he was forced to relive losing Elsie again and again. His emotions weren’t warranted, given she thought him dead, but they were present in all their aching glory, nonetheless.

      “The new archdemons?” Ayil asked, intruding on his thoughts. He needed to focus on the matter at hand, and persuade the warrior to join his forces.

      “Huh? Yes, specifically Crocell. Her sister, Cresil, was killed recently and sent to the Underworld for rebirth. Cresil’s death is driving Crocell’s current rampages,” Rami told the male.

      Suddenly, the front door burst open, and Rami’s gaze snapped towards the encroaching figures. It was Ayil’s two brothers, and Rami cursed. Now, he’d have to convince the three of them to help him and the odds were stacked against that happening.

      “Thorne! Whassup?” Araton shouted as he walked over to the bar.

      “My perpetual hardon,” Thorne replied with a smile.

      “I feel your pain, bro. It seems the last dozen dates I’ve been on have been with Queens of Virtue. Where are all the Sluts of Sin?” Araton remarked as Thorne slid a cold mug his way.

      “I wish I knew. I’ve got a sack of balls that need stroking,” Thorne countered.

      “Maybe that’s your problem. Lookin’ for love in all the wrong places,” Abraxos chimed in, singing the verse from the popular Johnny Lee song.

      “Please, bitch, don’t start with the singing,” Thorne said and threw a hand towel at Abraxos’s face.

      “You’re just jealous that I croon my way between the ladies’ legs,” Abraxos said and tossed the rag back to the bartender.

      Rami barked out a laugh. Thorne didn’t have a comeback to that comment. Abraxos was a ladies’ man, no doubt about it. There wasn’t a woman alive that could resist the warrior’s charm. Personally, Rami didn’t give a shit if Abraxos fucked every angel in Heaven. His heart was on lock down. Women were the devil, and he wanted nothing to do with love.

      Their small group moved to a nearby table for easier conversation. It was still strange to Rami, seeing wings jut from the backs of the residents in Heaven. Especially, from the backs of Warrior Angels, who wore torn jeans and t-shirts. They couldn’t be dressed more casually for a group that defended their realm. At least Rami dressed in black leather and looked the part of a badass. Only item that was similar were their boots. Fighters of all types wore them, given they offered the best protection. No one wanted to be taken down because they stubbed a fucking toe.

      “So, what were you two discussing when we arrived?” Araton inquired.

      “Rami was about to tell me about Crocell’s latest turmoil,” Ayil answered and met Rami’s gaze.

      The atmosphere quickly changed from jovial to serious in the next breath.

      What kind of rampage is the demon on now? You know she used to be a Joybringer, don’t you? It’s ironic to recall how peaceful she and Cresil were when they lived among us,” Abraxos shared as he crossed thick arms over his chest.

      Rami couldn’t believe the blue bitches were once angels. They were the antithesis of rightful and pure. He’d grown up hearing church sermons about the big battle in Heaven that ended in the fall of thousands of angels, but he’d never see those two creatures as anything but evil.

      “She’s kidnapping supernatural children as sacrifice, in hopes of resurrecting Cresil. Izzy and the others are in danger. Despite the fact my main assignment is the child that is a direct connection to the Goddess Morrigan, Camael has forbid me getting involved in this matter,” Rami said through gritted teeth.

      “You’re too emotionally involved in this,” Abraxos observed as he leaned back in his chair, balancing his weight on the two back legs.

      Rami’s anger shot hot and heavy and he nearly tackled the man. This was not how he saw this playing out, and he was losing ground.

      “I can see why he’s concerned but I think he could use that to his advantage. Camael isn’t using his resources wisely. I suspect he is still finding his footing with his new position,” Araton commented

      “I don’t give a fuck about his footing. I care about my charge,” Rami barked. “Can you help me hunt Crocell and end her sorry-ass life?” he added and glanced to Ayil.

      He wished he could force his opinion onto the brothers. Rami had the power of trance and persuasion but his ability didn’t work on his brethren, so it was useless to deplete his energy with the effort.

      “No, we can’t. We have obligations and if we ignore them to help you, hundreds of innocent humans could die. Remember, the supernaturals aren’t helpless,” Ayil informed Rami.

      Rami knew he was referring to the Dark Warriors. It was their job to fight the demons and their minions, but they hadn’t defeated Crocell. Hell, they couldn’t even find her. That was the fucking problem.

      “Your job is to keep Izzy safe. Focus on that and leave the demon to Zander,” Abraxos explained.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Rami conceded.

      He didn’t need to waste more time trying to convince the brothers to assist him. They’d made up their minds. And, he didn’t want them thinking he was going off on his own. They were good guys that followed the rules. If they suspected Rami was half-cocked and doing as he saw fit, they would call Chief and report him. The last thing Rami needed was Camael breathing down his neck. Not when he had a demon to kill.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Rami,” Izzy cried out as she jumped off her bed and ran to his side.

      Rami’s heart jolted at the sight of her shiny black curls and deep blue eyes. The little girl reminded him of Elsie, with her infectious smile and laughter. She had her father’s eyes but he didn’t hold that against her. Izzy was the only light in his life, and he’d fight tooth and nail to keep her safe.

      “Are you here to play?” she asked excitedly.

      “Yes, Cupcake. I’m here to play. Does that make you happy?” he asked as he hugged her close.

      Izzy was the only one that didn’t look at him with fear or concern. Everyone else saw him as a loose cannon, and he hated it. Yes, he was calculating and lethal to the core. And maybe he was a bit reckless from time to time, but it came with the territory.  But when Izzy looked at him, there was genuine joy and enthusiasm on her face.

      “Yay, yay, yay,” Izzy cried out as she pushed out of his hold and danced around in circles. “Pip, Squeak, it’s time to play,” she squealed.

      At hearing their names, two small puff-balls surged to life on her bed. The kippies that Mack brought back from the dragon realm, Khoth, resembled koala bears, except one was pink (he assumed that was the female) and the other was gray. They began chattering and playing on the bed as Izzy approached them.

      The creatures befitted Izzy’s room of fantasy. Her bed was covered in a pink, lacy comforter that was covered with dozens of stuffed animals. There were fairies, grassy knolls, mushrooms, and a large black dragon painted on her walls. The dragon was coiled around a pile of gold and gems. At first glance, the images appeared to be like any other hand-painted mural but with a shift of Rami’s head, the dragon’s eyes brightened, the jewels twinkled, and the fairies’ wings fluttered.

      Powerful magic created the effect and Rami wondered about the progression of the little girl’s abilities. Izzy was vibrant and full of life. Hell, for all he knew, she created the images herself. All he knew was there was a massive amount of force in her tiny bones.

      Rami recalled the moment she earned the nickname Demonator. She teleported from the safety of Elsie’s arms and reappeared in Kadir’s clutches. Fear paralyzed the Dark Warriors until Izzy called a weapon of light to her hand and placed one palm over the archdemon’s heart, ending his existence forever. No being possessed such power before Izzy. She represented the Triskele Amulet and wielded its force.

      Ramiel watched as Izzy closed her eyes and spread her palms. She stood there for several seconds and didn’t budge an inch. The air thickened and Rami tensed, ready to call his weapon of light. A moment later, a small table appeared in the middle of Izzy’s room, laden with teas and treats.

      Rami schooled his features to mask his surprise. One reason Izzy was more open with him than anyone else was because he didn’t show shock or fear when she displayed her abilities.

      Unfamiliar with how things worked in the Tehrex Realm, Rami wasn’t sure if Izzy’s accelerated development was normal or not. Zander explained she was progressing faster than any child before her and Rami worried what that might mean for her life.

      Elsie and Zander worked hard to keep her safe and sheltered but no one spent much time exploring her magic and abilities, so Rami tried to discuss it as much as possible with the young child.

      “I got your favorite. Booberry,” she told Rami and pointed to the blueberry pie sitting on one side of the table. “Tea time!”

      Izzy grabbed his hand and dragged him over to the table where he obediently took his seat in the small chair. “That’s a neat trick, Iz. Did you just learn it?” Rami asked as he carefully lifted the ceramic teacup to his lips.

      “Yeah. I wanted my dragon’s treasure to sparkle so I made it happen. And now, Pepper doesn’t have to go to the kitchen when we want snacks,” Izzy shared as she fed Squeak a grape.

      “That’s good because Pepper is a pain in my rear,” he replied, filtering his true feelings about the gnome that swore fealty to the little princess. What Rami really wanted to say was the little fucker was a huge pain in the ass and needed the shit beat out of him.

      “Aw, don’t say that. Pepper is my friend, Rami,” she said with a pout.

      Rami decided to take the high road so he didn’t upset Izzy any further. “You know, Iz, I wish I had your ability. Then, I could stay in bed all day and eat to my heart’s content and never get up, except to pee,” Rami said and she giggled.

      He wondered if she created the objects from nothing or if she simply transported them from another place.

      He remembered a conversation with the Rowan triplets. They were the High Priestesses, ruling the witches of the realm. From what Pema and her sisters explained, magic couldn’t create something that didn’t exist, but normal rules didn’t apply to Izzy. She was Goddess-touched.

      “Dat’s cheating, silly. The Goddess says not to use my power dat much. Someting about it attracting the bad demons,” Izzy murmured as she picked up a flower-shaped sugar cookie and took a large bite.

      Rami took a sip of his tea and realized it wasn’t tea at all. “Chocolate milk. I wasn’t expecting that,” he teased with a wink, making Izzy giggle. “Does your mommy and daddy know about what the Goddess told you?”

      Izzy stood up and danced to her dresser and grabbed her tiara and ran back to his side. “Yep. I told them. Put this on pease,” she told him and held out the silver headpiece.

      He expected it to be plastic and was surprised to feel the weight. Knowing the wealth of the Tarakesh family, Rami would bet it was pure silver and that the sparkling stones were actual diamonds. It pissed him off that the vampire gave Elsie everything he couldn’t.

      Rami put the tiara on and cocked his head so the crown tilted. “What am I doing wrong? It won’t stay in place. Is my head too big?”

      Izzy fell into a fit of giggles and laughed so hard, Rami was helpless not to join her. Her sweet laughter was contagious. He reached out and tickled her tummy then rolled to the floor, taking her with him. He continued to tickle her until she begged for mercy.

      Sitting cross-legged on a plush area rug, Izzie crawled into Rami’s lap.

      “Can you put it on me?” Izzy asked, grabbing the tiara from the floor. “I’m not posed to wear it, but if you’re here then I can.”

      “Are you sure you should be putting this on? I won’t get in trouble with your mommy, will I?” Rami asked with an exaggerated expression of fright on his face.

      “Of tourse not. Mama loves you. She won’t be mad, and I won’t wear it out of my room. She says it’s too much and I don’t need to wear it, but she’s wrong. I need my sparklies,” Izzy admitted as she placed it in Rami’s palm.

      Rami’s throat constricted at hearing her words. If only what she said was true. Elsie no longer loved him. She was hopelessly devoted to Zander.

      It’s for the best, get over it.

      He avoided Elsie and Zander as much as possible because the knife remained buried in his chest. It ached and twisted at the oddest moments, stealing his breath. He no longer held any romantic notions of love and loyalty. Izzy was his only source of true happiness. How ironic considering she was the result of his greatest heartache.

      When he looked at the vampire princess, he saw Zander but when she opened her mouth and talked, she was one hundred percent Elsie. Izzy shared her mother’s same stubborn determination. Even at a young age, the little girl did what she saw fit, regardless of the outcome. Once they realized that, Izzy’s family focused on teaching her good from bad, and safety from danger. It was the only way to protect her.

      While Izzy shared so much of her mother’s personality, she was also very different from Elsie. Izzy’s taste in clothing and jewelry was extravagant and bold. Elsie was the total opposite and Rami appreciated that Elsie remained simple and classic, despite being filthy rich. Some might think Izzy was spoiled rotten but that couldn’t be farther from the truth. She possessed a heart of gold in her tiny body.

      Izzy didn’t hesitate to protect those she loved and Rami acknowledged there were no limits to her capability. He was certain she would accomplish big things in her life, and was blessed to be given a front row seat.

      “Like this?” he asked as he gently put the crown on Izzy’s head until the attached comb caught in her hair, and the tiara stayed in place.

      She touched her head carefully and jumped up exclaiming, “Yes,” then rushed to the mirror on her closet door. She swished her pretty blue dress back and forth and smiled wide. “Tank you, Rami. Want more milk?”

      “No thank you but I must say, this pie is delicious. Tastes just like your mom’s.”

      She giggled. “I know. She made dat this morning. I know you love it best.”

      That answered his earlier thought on whether she conjured images or moved them from place to place.

      “Yes, I do. But, let’s save some for Orlando. He likes it, too. How’s Donovan?” he asked, referring to the young cambion that was Izzy’s favorite playmate.

      Izzy’s smile disappeared and she rushed back to his lap where she curled up and snuggled close.

      “What’s wrong, Cupcake?” Rami asked as he brushed her long locks from her face.

      “I’m scared for Donny. I seen bad things happen to him,” Izzy said in a small voice and her bottom lip quivered.

      The hair on the back of Rami’s neck prickled and stood on end. Elsie had premonitions and he wondered if Izzy shared the same affliction.

      When he was married to Elsie, he had dismissed her ‘feelings’, calling her paranoid. After he became an angel, Rami discovered life was far more complex and dangerous than he ever imagined. There were monsters that went bump in the night and when bad things happened, there was sometimes evil behind it.

      One of his biggest regrets was that he hadn’t apologized to Elsie. He should’ve believed in her when he had the chance. Maybe things would’ve played out differently for them.

      “What did you see?” Rami asked curiously.

      “I saw a bad demon and dey stole Donovan. He was mad and fighting and kicking, but he couldn’t escape. There were bars and he was bleeding. It scared me. I don’t want him to die,” Izzy admitted and when she looked up at him, her big blue eyes filled with tears.

      “Did you see where they were? Can you tell when this is going to happen?” he asked, trying to hold his eagerness back.

      If she could give him an idea where to start his search, he could find Crocell and stop her. Then he’d prove to Camael he could do his fucking job plus the job of the warriors.

      “Oooo, your eyes are bright red. Like pretty lights,” Izzy observed and placed one finger under his left eye.

      Rami’s anger got the better of him and his eyes took on an otherworldly glow. He was different than the supernaturals whose eyes glowed when they were aroused. He remembered when he discovered that little gem of information.

      It was when he was staying at Zeum and Elsie rushed into Izzy’s nursery one night when she heard her daughter crying. Rami was cradling Izzy when Elsie barreled through the doorway, her skin flushed and her eyes glowing brightly. It didn’t take a fucking genius to know what her and Zander were doing in the next room.

      Rami had no idea if angel’s eyes glowed when aroused. He hadn’t been aroused since the day he was thrust back into Elsie’s life. Life was a bitch sometimes.

      Shaking off his ruminations, Rami focused on Izzy and murmured, “Do you know where they were?”

      “No. Donny was mad and his beast was coming out. All I saw were trees. Can you protect him, too? Be his Guardian Angel? We can share you,” Izzy pleaded. He saw the hope in her eyes over the prospect and he hated to be the one to crush that wish.

      “No, sweetie. It doesn’t work that way. I don’t have a connection with Donovan, and I can’t make one, but I promise to search for the demon and stop her before she gets to him,” Rami vowed.

      “It’s not a her though.”

      “What do you mean? The new demons are females with blue wings. Did you see their wings, Iz?”

      “No. I don’t tink they have wings. I need him to be safe,” Izzy demanded.

      “I will find them, Cupcake. You can count on me,” Rami vowed.

      This was the reason he became an Angel of Retribution and he refused to fail this little girl.
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      Breslin stood at her refrigerator, searching for something to eat. She didn’t know why she was looking because she wasn’t hungry. She was on edge. Her nerves were a jittery mess and she hoped a snack would calm her emotions. She scanned her shelves, trying to decide what to grab.

      Apple? No.

      Cheese and crackers? No.

      Chocolate truffle? Ooh, maybe.

      She grabbed the foil-wrapped delicacy and twisted the ends. Popping the white chocolate into her mouth, Breslin enjoyed the burst of creamy goodness. She loved gourmet chocolate almost as much as she loved cheesecake.

      Unfortunately, the heavenly treat did nothing to ease her anxiety.

      Had she made the biggest mistake of her life, asking Rhett to move in with her? The male had squashed her heart like a pestering bug. Could she trust him not to repeat it? She wanted to believe he’d changed, but she wasn’t certain.

      At least having him close, she could feed more often. Her body quickly recovered after taking his blood a few times. The mere thought had her gums tingling and she knew she would need to feed again soon.

      Breslin hated that she was so dependent on the male. Damsel in distress didn’t suit her. She called the shots, not the other way around. And yet, here she was, sitting around waiting on him. Anger, hot and unyielding, coursed through her veins. This was not how she envisioned life after finding her Fated Mate.

      Her mate was supposed to complete her. Make all her fears and uncertainties disappear. Ha, what a joke. Rhett only added to her insecurities.

      She grabbed another truffle and slammed the refrigerator door. The last thing she needed was to overindulge on the calorie-loaded dessert. Not that supernaturals were prone to weight gain. Their metabolism was off the charts and they were healthy and fit, but too much of the sugary substance gave her a stomachache.

      Maybe she should hit the training room for a quick workout before Rhett arrived. That would ease not only the stress, but her pent-up lust. Breslin’s mate mark flared to life, reminding her she needed to complete the mating. Fat chance of that happening anytime soon. She wasn’t about to plan a ceremony with a male that might leave her standing at the altar because he needed to go on another walkabout.

      A soft rap at her door startled her out of her contemplation.

      “Come in,” she called and her gut twisted.

      The door swung open and she watched Rhett swagger into her suite of rooms. The male left her breathless every time she saw him. Goddess, he was sexy. Her eyes trailed from head to toe, taking in every inch. Her core clenched with need at the sight.

      “Hey, Flame,” he husked and walked to her, setting his small suitcase on the floor by her feet.

      “Did you have any problems getting inside the gate?” she asked, aware that Rhett wasn’t the most welcomed visitor at Zeum.

      “Uh, not too bad. Nate had a couple jabs but I expected that. I passed Zander, too. You might want to check me for holes after the death glare I received,” Rhett commented as he wrapped arms around her waist and pulled her flush against his torso.

      “Doona pay him any attention. I talked with him and Kyran a bit ago. I’ll get with Bhric when he gets back. They know I’ve asked you to move in,” she explained.

      “I’m well-aware that I need to prove myself to your family and friends. I can’t expect them to go back to the way things were so easily. Having said that, they are not my priority. You are,” he admitted as his hands roamed her back.

      She wanted to melt into him and get lost in his arms, but she knew that was a bad idea. They needed to discuss some things. She stepped out of his embrace and walked to the nearby sofa.

      “I’m surprised you have just the one bag. Is that all of your things?” she asked as she took a seat.

      Rhett followed her lead and sat beside her. “You’d be surprised how much is in there, but yes, that’s it. When you travel as much as I have, you learn to keep it light,” he replied and reached over to caress her cheek.

      Heat blazed where he touched and she leaned into his palm. She craved his hands all over her body. His simple stroke left her burning with need. She met his gaze and watched flames dance in his orange eyes. It was hypnotic.

      He leaned down and nuzzled her neck. “Do you need my blood?” he whispered in her ear as he kissed a trail along her sensitive flesh.

      “Aye,” she panted.

      “Take what you need, my love,” he murmured and tilted his head in offer.

      She felt his fire ignite, reminding her of what happened outside the restaurant. Shaking off her desires, she put a hand to his chest.

      “We need to talk. You need to explain what happened earlier. I havena seen you like that before,” she stated.

      “I’d rather give you what you need. Let’s forget about that and focus on the now,” he coaxed and scooted closer.

      “Nay, Rhett. I canna forget. It scared the shite oot of me. It felt like you were slipping away. Why?” she demanded.

      Rhett sighed and leaned forward, his head resting in his palms. He sat quietly for a few minutes then answered. “I’m not sure. That’s never happened to me before.”

      Breslin wasn’t sure what to make of that. Rhett was over a thousand years old. She couldn’t imagine there was much he hadn’t experienced at least one time in his life.

      “I’ve heard fire demons are unpredictable when it comes to rage. Was it that?” she asked and leaned forward to meet his gaze.

      “Yes. My inner beast has remained in check all my life. I’ve always controlled my fire…until tonight. When that fucking shifter staked a claim on you, I lost it. The beast broke free and wanted to destroy everything. That’s all I can tell you,” he said and reached over to grab her hand.

      “Bre, it was you that brought me back. I could feel you battling the demon for my fire. I was lucky. Typically, once the beast has control, it’s hard to cage them.”

      “So, are you saying you need me as much as I need you?” she asked with a slight grin.

      She wished that were true. Unfortunately, the mating compulsion wreaked far greater havoc on Breslin than any fire demon did on Rhett.

      “Yes, and no, Flame. The way I see it, it’s your fault he escaped. Flaunting that jackass in front of me. If you ever pull a stunt like that again,” he growled.

      “My fault? Doona blame me. You brought this whole mess on yourself!” she snapped and Rhett burst into laughter.

      “Ah, my beautifully wicked Flame,” he cooed and pulled her to him, laying back on the sofa.

      Instantly, heat sparked between them. She loved the feel of her fire calling to his.

      “Ugh, you jackarse,” she quipped and tried to sit up but he held her tight.

      “Don’t fight it. You know it feels too good. Just be,” he encouraged as he grabbed her wrists and pinned them behind her back.

      Breslin was trapped but not entirely. She was strong enough to break free of his hold if she wanted.

      “‘Tis your problem, demon. Everything is aboot the moment with you. But what happens when the moment ends and you want something else?” she said teasingly, even though she meant every word.

      Rhett released her wrists and cupped her face, forcing her to meet his gaze.

      “Gods, I hate what I did to you. I’m so very sorry for putting doubt in your mind. If I could have a do-over, I’d change so many things, but that isn’t an option. I promise you this. No matter how long it takes, I’m going to prove how much you mean to me. Just don’t write me off, Flame. Can you give me that much?” he asked as his thumbs caressed her flesh.

      More than anything, she wanted to believe him. She didn’t need to be pampered with gifts or false notions. She yearned for honesty, loyalty, and passion that would set her soul on fire. Could this demon give her all that when his basic nature was to put his needs before others?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I promise that I’ll give this a second chance, Rhett. Doona disappoint me,” Breslin replied.

      Rhett could see the hurt in her eyes. He wished he weren’t responsible for putting it there. There was a wall between them and he hoped he could tear it down before it was too late.

      “Och, doona tell me you caved, puthair,” intruded a familiar voice.

      Rhett and Breslin turned their heads to see Bhric standing in the doorway.

      “Come in, brathair,” Breslin cried out as she climbed off Rhett and sat cross-legged on the sofa.

      Rhett sat up and swung his legs to the floor, resting his arm along the back of the sofa. Bhric took a seat in the adjacent chair, his eyes pinned on Rhett.

      “Doona give him the evil eye. I asked him to move back in. How did it go with the humans?” Breslin asked as she straightened her t-shirt.

      “It’s all taken care of. And, I doubt you’ll be hearing from your shifter friend after tonight,” Bhric said with a laugh.

      “If that fucker so much as texts you,” Rhett barked, and his beast rattled its cage. The fire in his veins gained momentum and his vision wavered.

      Breslin rubbed circles on his thigh and Rhett took several deep breaths. It calmed the worst of his anger to where he could focus. Realization dawned. His demon was awake and could easily take control if Rhett wasn’t careful.

      “Thank you for handling that,” Rhett said to Bhric, rubbing his chin.

      “Look. I doona know where this is going with the two of you, but Bre’s happiness is all that matters to me. Treat her right or you’ll be answering to me, demon. Got it?” Bhric snarled.

      “Understood,” Rhett replied and met Bhric’s stern gaze.

      “Good. Now, I’m going to get cleaned up before my mate gets home from the hospital. I borrowed some metal handcuffs from Kyran and thought I’d test her abilities on escaping them,” Bhric said and smiled.

      “Och, keep that info to yourself. You’re enjoying this way too much,” Breslin stated and shook her head.

      “Aye, you got that right. You might want to cover your ears later,” Bhric added as he stood up and walked toward the door.

      “Thanks for the warning,” Rhett called to his retreating back.

      A yawn escaped and Rhett stretched his arms, trying to wake up his weary body. The strain of the night was catching up to him.

      “Tired?” Breslin asked as she turned to face him.

      “A little. So, where will I be sleeping?” he asked and waggled his eyebrows.

      Breslin laughed and hit his chest. “I might need Nate to bring in a doghouse,” she joked.

      “Low blow, Flame. What’s a male got to do to get in your bed? Beg?” he teased and stuck out his tongue, panting.

      Her amber eyes glowed with mischief. “Maybe. Or, you could stop talking and let your mouth do something more useful,” she hinted as she stared at his lips.

      Without hesitation, he leaned over and claimed her mouth. Her soft lips meshed against his and Rhett devoured her sweetness. He would never tire of her cinnamon candy. His tongue pressed the seam of her mouth and she instantly parted her lips. That fast, passion erupted and he delved inside her hot cavern, exploring her mouth as his hand fisted her long auburn hair.

      She quickly scrambled to his lap and straddled his thighs as her arms wrapped around his neck. He pulled her closer, relishing the feel of her lush bosom pressing against his chest.

      “Bite me,” he murmured against her mouth.

      Her resounding moan had his cock jerking with need. No, he scolded the horny bastard. This was about her, not him. She needed his blood and he wanted to give her something without expecting anything in return.

      She broke the kiss and stared at him several seconds before her fangs slid from her gums. She was an exquisite creature. Enticing, yet dangerous. He wanted her beyond reason as he felt her fire come to life.

      She lowered her head and pierced the flesh on his neck.

      “Fuck,” he groaned as his orgasm slammed home and his seed spewed from his cock.

      The feeling of Breslin drawing his life force was indescribable. He didn’t give a fuck that she repeatedly caused him to cum all over himself. She could do this to him ten times a day if she wanted. He might need to buy a few more clothes but it would be money well spent.

      He scooted down to a more comfortable position and relaxed. His hands slid beneath her t-shirt and rubbed her silky skin. Breslin took her time, drinking deeply, and minutes later, Rhett felt her shudder a release, as well. It was gratifying to know he was the only male alive that could give her such pleasure. She could only feed from him, which meant this intimate act was solely theirs.

      When she’d had her fill, she removed her fangs and licked the puncture wounds, sealing them shut. Her gaze met his and he saw raw lust behind her amber orbs. She licked the blood from her lips and Rhett almost came again. He wanted her to lick his aching cock, but fought his urges.

      “I want you in my bed, demon,” she demanded and worked her hips on his straining erection.

      “Sleepy?” he husked.

      “Nay,” she replied and grabbed hold of the hem of her shirt, lifting it over her head.

      Her chest heaved with her pants and Rhett leaned forward to bury his face between her breasts. Fucking Heaven, he thought. He kissed the space between her large globes, enjoying her protests when he pulled away. He loved the sexual play with her.

      “I was thinking we could play video games or a board game, like Monopoly. What do you say,” he offered with a straight face.

      Her responding pout was the sexiest thing alive and he couldn’t resist grabbing her face and pulling it to his. He placed a tender kiss to her lips then murmured, “Or, maybe strip poker.”

      “Now, you’re talking. Cards are my specialty,” she said as she nibbled his ear.

      “Let’s shower first, Flame. Thanks to you, I’ve got a sticky mess to clean,” he admitted as he stood, taking her with him.

      As she wrapped her legs around his waist, his horny bastard jerked in triumph. Yeah, so much for being virtuous where the sexy vampire was concerned.
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      Breslin secured her long hair in a ponytail and dropped her brush when Zander blasted into her head, demanding she get to the construction site pronto. There were times his ability to mentally communicate with the Dark Warriors was a royal pain in the ass.

      She walked from her bathroom and sighed when she saw Rhett in her bed. The fire demon had spent the past twenty-four hours draining her energy supply, yet she wanted him again. Damn mating compulsion, she thought and shook her head.

      “Hey, you want to come with me? I’ve got to go and help with the new facility we’re building on the property,” she offered and plopped beside him on her bed.

      “Now? It’s almost midnight,” he replied as he looked to the clock on her bedside table.

      “Yeah, it’s a vampire thing,” she said matter-of-factly. They had to wait for the sun to set before everyone could pitch in and help.

      “Oh, right. The nightwalkers,” he teased. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just hang here and do some reading. I’ll keep the bed warm, though,” Rhett said with a sly grin.

      Her gut twisted at his words and she sighed.  It bothered her that he didn’t want to be a part of this. Zeum was a family and she needed her mate by her side. But the last thing she wanted to be was a nagging female. If he didn’t see the importance, then screw him.

      “Whatever,” she snapped and jumped off the bed.

      “Flame, wait. What’s wrong?” he asked.

      Was he that ignorant? Did she have to spell out everything for him?

      “Nothing, Rhett. I’ll see you later,” she huffed and left the room, grabbing her sweatshirt from the sofa as she went.

      Breslin stomped through the house and made her way to the back yard. She stepped into the night, hoping the fresh air would cool her temper. Taking a deep breath, she looked to the sky. It was a beautiful evening in Seattle. Stars twinkled above and the fireflies lit a path to where she was heading.

      She could hear Zander and Tristan talking before she reached them.

      “How is this supposed to help me become a Dark Warrior? Seems to me this is child slavery,” Tristan commented as he hauled lumber to where some of the others were working.

      “You are hardly a child, Tristan. Then again, you do remind me of Izzy sometimes,” Zander scoffed as he threw his load of wood to the ground.

      “Ha! Good one, Z, except Izzy doesn’t whine like a bitch,” Gerrick interjected, which earned a round of laughter from the other warriors.

      “Very funny, asshole. I don’t’ see you doing the hard stuff,” Tristan replied and kicked the dirt as he walked back to the delivery truck.

      “Doona let them get to you,” Breslin said to Tristan as she approached the stripling. “They’re just messing with you. It’s all a part of initiation,” she added and helped him grab another load of lumber.

      “I know but it sucks. I’m stuck here doing the shit work and they get to go out and patrol. I’m ready now. I don’t need to wait,” Tristan declared as he trudged back to the group.

      Breslin had to admit Tristan was physically ready to patrol. Nikko’s training program had transformed him into a buff beast.  He was shirtless and she couldn’t help but admire his arms and shoulders. He carried the dozen pieces of wood like they were a bundle of twigs. But becoming a warrior wasn’t just about being in shape, and Tristan wasn’t mentally ready for the role.

      “Hey, Bre, where’s Romeo?” Bhric asked and nudged her as she walked over to her twin.

      “He’s in my room. He didn’t feel like coming down,” she replied, trying to mask her disappointment.

      “Wore him out so soon? Maybe he needs Fire-agra to keep up with you,” Rhys quipped and waggled his eyebrows.

      “Fucking Rhys,” Breslin mumbled but didn’t miss the look Bhric gave her. She couldn’t hide shit from her twin.

      “So, how’s it coming along?” she turned and asked Zander.

      “Verra good, actually. We should be done with the framework in a couple of days and then we’ll start with the brickwork. Aboot twelve parents have reached oot to me, asking for intervention, so the sooner we finish, the better. I’ve set a goal of thirty days to completion, so that means we’re all going to put in extra hours,” Zander informed as he picked up a hammer and handed it to Breslin.

      “Aye, got it,” she grimaced and grabbed the tool from his hand.

      “You okay?” he asked and placed a finger under her chin and forced her to look at him. His Sapphire-blue eyes were filled with genuine concern.

      “Sure. Why?”

      “Maybe because we’re all here and your mate, who’s lucky you’re giving him another chance, isna here with you. Why is that, puthair?” Zander said with a raised eyebrow.

      “I doona know. I’m no’ his fucking keeper,” she quipped.

      Zander stared at her for several seconds then unbuckled the tool belt at his waist. “Maybe you’re no’ his keeper, but I have a few words for Rhett,” he professed as he handed her the utility belt then began walking towards the house. “Keep an eye on Tristan,” he threw over his shoulder than disappeared into the darkness.

      Great. Just what she needed. Her big brother sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. She had half a mind to run after him but knew it would do no good. When Zander had something to say, nobody could stop him. She only hoped it didn’t cause a bigger wedge between her and Rhett.

      Turning back to the group, she noticed Tristan and Bhric in a heated discussion. She shook her head at the sight. For the love of the Goddess, she was surrounded by children.

      “If you doona stop flapping your gums, I’m going to fucking shut them. Permanently,” Bhric shouted as he shoved a finger to Tristan’s chest.

      “What’s your prob, bro. I’m just pointing out that you’re doing it wrong. Look at the fucking blueprints right here,” Tristan yelled as he grabbed the large sheet of paper, practically ripping it in half.

      “Och, I’ve fucking had it with you,” Bhric growled and swung a fist, connecting with Tristan’s jaw. The loud pop echoed around them.

      “Shite! Stop it, both of you,” Breslin screamed as she stepped between the two males. “What the hell, brathair,” she said and glanced to Tristan to see if he was bleeding.

      And that’s when she noticed Tristan was sweating. Profusely.

      “Uh, oh,” she gasped and looked at Tristan’s eyes. Yep. They were dilated. “You’re closer than I thought.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tristan asked as he rubbed his jaw.

      “Bhric, we need to let Zander know his change is close,” Breslin announced as she reached to Tristan’s forehead. It was warm, but not feverish, which was good.

      “Fine, but keep his punk ass oot of my face,” Bhric barked and went back to work.

      “Works for me. I don’t need your shit, either,” Tristan remarked.

      “Would you stop goading him? He’s going to beat your arse,” Breslin said with a shake of her head. “What do you know aboot the change?”

      “My parents told me a little. Said I would get a fever, the shakes, sweat a lot. Guess that’s about it,” Tristan answered and reached into his pocket and pulled out a hair tie and twisted his long locks off his neck.

      Not many males could pull off a manbun but Tristan made it look masculine, if that was possible.

      Breslin noted that Tristan didn’t mention the strong sexual need that came along with a transition. She would have to talk to Zander, and ask her brother how he planned on dealing with that issue, because she had a feeling it would be soon.

      Kyran and Mack walked up, followed by Cailyn and Caell. Cailyn and Mack each had a large platter of sandwiches and Kyran and Caell were carrying a large cooler.

      “Who’s hungry or thirsty?” Mack shouted and the group stopped what they were doing to grab a bite to eat.

      Breslin smirked at Mack’s t-shirt of the day. It was neon green with black glittery letters that said ‘Yet despite the look on my face, you’re still talking’. The snarky slogan made her think of Rhett. She was always telling him to stop talking, specifically in the throes of passion.

      Breslin looked toward the house and wondered how things were going between Rhett and Zander. Surely, their conversation was amicable. Then again, knowing her brother, maybe not.  It was best to find out for herself.
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* * *

      Rhett sat on Breslin’s bed, surfing the internet on his laptop. Scanning the financial sections fueled him as much as the fire coursing through his veins. His brain loved dissecting numbers.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t take his mind off his vampire. He glanced at the doorway for the hundredth time, wondering if he should go after Breslin. He knew she was upset when she left, but wasn’t sure how to make it right. Bhric warned him to be honest with her, and that’s what he did.

      The truth was, he had no desire to be a part of the renovations to the compound. He didn’t give a shit about building anything. Did that mean he didn’t care for her? No, but she stormed out anyway.

      A hard knock on the door startled Rhett. It couldn’t be Breslin. It was her room. He put the laptop on the bed and proceeded to get up when the door opened and Zander stepped inside her living area.

      “Rhett, we need to talk,” Zander professed.

      “Okay. What’s on your mind?” he asked and walked out of her bedroom and took a seat on the sofa as Zander sat on the adjacent chair.

      Zander remained silent and Rhett could tell he was contemplating what to say. Even though Rhett had many years on the male, Zander was intimidating as hell. Not only was he Breslin’s brother, but he was the Vampire King. He had a dominating presence and consumed every inch of their shared space.

      Finally, he leaned forward, meeting Rhett’s gaze. “I need to know your intentions where my sister is concerned.”

      Rhett wasn’t completely surprised by his question. After all, he left Breslin and was AWOL for six months. Of course, Zander would worry.

      Clearing his throat, Rhett replied, “I’m her mate. I want to be that in every sense of the word.”

      “Do you love her?” Zander asked.

      It struck him that he’d never said those words to Breslin. Did he love her? He’d been so focused on proving that he deserved her, he hadn’t stopped to ask that question. What he did know was he didn’t need to declare that sentiment to her brother before telling Breslin.

      “Is this a question you asked of Mack? Or Alex?” Rhett quipped. He’d bet his right nut that the answer was no. “Am I to be judged because my kind doesn’t adhere to your Fated Mate connotation?”

      “Watch it, demon. My patience is wearing thin. Nay, I didna ask it of Mack or Alex. Do you know why? Because they didna bail on my brathairs like you did Breslin. And Mack and Alex are human. If anyone had a right to flee, it was them. Mack hunted vampires, you fuck, and she didna run at the first sign of trouble. You could learn a few things from them, in my opinion,” Zander growled and fisted his hands.

      “Alright, alright. Point taken. I fucked up, I know. But I’m trying to make things right. I’m here now and I’m not going anywhere,” Rhett countered and pinned Zander with a glare.

      He felt his beast stir and had to concentrate on keeping it caged. His emotions were all over the place for the first time in his existence and his inner demon yearned for control. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

      “I believe you, Rhett, and I doona think one should continue to pay for past mistakes. But here’s what you need to know aboot living here at Zeum. We function as a unit and work as a team. Everyone pulls their weight in some fashion. What’s going to be your role in this house?” Zander questioned, his eyes never leaving Rhett’s.

      “I’ve always paid my own way and will continue to do so. I won’t rely on Breslin to support us on a financial level,” he quickly replied, pissed that the vampire insinuated he was a freeloader.

      “I wasna talking aboot money. I need to know you have Breslin’s back, my back, and everyone else’s should it come down to it. Can I count on you?”

      “Are you suggesting I become a Dark Warrior?” Rhett asked.

      That was the worst idea ever. Rhett wasn’t about to give his beast more ammunition to take front and center.

      “Nay, no’ at all. This is regarding trust, loyalty, and commitment. Are you ready to devote your life to someone other than yourself?”

      Rhett started to speak but Zander lifted his hand, stopping his words.

      “Doona answer right now. Think aboot what I’ve said. I’ve never questioned the Goddess’s choice in Fated Mates, and I won’t start now. But know this, if you hurt my puthair again, you will feel my wrath. That fire demon you have inside will feel like a flickering candle compared to the bomb I will set off. Do the right thing, Rhett. I know you have it in you,” Zander declared then stood and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      The walls were closing in on Rhett and he gasped for air. Maybe coming back to Breslin wasn’t the wisest decision, because right now, all he wanted was to get the fuck out of town.
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      “That bad, huh?” Breslin remarked as she walked into her bedroom.

      Rhett sat on the edge of her bed, head buried in his hands. He looked up and met her gaze.

      “Not exactly. Come here,” he replied and held out a hand.

      He didn’t have to say anything more. She quickened her steps and was sitting beside him in the next breath.

      “I know Zander came to see you. Want to talk aboot it?” Breslin asked as she ran a hand through his silky hair.

      “I don’t want to talk about Zander or what we discussed. There’s something else on my mind,” Rhett stated and grabbed her hand. He brought it to his lips, kissing her knuckles.

      “Oh, what’s that?”

      “I love you, Bre. I realized earlier I haven’t said the words. I’ve repeatedly told you that I’m going to prove how much you mean to me, but I haven’t taken the time to express my feelings. You mean the world to me. I love you, Flame,” he declared and bent to kiss her lips.

      Breslin was floored. It was the last thing she expected him to say and she was caught completely off guard.

      The kiss was tender and loving and everything she needed. More than anything, she wanted to believe his words. Rhett was her Fated Mate and she wanted to give herself completely.

      But she couldn’t.

      She broke the kiss and met his fiery gaze. Orange flames danced in his orbs and her fire instinctively called to his.

      “Rhett...”

      “You don’t believe me,” he quickly interjected.

      “It’s no’ that I doona want to. It’s just…”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to return the sentiment,” he said and gave her a half smile. “I just wanted you to know.”

      Breslin’s chest constricted. How she wished she could pour her heart out to him. Tell him how she turned to putty at the mere sight of him. That her body ached every second of every day for him. Give herself freely and not hold back in the slightest. But the wounds he inflicted ran deep and she feared they would never heal.

      “Well, I’ll say this. I’m verra happy you’re here,” she offered and leaned in for another kiss.

      She wasn’t tentative or gentle. Her mouth claimed his and flames erupted between them. Heat skirted along her flesh when his arms wrapped around her waist. He ignited her like no other and she craved more.

      She leaned back on the soft mattress, pulling him along with her. Rhett latched onto her breast and squeezed, eliciting a groan from Breslin. She hiked her leg around his hip and pulled him flush to her throbbing center.

      A knock at her door interrupted their moment, and she broke contact, panting as she scrambled to see who was bothering them at this late hour.

      Bhric’s face came into view the moment she opened the door.

      “Sorry to barge in. I know this isna a good time, but Z said to get downstairs pronto. Apparently, Aurora called and said Crocell attacked her land. We’re heading there as soon as Jace and Gerrick get a portal opened,” Bhric informed her.

      Breslin wondered why Crocell would attack harpy territory. Her focus had been more populated areas, especially where humans gathered. The harpies lived in the mountainous area of Mt. Rainier where few civilians ventured.

      “Okay, I’ll be right down. I just need a minute,” Breslin admitted and shut the door.

      She turned to her mate. “Listen, you might want to stay here––”

      Rhett stopped her. “I’m not letting you fight without me, so don’t even think it.”

      “I’m worried aboot your demon. I willna risk it,” she countered. After seeing him lose control, Breslin wasn’t sure he could fight anymore.

      Rhett stood up and walked to her side. “Too bad, Flame. I’m going. You might need my help. And, I have faith that you’ll be there should my demon take over.”

      She could see the determination and knew his mind was made. Sighing, Breslin wrapped her arms around his waist and looked up at him.

      “Fine, demon. I’ve got your back,” she said with a wink as she slid her hands to his bottom and squeezed.

      Rhett groaned and latched onto her ass. “Mmm, and I’ve got yours, Flame.”

      Quickly making their way to the weapons room, they geared for battle and rushed to the war room. She and Rhett entered just in time to see Gerrick and Jace preparing to conjure a portal.

      “Aboot fucking time. We’re leaving soon,” Kyran barked as he bounced from heel to heel.

      No one got excited about fights like her brother Kyran. Well, except for Gerrick and Mack. Those three were in constant competition and relished their kill counts. Breslin enjoyed taking down the enemy as much as anyone else, but she fought for different reasons. For her, it was about protecting her family and those that couldn’t defend themselves.

      “Let me go on this one, Zander. Let me prove how much I’ve learned from you,” Tristan implored.

      “Nay, you’re no’ ready. Stay here with the females. I need Nate to go with us, so I’ll feel better knowing you’re here to protect them,” Zander answered as he hugged Elsie.

      Elsie was a formidable member of their team, but since giving birth to Isobel, she refused to leave her daughter vulnerable to the enemy, and stayed behind to make sure the princess was safe.

      “Don’t you remember what I did to Cresil on the cruise ship? I can help,” Tristan pleaded.

      Breslin admitted the young witch had a point. It was Tristan that blasted Cresil’s wing into a thousand pieces with his power. He might prove to be an asset on this mission.

      Zander looked to Elsie and Breslin knew they were sharing a telepathic conversation. It was another benefit between mates and Breslin envied the closeness that the mated couples shared. Would she ever have that with Rhett?

      Zander raked a hand through his jet-black hair and sighed. “Fine. You can go, but doona leave my side. Understand?”

      “Done and done,” the stripling replied.

      Zander called out the coordinates of the harpies’ location and Breslin watched as Jace and Gerrick chanted in a foreign language. Suddenly, the air shimmered with iridescent colors and swirled in convolution. The sorcerers’ power was thick and tangible and the temperature in the room dropped significantly as a mystical doorway formed.

      “Fuck yeah, let’s do this shit!” Tristan boasted as he pumped his fist in the air.

      Breslin shook her head. “Goddess, help us all,” she prayed as one by one, the Dark warriors stepped through the portal.

      Breslin was greeted by a blast of cold air on the other side. Her boots crunched on top of frozen snow as she walked. It might be summer in Seattle, but on the cliffs of Mt. Rainier, it was bone-chilling cold. She was grateful she opted for her fur-lined leathers for this excursion.

      “Damn, Flame. My nuts are going to need a warm rub after this is over,” Rhett teased as he joined her at the edge of the cliff.

      Breslin chuckled. “Tell you what. Let’s end this quick as possible and I’ll massage every inch when we get back,” she offered and sent a flame to the tips of her fingers.

      Rhett quickly shook his head up and down, smiling.

      Suddenly, half a dozen harpies swooped from the sky and landed beside their group. Harpies were stunning creatures, Breslin acknowledged. They wore gunmetal armor suits and their massive wings spanned at least twenty feet. Wings that were black as coal, except for the red-tipped ends, and she wondered if it was the blood of their enemies that stained them the crimson color.

      The leader stepped forward to greet Zander and Breslin immediately noticed her large feet. Not feet exactly, but two shanks with large claws, like that of an eagle. This was the first time Breslin had seen a harpy in its natural state. When they ventured inside the city, they had normal feet, but she understood that in the mountainous area, where flight was common, wings and talons were beneficial.

      “Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Aurora said with a bow.

      “Doona thank me yet. What are we facing?” Zander replied as he looked out over the cliff.

      Her brother was all business when it came to the archdemons and didn’t mess with the niceties when there was work to do.

      “Crocell has killed about twenty of my warrioresses. She brought at least fifty Crow Tengu with her. We outnumber them, but they’re incredible swordsmen, and we can’t seem to defeat them,” Aurora explained in a panic.

      Breslin was surprised to hear that. Aurora’s league of female fighters was known to rival the best of armies. Breslin looked to the foggy sky. She couldn’t see the Crow Tengu, but she could hear the screeches from the harpies. They needed to act fast before more females were killed.

      “What does Crocell want from you?” Zander demanded.

      “All I can tell you is that she said she would rule Brushy Keep. And then they attacked,” Aurora answered and cringed when a harpy fell from the sky to its death.

      “Please, can you help?” she pleaded with terror-filled eyes.

      “I think so. We canna fight them in the air but if you can lure them to the ground, we can take it from there.

      “Yes, we can do that. We were trying to keep them in the air to protect our nests, but if you want them on the ground…” Aurora proclaimed and turned her head towards the sky.

      An ear-piercing screech left her throat a second later and the next thing Breslin saw was a mass of black descending on the cliff. The harpies landed and took a fighting stance as the Crow Tengu followed them to the ground.

      Breslin had never seen this demon. They looked like samurai warriors, dressed in traditional attire. Their white shirts had tattered sleeves and their black hakamas draped to bare feet.

      Before Breslin could draw her twin sais, the Crow Tengu charged. She noted they wielded katanas with excellent skill. In the next breath, the Dark Warrior’s claymores clashed with the long blades. The sound of metal scraping metal echoed through the mountains.

      Blinding light caught her attention, and from the corner of her eye, Breslin saw Nate shift into his dragon. A sheet of fire blasted a group of Crow Tengu and they burst into flames. They fell to the ground, burning to death. The nearby demons took to the sky, dodging Nate’s bellow of fire while the Dark Warriors engaged those remaining on the ground.

      A demon charged her and Rhett, and Breslin stretched her palm, releasing her fire. She wasn’t certain her full scope of power was there and sighed in relief when flames shot out and struck the male. He crumpled to the ground, writhing in pain.

      Bhric stepped forward and blasted the demon with ice and the form on the ground froze to a solid block.

      “Feel the freeze, motherfucker,” Bhric shouted and Breslin looked to her twin and smiled.

      “It’s good to have you back, brathair,” Breslin admitted.

      Bhric winked and returned her smile. “And, it’s good to see you healthy and whole. Now, let’s kill these arseholes.”

      “Absolutely,” she answered then she and Bhric stood back to back, awaiting the next attack.

      Rhett joined them and the three formed a circle. Each time a demon got within striking distance she shot fire at its torso then her brother finished with a sheet of ice. Their combination of power killed the target while preventing Breslin’s fire from spreading to the trees. She was relieved that Rhett held back from using his fire and assisted by alerting them of the next attack.

      The Crow Tengu were vigilant in combat but didn’t possess additional powers and Breslin could feel when they gained the upper hand against the demons. They were no match for the Dark Warriors.

      She glanced around and saw Tristan standing with Zander near the cliff’s edge. Tristan was using his force field to knock the demons from the sky when they tried to escape. Zander kept the enemy at bay as the demons tried to attack the witch.

      Breslin couldn’t help but think how Zander hadn’t had a partner in centuries, choosing to fight solo. He and Tristan made quite the pair and she could see them teaming together in the future.

      Mack and Kyran were nearby and Breslin heard the female shout, “Take that, you fucking douchedick!” as she beheaded two demons with a single sweep of her sword. “Did you see that, bloodsucker?  I killed two birds with one stone,” she boasted.

      “That’s my firecracker. You might want to grab some of these feathers laying around. We could put them to good use later,” Kyran insinuated.

      “Ooo, you know I love it when you tickle my ass,” she countered and blew her mate a kiss.

      “Right before I spank it,” he muttered and popped Mack on the butt.

      Breslin shook her head at the pair. They were the most unlikely couple when they met. Kyran was a lost soul to his deviance and Mack loathed anything vampire-related. Yet they survived the storm and were a dynamic duo. It gave her hope that she and Rhett could become that, too.

      A dagger flew by Breslin’s head and she followed its path. The blade buried into the back of an unsuspecting Crow. She looked around to see who threw it. Suddenly, the weapon dislodged from the demon’s flesh and soared past her head again. It landed in Rhys’s hand and he threw her a wide smile.

      “Sorry. Should I yell fore from now on?” he muttered.

      “Yeah, maybe you should, fuckwad,” Gerrick groaned. “I’ve got a dozen scars because of your sorry-ass blade control.”

      “Just trying to make you look better, Scarface,” Rhys taunted, teasing Gerrick about the mark across one side of his face.

      Gerrick shot him a dirty look then started laughing. There was a time when Gerrick would’ve sliced Rhys in half for making the comment. His scar was a painful reminder of his past and the loss he suffered. Breslin acknowledged again that Fated Mates stood the test of time. Gerrick’s mate, Shae, was a reincarnation of his first beloved and he was now a happily mated male.

      “Look out, Flame,” Rhett shouted, snapping Breslin to attention.

      Before she could see the danger, her fire demon tackled her to the ground, covering her with his body. She scrambled to get a better view of what was happening, and watched as Crocell swooped low, knocking Tristan from the edge of the cliff.

      “You will die for what you did to my sister!” she shouted.

      Crocell soared over the edge after him and in the next breath, Breslin saw Tristan being carried away by two of the Crow Tengu. Crocell was tearing Tristan’s flesh with her glowing claws. The witch screamed and tried to fight, but the demons held firmly to his arms, preventing him from using his magic.

      Suddenly, a group of harpies took to the sky, chasing after them. The Dark warriors rushed to the edge of the cliff, helpless to do anything but watch.

      The harpies attacked the two demons carrying Tristan, and in defense, they dropped him. Breslin gasped as Tristan plummeted towards the ground. A lone harpy broke from the air attack and shot like a rocket in his direction. She caught up to him and saved him from crashing to his death. Another harpy soon joined her and assisted in carrying Tristan to safety.

      As the harpies laid his body to the ground, Breslin could see the extent of the damage to Tristan’s body. His leathers were shredded and the flesh across his torso looked like fileted fish. Crocell had done a number on him, and Breslin wasn’t sure he would survive.

      “Jace! Get Tristan back to Zeum, now!” Zander barked.

      The sorcerer rushed over and picked up the stripling. He rushed through the portal and disappeared. Breslin sent a prayer to the Goddess to spare Tristan’s life.

      “You will fucking pay, Crocell!” Zander growled, his face turning red as he raised a fist to the sky.

      “Your threats continue to fall on deaf ears, Vampire King. I’m still here, and I’ll keep coming until your precious daughter is dead,” Crocell yelled as she hovered overhead.

      “Oh, fuck this bitch,” Rhett snarled and stepped to the edge of the cliff and hurled a wave of fire towards the archdemon.

      Flames licked her legs and she screeched then disappeared.

      “You fucking coward!” Zander growled and punched the air.

      Breslin glanced to Rhett, worried his inner beast would take advantage of this opportunity and rise to the surface, but Rhett seemed to be in control.

      The Crow Tengu appeared confused after Crocell’s quick departure. They circled in the sky for a few minutes then flew away.

      The harpies stood at attention along the perimeter of the cliff, guarding their nests. Aurora walked over to Zander and went to her knees.

      “We have been allies for centuries, but today, I pledge loyalty to you. We would’ve suffered tremendous lost without your help. I am indebted to you. Whenever you need me, I’ll be there,” the leader vowed.

      “Thank you, Aurora. I wish we could’ve eliminated Crocell for good but mark my word, that demon will die. I’m sorry for the loss you suffered today and I wish we could stay but I must get back and check on Tristan,” Zander explained.

      “Of course. Thank you again,” Aurora said and watched as the warriors took their leave through the portal.

      Breslin turned to Rhett before they stepped through the magical opening and muttered, “Thanks, demon.”

      “For what?” he asked and tucked a lock behind her ear.

      “Protecting me. Feels good to have you by my side,” she replied.

      “I’m right here, Flame, and I’m not going anywhere,” he answered as fire danced in his orange eyes.

      Was it possible he meant what he said? Had they weathered their storm and were now facing clear blue skies? Breslin allowed a small sliver of hope to blossom at the prospect.
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      Rhett was hot on Breslin’s heels as they rushed through Zeum and pounded the stairs leading to the basement and medical room. Everyone was concerned for Tristan and Rhett doubted the male would survive the savage attack from Crocell.

      Striplings were extremely vulnerable before their transition which is why they were closely guarded. They didn’t heal quickly from injuries, especially ones as severe as Tristan’s.

      They entered the medical room and Rhett saw Jace standing by Tristan’s side. The male was unconscious and didn’t look good. His skin was pale and his upper body was wrapped in bandages.

      “How’s he doing?” asked Zander as he raked a hand through his hair.

      “Hard to say. I healed him the best I could, but I’m concerned. He lost a lot of blood and he should’ve regained consciousness. Time will tell, I guess,” Jace stated.

      “I notified his parents and they’re on their way,” Elsie added as she sat on the small bed, holding Tristan’s hand.

      “Was that necessary, a ghra? I doona want to alert them unless it’s needed,” Zander replied as he paced next to the bed.

      “Of course it’s necessary. Wouldn’t you want to be notified if someone was responsible for Isobel’s safety, and she was injured? Or would you be okay with them making that decision for you?” Elsie snapped.

      “I seriously doubt we will ever be in that position, but aye, I would want to be told,” he responded.

      Rhett looked over at Breslin. He could tell she was concerned for the stripling, as well. She was filthy from head to toe, but looked sexier than ever. Despite the seriousness of Tristan’s predicament, he wanted his vampire in the worst way. The adrenaline rush from battle hadn’t receded and he needed to work off the added boost of energy. Or, maybe it was anxiety that urged him for release.

      As he stood on the cliff and called his fire, his beast stirred, and it took considerable effort to keep it at bay. It was unsettling to fight for dominance over his body and mind with an inner entity. He refused to tell Breslin how close he was to losing that war. In time, he hoped he would learn how to maintain control over his demon.

      Rhett walked behind Breslin and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her against the hard line of his body. His cock jerked in need at the feel of her ass rubbing against his groin.

      Several warriors made their exit, saying they needed to get cleaned up and rest before the next patrols. Rhett glanced at the clock on the wall. It was five in the morning. The past couple days hours had been a nightmare, and he wanted to put it behind him.

      From seeing Breslin with the shifter, Rhett’s beast awakening for the first time, Zander’s speech about his intent regarding Breslin, then the fight on the cliffs. It was too much for anyone, especially his kind.

      Typically, Rhett would’ve packed his shit and escaped, but he was determined to be more dependable. He had to for Breslin. She needed that from him.

      “Brathair, if you need anything, I’ll be in my room. I need a shower in the worst way,” Breslin informed the remaining warriors in the room as she grabbed Rhett’s hand and headed for the door.

      “Will do, Bre. Get some rest, you’re on duty tonight,” Zander ordered and pinned Rhett with a glare.

      Rhett glared back at Zander. He knew the male didn’t like him, but he was taking the protective brother role a little too seriously. After all, Breslin was a grown ass female and could make her own decisions. Zander didn’t get to call the shots.

      As soon as he and Breslin stepped from the room and into the hallway, Rhett shoved her up against the wall. His lips crashed against hers and he forced her mouth open. She answered by stroking her tongue against his. Flames ignited where their bodies touched, and his hands roamed over her curves.

      Groaning, he murmured, “Flame, I’m going to fuck you until it’s time for patrols, so I hope you don’t need sleep.”

      Her lust-filled eyes met his and she smiled. “Doona make promises you canna keep.”

      “Oh, it’s a promise, love. One I will enjoy keeping,” he replied and lifted her off the ground.

      Breslin wrapped her legs around his waist, kissing him the entire way to their bedroom.
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* * *

      Rhett couldn’t get Zander’s words out of his mind. Was he ready for that level of loyalty and devotion? He was a nomad by nature and the urge to flee rode hard, but he’d made a promise to Breslin, and was fighting tooth and nail to remain in place. Admittedly, it wasn’t easy.

      No one understood his need to get away and roam. It cleared his head and relieved stress. Stress and fire demons didn’t exactly mix. Traveling and getting away from it all was inherent to his nature. It was a vital part of who he was, and he couldn’t change that now.

      There was only one reason he stayed put. Breslin. Things between them were going great and he didn’t want to fuck it up. He just hoped she accepted who he was and they found a common ground.

      It was still awkward living back at Zeum, which pissed him off. Zeum was the first place that truly felt like home since Rhett left his parent’s over a thousand years ago. After finding Mack and Kyran in the volcano on Khoth, he traveled back to the Tehrex Realm with them and discovered a home base. Every fire demon had a location that functioned as their touchstone and Zeum was it for him. Having a landing spot was as important as being able to roam and explore.

      Finishing up in the bathroom, he made his way back to the war room. Shae had joined the group while he was gone and Rhett couldn’t help but notice the female didn’t look healthy. Her skin was pale and there were dark circles under her jade green eyes.

      Vampires didn’t get sick, but she wasn’t entirely vampire anymore. The previous archdemon used his venom to turn Shae into an altogether new creature. So far the side effects seemed minor, but perhaps there was more than the scientists uncovered.

      “Hey, Shae. How are you doing?” Rhett greeted as he entered and went to Breslin’s side. His restlessness eased the second Breslin grabbed his hand and twined their fingers together.

      “Wish I could say great,” Shae replied and turned to Elsie. “We got ten new clients this week and three of them are relocations of battered women with their children. We need more money if I’m going to meet their requests. I told them I would get back to them but I’m afraid we can’t help.”

      Elsie’s eyes turned black and her fists clenched at her sides. “You can’t turn them away. Providing for victims in every way possible is what sets Elsie’s Hope apart from other charities. Our account can’t be empty,” Elsie protested.

      “Our balance isn’t zero but there isn’t enough for all of the requests,” Shae informed her.

      “Dammit. Have we heard back about the grant I applied for?” Elsie inquired as she pinched the bridge of her nose. Zander rubbed circles on her back in a comforting gesture.

      “A ghra, you doona have to worry aboot matters like this. I will deposit more money into the account and things will be fine,” Zander reassured his mate.

      The love shining in his eyes for Elsie had a lump forming in Rhett’s throat. What would it be like to look at Breslin with such emotion? Was he even capable of that depth? He wasn’t familiar with love on that level outside of familial relationships and doubted his ability to see Breslin as his reason for breathing.

      “We can’t continue carrying Elsie’s Hope financially, Zander. And, before you start, I know you have more money than you know what to do with, but we will live forever, right? We need to be responsible with what we have. This place could bleed us dry if we let it, plus we need to build realm shelters and social services. Problem is I don’t know what to do to manage what is needed. The investments Evzen helped us set up are doing great, but not providing the funds we require,” Elsie explained and met Zander’s gaze.

      Rhett considered the conversation and his brain clicked through a thousand options at once. Zander had asked what role he would play at Zeum and maybe this was it.

      “What are you willing to do to make this work?” Rhett asked Elsie.

      Glancing sideways, their gazes locked and the Vampire Queen cocked her head to the side. “I would do whatever it takes. There are hundreds of innocent women and children that become homeless and go hungry because there aren’t enough services. I can’t stand the thought of living in such luxury while so many suffer. Why do you ask?”

      “I’d like to help with your financial problems. Money is my thing. I’m what you would call an expert in managing funds and profitable investments,” Rhett replied as he pulled his hand free of Breslin’s and waved it in the air.

      “This isna Khoth, Rhett. Earth is a bit more complicated. We have the realm banks, as well as, the human ones, and from what little I know they operate verra differently,” Breslin said as she patted his shoulder.

      “I know that, Flame. The first thing I did when I came to this realm was learn both banking systems. I even considered a job on Wall Street a year ago,” he told his mate.

      Breslin’s jaw dropped and she gave him a once over. The look on her face was comical, while at the same time, insulting. What exactly did she think his skills were? As soon as the question formed in his mind, he answered it. She thought his skills involved females and giving them pleasure. She didn’t see him as anything aside from a gigolo.

      “I have skills outside the bedroom, Love. There is a reason I was the most sought after financial advisor on Khoth. I’m good at what I do,” Rhett retorted, trying to keep the hurt from his voice.

      He was used to being underestimated, but he expected more from Breslin. When they’d had sex that first time, it seemed as if she actually saw the real him.

      “Och, I might know that if you didn’t keep disappearing,” Breslin countered. Rhett didn’t want to get into fruitless arguments with her and nodded his acknowledgment.

      “I’d love the help,” Elsie said. “I just don’t know what we can do to get everything we need.” A deep furrow appeared between her brow and she pursed her lips.

      “That’s where I come in. I can raise the money for realm services and help support the human one, too,” Rhett reiterated.

      “How much do you know about the human and realm banking systems? We can float the requests until you can come up with a solid plan,” Elsie replied.

      “I know plenty about both. Like I said, I did a lot of research after I arrived. And, I already have some ideas for you to consider,” Rhett countered.

      “That’s fantastic,” Shae said. “I hate turning anyone away and these families need us.”

      “First, Zander, can you post on TRex asking for anyone that has property they are willing to lease out? It will be far faster to lease a home than purchase land and build new. We can put that in the pipeline. Most important is you guys need to think outside the box,” Rhett encouraged.

      “What do you mean exactly?” Shae asked as she loaded her plate with two sandwiches and three chocolate muffins. Despite looking ill, the female had a healthy appetite.

      “Elsie, you mentioned applying for a grant, which is great. Continue doing that, but have you solicited donations? Unlike most of my clients, our strategy will not involve ROI assessments, P and L evaluations, or traditional business plans. As a non-profit, your goals aren’t to make money.”

      “We have a few companies that offer donations, but not many. We can’t afford a warehouse to store the goods,” Elsie said.

      Rhett shook his head. “Yes, you can. First order of business, Shae is going to be drafting requests for donations. I want you to send it to every large corporation, human and realm. And, Elsie, you need to find two warehouses to store the stuff. It’s ridiculous to give families money to purchase items that you can have donated,” Rhett said. He glanced over and saw the appreciation in Breslin’s eyes. His mate’s approval spread warmth through his chest.

      “So, we divert money from buying items to paying for a warehouse? How do we run the place? We’d have to hire employees. I don’t see how this will be cheaper,” Elsie said.

      “Easy. You use your clients as employees in the warehouse. Every person is required to work ten hours when their application is approved. And, there will be a small fee attached to getting physical items,” Rhett indicated.

      “No way. That’s counter productive. We provide for them. We don’t ask for money,” Elsie said as she thrust her hands on her hips.

      “You’re thinking like a social worker, not a business person. I’m not suggesting we charge them an exorbitant amount. There will be a flat fee of say ten dollars for clothing and twenty-five for furniture so we can pay for necessary employees. It is a nominal fee and will allow you to keep functioning. Biggest priority is getting donations. Every major corporation needs tax write-offs and they look for good causes to donate toward. You can get the goods needed and fund the warehouse without coming out of pocket at all,” Rhett explained.

      “I never thought of it that way,” Elsie admitted.

      “Another thing is you need to start asking for discounts from professionals,” Rhett said and grabbed a notepad and pen. He started jotting down action items and ideas.

      “I don’t understand,” Shae interjected. “Asking victims to pay for clothing and furniture is one thing. What you suggested is reasonable, but we pay for therapy when they need it.”

      “You negotiate deals. Say you have females that go to a self-defense class. Instead of paying the usual fee, you barter for a lower rate. Same goes for therapists. They are used to taking less from insurance companies. You need to insist they give you discounts, as well,” Rhett replied.

      “I never considered anything like this, but it makes complete sense. I didn’t see us as in the same category as insurance companies. This could work,” Elsie replied excitedly.

      “That’s where I come in. I excel at thinking outside the box and have a hundred more thoughts percolating. Shae, can you make a list of the services and products you provide? I can develop a better approach once I have that. Our objective is to offset the cost and minimize what we have to pay for,” Rhett instructed.

      Shae sat forward, the lines around her eyes not so deep and a smile on her face. “You think we can get cars donated? That’s the one thing we have always denied clients, but cars are a necessity these days.”

      “From the research I’ve done, it’s possible. I read about a church that takes any car, running or not. I have details to work out, but I say we give it a try. This will not be a low-cost thing for us, but we can minimize cost. First, we need to find a mechanic willing to donate time. Zander can use his pull as Vampire King and encourage realm citizens to donate time. I’ve watched shows about junkyards and old cars that we might be able to use for parts. If anyone knows a car expert, get them on board with helping. We can use the social media sites in our efforts. I know you guys don’t use Facebook, but that shit is everywhere in human society and can be used to find donations, as well,” Rhett relayed as he added more notes to his lists.

      Shae and Elsie became animated as they talked about asking the police to hold drives to gather items for victims. As Rhett talked and worked with the females, the walls expanded and didn’t seem to be so confining. It had been too long since he’d had a job. Not that he needed the money. His investments were lucrative, but it was invigorating to be useful.

      A visible weight lifted from Shae and Elsie’s shoulders and Rhett was glad he played a major role in it. He had been wracking his brain for how he could contribute to the household and worried he wouldn’t be able to find his place in the large compound, but this might prove to be his niche.

      Rhett followed Breslin from the room and his chest puffed with the massive smile she shot his way. Being proactive and integrating himself in a major role was another step toward proving to her he was serious about the two of them and their relationship.

      The heated look in her eyes had Rhett’s groin tightening and his blood singing with anticipation. They needed to fireproof their room soon. Their passion was explosive, incinerating everything around them. The last thing he wanted was to destroy more of the lovely home, but he wanted his mate in the worst way.

      The sway to her hips told him she was thinking the same thing. Before they could slip away, Elsie grabbed his attention by telling him they would discuss more details over dinner. He loved her cooking, but he wasn’t hungry for food.

      Unfortunately, this was the closest he’d come to being back in the fold since he returned and there was no way he was going to skip the meal. It was one of the keys to winning Breslin back so he would endure what he needed to and then indulge in his sexy princess.

      Leaning into Breslin, he nipped her ear and murmured, “Eat fast because I want dessert.”

      Breslin pressed her firm backside against his erection and wiggled her hips. Unable to resist temptation, Rhett grabbed hold of her and tugged her into the small bathroom in the hall.

      “Fuck it. Dessert first,” he growled in her ear.
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      Bang, bang, bang, echoed through the small bathroom. The sound of a meaty hand against the door interrupted what promised to be a scintillating interlude and brought a curse to Breslin’s kiss-swollen lips.

      “Get off my puthair. ‘Tis time to lock and load,” Bhric called out as his fist once again slammed against the wood.

      “Fuck off, brathair,” Breslin called out as she twined her hands behind Rhett’s neck.

      She wasn’t ready to let reality intrude. Rhett made a major step in proving he was there to stay when he’d taken on the role of saving Elsie’s Hope. She’d gotten a glimpse of a side she’d never seen before.

      Rhett came alive when he strategized and talked about ways to salvage the program. Breslin cared about Elsie’s Hope because it was important to her brother’s mate. She put her life on the line to protect humans and realm citizens, but she didn’t particularly care about the day-to-day workings of their lives like Elsie. Breslin also hated to admit that she unfairly misjudged Rhett.

      What did it say about her that she never saw past his sexy smile, flirtatious personality, and reputation with the females? Sex wasn’t taboo in the realm and no one was viewed negatively for having a healthy sexual appetite, yet she abhorred him for enjoying female companionship. In her defense, that judgement was born out of an unknown mating compulsion.

      It was unforgiveable that she saw him as one dimensional and incapable of anything but pleasuring the opposite sex. He had more depth than she imagined, and now she wanted to explore each layer. She needed to set aside how badly he’d hurt her and see him for who he truly was.

      Breslin guessed that few beings knew Rhett well, mainly because he took off when things got tough. That thought gave her pause. Could he ever stop wandering, and be with her for eternity?

      “Now isna the time to fuck around, Bre. There’s a fire in a realm apartment building and the human fire department has been notified,” Bhric called out.

      Shaking her head, she dropped her arms and focused on the matter at hand. “Och. Coming,” she replied before turning to Rhett. “You’ll be verra hungry for dessert by the time I get home. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “I’m going with you, Flame,” he demanded.

      She frowned as she opened the door. “I doona know, Rhett. What aboot your demon?” The last thing she wanted was for his inner beast to take control again.

      “I’ll be fine. Plus, I may be needed at the scene. I’m probably one of the few that can take this level of heat,” he replied with a wink.

      “Yeah, you’re hot alright. Smokin’ hot,” Breslin replied and led the way to the garage. She wasn’t thrilled that Rhett was taking such a risk but she was happy he’d by her side.

      “Damn, I miss my BMW,” Rhett quipped when they entered the massive building that housed their various vehicles. “That baby was so quiet it purred. And, it went from zero-to-sixty in three seconds flat. It was a thing of beauty.”

      She rolled her eyes as they made their way to Bhric’s SUV. “It was a vehicle. It drove you from point A to point B and you talk aboot it as if it was your best friend. Doona forget, you hadna seen cars before a few years ago and managed just fine. I believe there’s a definite connection between the Y chromosome and fast cars,” Breslin muttered as she climbed into the backseat of her brother’s vehicle.

      “Och, how can you no’ appreciate all this, Bre. Look at these beauties,” her twin replied and swept his hand toward the cars and bikes parked in other stalls of the large garage.

      “You have a point. I love the speed of my boat and car. Plus, I look good while driving them,” Breslin admitted.

      She’d drive a different car each day if she could, just to match her clothes or mood. Just like the right shoes made an outfit, the right car made your appearance.

      Rhett and Bhric laughed but Gerrick sat in stoic silence. When it came to patrols, battle, or even something as minor as an apartment fire, he took it seriously. No kidding around with him until the mission was complete. Breslin admired that about the warrior and appreciated that he was one of the good guys.

      A smile crept over her face when she felt Rhett’s warm hand grab hers, twining their fingers. Warmth spread through her body when he brought her hand to his mouth for a kiss.

      “It’s impossible for you to look anything but spectacular, Flame,” Rhett muttered.

      Breslin mentally checked herself before she rolled her eyes or made some sarcastic remark about his remark being too sickly sweet for her taste. She might not want hearts and flowers, but she wanted to being treated right. And, compliments from Rhett were climbing to the top of her list. Berating her mate for his attempts would be counterproductive to reaching a happy medium in their relationship.

      The smell of smoke and the sound of sirens stopped any response on her part as she craned her neck to find the flames. Smoke drifted into the sky about a half a mile in the distance.

      “Are Santi and Orlando already there?” Breslin asked.

      “Aye. They called before we left the compound. The human authorities are aboot ten minutes behind us. The first report came into our hotlines the instant a male woke to the sound of a fire alarm,” Bhric replied as he made a sharp left.

      Taking turns at high speeds made Breslin nauseous and her twin knew that. Under any other circumstance, she’d have cursed him for purposefully trying to make her vomit, but she knew Bhric was in a rush to get to the scene. Vampires were the only ones that could wipe a human’s memory, and there were going to be plenty of humans to deal with at this one.

      “What’s the plan? Are we allowing the humans to douse the fire while we get realm members away from the scene?” Gerrick asked.

      “Aye. Business as usual. Alert a vampire if anyone comments about a supernatural,” Bhric ordered.

      “So, you guys are here for damage control?” Rhett asked.

      “Our job is to deal with the crowds, rescue victims if needed, and make sure humans doona find oot aboot us. Jace will be there to heal any that need it and Zander called in other realm doctors to assist Jace. We canna allow supernaturals to go to a human hospital,” Breslin explained to her mate.

      The second they turned the next corner, orange-yellow flames shot from several windows on a medium-sized apartment building and thick, black smoke filled the sky.

      “I can’t believe the chaos,” Rhett muttered as Bhric was forced to stop a couple of blocks away. “You guys control your crises much better than humans. There are innocents everywhere, just watching the destruction. I have a new appreciation for how efficiently you work together.”

      They all jumped from the car and raced down the street. Breslin looked over her shoulder when she heard the slamming of a car door and saw Zander, Elsie, Kyran and Mack joining them.

      Santi and Orlando waved them over to where they stood, and it was then that Breslin saw police scattered throughout the area. They were taking names, trying to hold back the crowd and help the firefighters save victims trapped inside.

      “Rescue is going in now. We have gear if you want to suit up and join the efforts, Gerrick,” Orlando said and motioned to his car parked a couple feet behind them.

      “That’s probably best. We don’t need a repeat of the fire in ’84,” the warrior grumbled as he followed Orlando to the car.

      Breslin recalled the panic that ensued when a stripling shifted while being carried out by a human. It turned into a nightmare in the next second and took all the vampires in the area to erase the memories of the frightened humans.

      Breslin turned to watch the first round of survivors get carried from the building. Water hoses blasted the flames as humans and supernaturals worked together to save lives.

      It wasn’t often their species interacted. Those in the Tehrex Realm usually avoided humans because a lot of supernaturals were different-looking and would have to hide their true nature. As she watched the cooperation, she got a glimpse of what Hayden, the shifter Omega, wanted to accomplish by coming out to the humans.

      Unfortunately, there was no way it was going to be peaceful if humans learned supernaturals existed. Humans reacted out of fear and the ordinary realm citizen had no way of defending themselves against the might humans could amass.

      Breslin hurried to the sidewalk where a female shifter with two small striplings was being helped by one of the human firefighters. Breslin noticed the glow in the female’s eyes and prayed the human didn’t notice.

      “C’mon. Let’s get you over here, so he can get back to work,” Breslin muttered to the frightened female. She took one child and the mother carried the other.

      “Thank you for saving us,” the female said to her rescuer before Breslin ushered her to where Elsie was organizing transportation.

      Breslin had a moment of pause. Given their earlier conversation, Breslin imagined Elsie was at Zeum, determining where these beings would go because the realm didn’t have a shelter. It had never been considered because most had money to afford temporary housing and those who didn’t had friends they could rely on. But, as Elsie often pointed out, it wasn’t always possible for friends to take in a dislocated family.

      Supernaturals lived in large family units, with several generations in the same household. If a family of ten lived in a two-bedroom apartment, there wasn’t room for others. Tonight’s disaster could leave many with no place to go. Shit like this happened all the time all over the world. Breslin gained new respect for the Goddess’s choice for her brother. There was no better match for Zander than Elsie.

      Breslin saw to it the shifter and her children were taken care of before returning to Rhett’s side. He was watching the rescue efforts and Breslin could feel his helplessness through their shared bond.

      “I know how you feel. I have this power over fire but right now, it doesna mean shite. I canna do anything to help,” Breslin offered, hoping to alleviate some of his frustration.

      “You put too much pressure on yourself, puthair. You put your heart and soul into saving others and that’s all the Goddess expects,” Zander stated as he approached her and Rhett, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t beat yourself up, Flame. Even you couldn’t survive an inferno of this magnitude,” Rhett pointed out.

      The fact that he knew her so well irked her and warmed her heart at the same time. He was right though. She wasn’t completely fireproof and wouldn’t make it ten steps inside the burning building.

      A sudden blur of movement caught Breslin’s eye. A firefighter in a light brown uniform rushed her way, moving far too fast for a human. She knew it was Gerrick and dashed to his side.

      “Where’s Jace and Cailyn?” Gerrick yelled out.

      It was then that Breslin noticed the small bundle in his arms. A small hand peeked out from the blanket wrapped around the child. Breslin’s heart pounded against her ribs with bruising force as she realized the child wasn’t moving.

      “They’re over there. Is the bairn okay?” she asked as she pointed to where she last saw Jace and Cailyn.

      “I’m not sure. She’s badly burned on one half of her body,” Gerrick replied as he ran toward Jace and his mate. Breslin followed, needing to know if the infant would survive.

      “Where are her parents?” Jace asked a panting Gerrick while Cailyn peeled the blanket away from the child.

      Breslin gasped at the burned flesh. The foul smell overpowered even the smoke in the air and made her gag. The small stripling’s chest lifted slightly, telling Breslin there was hope but she didn’t move or make any noise despite the pain she had to be experiencing. Cailyn laid her hand over the child’s chest.

      “They told me to grab their daughter first. I’m going back in for them now,” Gerrick mumbled before he ran back in. His movements were much faster without the delicate burden in his arms.

      “Jace, I need you. Her injuries are too much for me to handle alone,” Cailyn called out.

      “You focus on her legs, and I’ll tackle the torso,” Jace instructed his mate.

      It hadn’t been long since Cailyn saved Jace from imminent death and discovered she possessed his healing abilities. Her skills had come in handy more than once. She’d healed every warrior in the house more than once and was no stranger to serious injury, so to hear her cry for help turned Breslin’s blood to ice.

      On instinct, Breslin knelt and grabbed the child’s tiny hand. She tried to pour her strength into the small female. From her position on the ground, Breslin couldn’t see what was going on around her but when Rhett walked away, she stood to see what grabbed his attention.

      A frantic female vampire was yelling at a human firefighter and Breslin watched her eyes turn black with rage. Immediately, Zander interceded with Breslin right on his heels.

      “I don’t care what you think is too dangerous. Get in there and save my son. He’s going to die,” the female wailed.

      A flash in Zander’s eyes told Breslin his mind control was at play. “Forget the female approached you. You never saw her. Instruct your men to increase efforts to put out the flames,” Zander instructed the human and Breslin watched the male turn and bark orders to his fellow firefighters.

      “Now, where’s your son?” Zander asked as he turned to the female.

      “In our apartment. Top floor on the left side. He was trapped under a burning beam,” she shouted. “Please, you have to do something. He’s only fifteen and hasn’t transitioned.”

      “We have a warrior in the building and are doing everything we can,” Zander assured the mother.

      Breslin didn’t hear more of their exchange as Rhett distracted her with a brief but passionate kiss before he rushed toward the building. Breslin’s heart stopped as she watched him disappear inside the roaring fire. She screamed then started to run after him when two thick bands wrapped around her waist and her feet lifted off the ground.

      “Nay, stop! He canna go in there alone,” she screamed and kicked. “He will die!”

      “Stop, puthair,” Zander murmured. “He’s a fire demon. If anyone can survive, ‘tis Rhett.”

      “No, you doona understand,” she cried. “His demon could take control. He might no’ come back from it, Z,” she shouted as she continued to fight her brother’s hold.

      “Have faith, Bre. Believe in him and trust the Goddess,” he stated and turned her so she met his gaze. “He will come back to you.”

      Tears spilled and her eyes burned from with emotion. What if her brother was wrong? She could lose Rhett before they ever had a chance to get mated. Before she had a chance to tell him she loved him.

      He professed his love for her and she held back from telling him the same. Fear of being hurt again stopped Breslin from telling her mate how she truly felt and now she may never get another chance. Breslin clung to her brother as she watched every exit for a sign of Rhett.

      “He’s been in there too long,” she complained. “I canna lose him, brathair.”

      “You willna, Bre. He will come back to you. He always does,” Zander reassured her.

      Her patience was nearly spent and she couldn’t wait another second. With all her force, Breslin shoved her brother and sprinted towards the building. Suddenly, glass exploded from a top window and a figure jumped from the flames. Screams echoed, and the human firefighters rushed to catch the falling victim.

      As soon as Breslin realized it was Rhett, she quickened her steps. He landed silently on bent knees then stood a second later. As she got closer, she saw he was holding an injured teenage male.

      She met Rhett’s gaze, searching for a sign that Rhett was in control and not his inner beast. When he winked, her heart settled.  Breslin sent a silent thank you to the Goddess for bringing her mate back to her.

      “I got him,” Rhett called out to the mother as Jace and Cailyn made it to his side.

      Rhett deposited the boy at Jace’s feet and that’s when Breslin noticed Rhett was naked.

      Breslin threw her arms around Rhett’s neck and held him tight. She didn’t want to ever let go again.

      “Are you okay?” she asked and pulled back to inspect him.

      “Piece of cake, Flame,” he replied.

      “What happened to your clothes?” she said with a smile as she perused his naked form.

      “I’m fireproof. My clothes weren’t,” he said with a smirk.

      “Mate me,” Breslin blurted as butterflies erupted in her stomach.

      Rhett was alive, and she refused to allow pride or anything else to stand between her and the male she loved.
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      Breslin stretched and felt sore muscles. It wasn’t often that she woke up feeling anything but at the top of her game. The soft mattress beneath her registered and her eyes flew open. She wasn’t in the safe room, but lying on her mattress.

      Every time she and Rhett made love, they incinerated everything around them. To keep others safe, and her rooms intact, Breslin added a safe room to her suite. The Rowan sisters placed spells in the room, making it fireproof so she and her mate didn’t burn down the entire mansion.

      Unfortunately, even the powerful witch sisters hadn’t figured out how to make the bed impervious to their flames, so there was no furniture in the safe room. The last thing Breslin recalled was erupting in Rhett’s arms from an explosive orgasm. Her fire demon kept good on his promise to fuck her into oblivion.

      A smile crept over her cheeks as her stomach did a somersault. Today was her mating ceremony. Rhett must be getting ready. Breslin jumped out of bed with a smile on her face and rushed to the bathroom to take a shower.

      Her smile immeditaly fell when she spotted a piece of paper taped to the bathroom mirror. Flames shot from her fingertips and traveled up her arms. Fire licked her skin but she remained unharmed. Too bad she couldn’t say the same about her heart. It shattered in a million pieces as numb feet carried her to the sink. She gripped the cold marble with such force it turned to dust under her hands. Lifting a shaking hand, she plucked the note from the mirror and read.

      Flame,

      
        By the time you read this, I will be gone from our bed. Every night with you is beyond anything I’ve ever dreamed but the stress is unbearable. I find the need to go on a brief walkabout. Please don’t worry. I’ll be back.

        Rhett

      

      “Motherfucking-Goddess-damned-demon!” Breslin shouted as she balled the paper and tossed into the trashcan.

      She’d been a fool thinking he’d changed. Once again, he’d gone back to his old ways. At the first sign of trouble, he bailed. She didn’t believe for one second he was coming back. Rhett was a cowardly asshole and she wasn’t holding out hope this time. It was obvious he didn’t love her. At least, not the way she needed to be loved by her mate.

      Why had she opened her heart to him a second time? She understood the male had an urge to roam but why couldn’t he talk to her about it? Hell, even ask her to go along with him. But, no. He just packed his shit and hit the road with nothing but a note left behind. She was done.

      Rhett may have said he was coming back but she knew better. He was running and who knew how long he’d be gone this time. He was fully aware his blood was crucial to her survival. He saw firsthand what it did when she was without it for six months. How could he even consider leaving again? On their mating day, of all days.

      Her head spun. How could she face her brothers and tell them what Rhett had done? She was completely mortified. Had this ever happened in realm history? A mate being stood up on the day of their ceremony?

      She couldn’t face her family and friends. In fact, she needed to get as far away from them as possible. Especially Bhric. He would pick up on her emotions and know something was wrong.

      Rhett had to know his actions would land him in hot water with her twin, as well. Both Bhric and Zander had threatened what they would do if he hurt her again.

      So, the way Breslin saw it, he wasn’t coming back. There wasn’t going to be a mating ceremony today, or, any other day for her.

      The tears flowed as Breslin quickly grabbed some clothes and tossed them in a suitcase. Skipping a shower, she threw on some clothes and finished packing. She had no clue where she was going but didn’t care.

      Breslin snuck out the front door and jumped into her car. As she drove off, she glanced in the rearview mirror and watched Zeum get smaller with the distance.

      She hadn’t wanted the big party anyway, she thought as she floored the accelerator, leaving everything behind.
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* * *

      Rhett whistled as he took the steps to Zeum two at a time. After rescuing the child from the burning building, Breslin had asked him to mate her. His heart nearly exploded with her words.

      Today was the beginning of forever for them and he couldn’t wait to bond in every way with Breslin. And he felt certain he was ready, especially after his quick walkabout to the mountains.

      The last time he made love to Breslin, his demon nearly took control and Rhett felt an urgency to get away and test his fire power. He needed to be confident his inner beast wouldn’t rise to the surface on their Eve of Eternal Union so he took off for a bit.

      Bhric’s massive body plowed into Rhett the second he stepped through the front door. Rhett went flying and barely caught sight of Bhric’s murderous black gaze. His body hit the wall, smashing the sheetrock, and he crumpled to the ground.

      “What the fuck?” Rhett grunted as he grabbed his side. He took a deep breath, and added cracked ribs to his list of injuries from the hot-headed vampire.

      “I warned you, demon. You hurt her again!” Bhric ground out through clenched teeth.

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t do anything. I went on a brief walkabout to center my demon and that’s it. I’m back and ready to get mated, so whatever you think happened, you’re wrong,” Rhett informed his best friend as he climbed to his feet.

      The gnomes came bustling forward to look at the damage to the wall. They shook their heads and cursed as they hurried off to get supplies to repair the destruction. Rhett could see why Zander kept the pesky creatures. Not only did they swear loyalty to Izzy, they seemed happy to tend to daily tasks.

      “You shouldna have come back here, Rhett. Throw him in the dungeons,” Zander barked and Kyran and Bhric rushed forward to grab Rhett by the arms.

      “Get your fucking paws off me,” Rhett yelled as he struggled against their grip. “There’s been a huge misunderstanding. Breslin!” he shouted as he looked to the staircase, hoping she’d come down and explain what the hell was happening.

      “She isna here, arsehole. She left because you broke her heart. Again!” Bhric growled in his ear.

      “I left her a note saying I’d be back,” Rhett replied as his heart galloped in his chest.

      “A fucking note. That’s how you explain yourself to your Fated Mate? That doesna cut it,” Kyran barked and squeezed Rhett’s arm. It felt like he was trapped in a vice with the death grip Kyran had on him.

      He hadn’t done anything wrong this time. He couldn’t change who he was. He hadn’t even been gone a full day, for fucks sake. He needed to find her and talk this through. She needed to understand he would go away from time to time but would always return to her.

      “Where is she?” Rhett demanded.

      “I doona know. She sent me a message from the airport asking me to cancel the ceremony but that was all it said,” Bhric admitted. “Dante hacked into the airline system to find oot where she went but hasna found her alias yet.”

      Rhett’s mind whirred as confusion assailed, followed by a surge of anger at her mistrust in him. He was done being punished for his previous actions. He’d made her a promise and his mate needed to trust him at his word. When he found her, they were going to have a nice long chat about her lack of faith. Rhett wracked his brain, trying to determine where Breslin might’ve gone. Only one place came to mind for him.

      “Tell Dante not to bother. I think I know where she went,” Rhett told Bhric and pinned him with a glare.

      “You better bring her home, demon. I’ll never forgive you if you doona find her,” Bhric answered and released his hold on Rhett.

      Rhett turned and walked out of the house, praying his hunch was right.
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* * *

      Breslin glanced out into the darkness. The pain in her head rivaled the ache in her chest. Her insides were hollow, despite being in the one spot that always lifted her spirits.

      The Zeum carousel was Breslin’s favorite place to visit as a child. She recalled the first time she saw the attraction. Zander arranged an after-hours ride for their family one summer and the moment she spotted the elaborate horses and heard the beautiful music, it sparked something inside and spoke to her soul. In fact, she loved the carousel so much she insisted they name their compound after the famous ride.

      She flew to San Francisco, hoping to forget the brutal despair of losing her mate a second time but the magic of the place eluded her. She cursed Rhett for stealing another great joy from her life.

      Breslin ran her hand over the golden sleigh. The carousel was closed for the night but she snuck on and slipped into one of the carriages, wanting to drown her sorrows. Without the colorful lights and music, the carousel seemed cold and lonely, just like her pathetic life.

      Was this her fate? To be alone for eternity, without a Fated Mate. She sobbed, trying to understand why the Goddess had forsaken her.

      “Thought I’d find you here,” came a familiar male voice, startling her out of her depressing ruminations. She quickly wiped the tears from her face.

      Rhett climbed aboard and sat beside her in the large sleigh. Inches separated their bodies but it might as well have been the Grand Canyon with how disconnected she felt.

      “What are you doing here? Come to tell me you’ve changed your mind aboot our mating? Well, spare me the details and leave me the fuck alone,” she spat and turned away from him.

      Rhett reached over and squeezed her hand. Breslin tried to ignore the way she ignited with his touch. Traitorous body indeed.

      “What am I going to do with you, Flame? I told you I was coming back. Why didn’t you believe me?” he stated and his spicy masculine scent tickled her nostrils.

      “Yeah, well, you doona have a great track record,” she huffed and clenched against the need that sparked with his nearness. Her body knew when her mate was close and her gums tingled, demanding she feed.

      “Bre, I fucked up once. Once. Don’t make me pay for that mistake the rest of eternity. How can you not see how much I love you?”

      Her heart twisted at his words. Goddess, how she wanted to believe that he loved her.

      “Rhett, stop. I canna do this anymore. ‘Tis too painful. Please, just go away,” she insisted.

      “Nope, no can do. We’re getting mated and that’s final,” he ordered and put his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close.

      Breslin tried to scoot away, but Rhett just pulled tighter.

      “Nay, we’re no’ getting mated. I canna be with a male that bails every time things get uncomfortable,” she quipped and met his gaze.

      Fire danced in his orange orbs and she felt a pull to the demon. A connection she wished would burn to ashes.

      “Bre, I didn’t bail this time. I just needed to test my power over this fucking beast that lives within, to make sure I’m still in control. The last time we made love, I felt him stir and it scared the fuck out of me. I told you about the changes demons go through when mated. I’m still worried what will happen on our most important day,” Rhett confessed.

      “You know what? I doona fault you for that. In fact, I completely understand. But, how was I to know that from that stupid note taped to the fucking mirror? It was verra vague, arsehole. You need to talk to me, Rhett. Tell me what’s going on with you. Maybe I can help. But, what I canna tolerate is you leaving withoot explanation. Is that too much to ask?” she bit out, practically yelling at him. Her throat clogged with emotion and she swallowed against the giant lump that formed.

      “Okay, fair enough. But what I need you to understand is that from time to time I will need to get away. I’ve been a loner all my life and I can’t change who I am. Can you accept that about me?” he asked. His tone was sharp and intense, and Breslin saw the seriousness in his gaze.

      His words rang true. Rhett was a fire demon and they were nomads by nature. She couldn’t change that about him no more than he could ask her to stop feeding. She was a vampire and that meant there were aspects that came with the territory. But she didn’t have to accept the way he handled his urges.

      “Have you ever considered asking me to join you?” she countered and felt the tears threatening again.

      No, she thought and willed them away. Breslin refused to show how much she needed him.

      A smile broke across his face and she wanted to punch him.

      “What’s so funny, jackarse?”

      “I’m not laughing at you, Flame. I’m smiling because I’d love for us to take an adventure. Show you the ways of a walkabout. I promise it would be a whole lot of fun,” he said with a wink. “But, please keep in mind, every now and then, I’ll need time to myself. It’s just who I am. But know this. I will always come back to you. You’re my home. My safe room,” he added with a sexy grin then cupped her face with his warm palm.

      Heat raced through her blood at the contact. This male brought her to life like no other.

      “I think we can come to some sort of agreement. Now, doona talk and kiss me,” she said as she climbed into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck.

      Breslin needed this male more than she needed to breathe. When she was in his arms, her world was right.

      “Mmm, my pleasure. But first, I have something for you,” Rhett said and reached into his pocket.

      He pulled out a gold chain with an attached pendant. As he placed the necklace in her palm, Breslin realized the charm was made of blown glass. It was in the shape of a flame, and the vibrant red and orange colors seemed to glow under the moonlight.

      “I know it doesn’t come close to what Angus made for Keira but I wanted you to have something made from my fire,” Rhett admitted.

      Breslin was speechless. It was the most beautiful creation she’d ever seen and it meant everything that it came from her mate’s flames. She would cherish it forever.

      “I love it,” she whispered and met his orange gaze and time stood still as his stare caressed her soul. Only Rhett could ignite her to a burning inferno.

      “And, I love you, Flame,” he confessed.

      “I love you, too,” she replied and his mouth crashed against hers in a fiery kiss that exploded through her entire body.
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      Breslin glanced at the mirror and took in her reflection. She couldn’t believe this moment had finally arrived. There was a time, not long ago, she didn’t think it was in the cards for her and the fire demon but here she was about to walk downstairs and stand before her brother as he mated them for eternity.

      “Kyran and Bhric have Rhett chained to the altar. He won’t be going anywhere until you’re hitched,” Mack teased as she entered the bedroom.

      Breslin smiled at the feisty female. “Thanks. I’ll be sure and return your chains after the ceremony,” she replied with a wink.

      “Whips and chains don’t excite me but a little spanking sure does,” Mack said and wiggled her hips.

      “No, Auntie Mack. Spankings are bad. It means you’ve been naughty,” Izzy surmised with a scowl across her angelic face.

      “True, Iz, but sometimes being naughty is good,” Mack said with a sly grin and the room erupted with laughter.

      “For the love of the Goddess, would you stop,” Elsie interjected and pinned Mack with a glare.

      “Oops, sorry. Don’t listen to me, Izzy,” Mack replied as she covered her mouth innocently.

      “There. I think we’re all done here. You look incredible, Bre,” Elsie murmured.

      “Thank you,” Breslin replied as she glanced to the mirror again.

      The family crown was pinned perfectly in place. Breslin felt honored to wear the heirloom. Her mother had worn it on her mating day, and so had her brothers’ mates. She smiled as she considered the group of females in the room.

      It meant everything to Breslin to have them with her, supporting her on the most important day of her life. Life had changed drastically in the past few years. It started with Elsie and her sister Cailyn, then Mack joined, followed by Shae and Illianna, then Tori, Ember and Alex. Breslin finally had the big family she’d always dreamed of.

      “Auntie Bre, you need sparklies,” Izzy announced as she danced over with Breslin’s diamond earrings in her hand.

      Izzy appointed herself the sparkle police at a very young age and made sure every female that was mated in the house had the right amount of bling for the occasion. A tear escaped Breslin’s tight control when she considered how close she was to her niece. She loved the little female to pieces.

      “Auntie Bre, I love your necklace. It glows like Uncle Rhett,” Izzy stated as she climbed into Breslin’s lap and touched the pendant around her neck.

      “Thank you, Iz. Maybe we can ask him to make something special for you, as well,” Breslin answered and hugged the little girl.

      Her eyes widened with excitement. “Ooh, I hope so. That would be my most favorite thing ever,” she said as she bounced in her lap.

      “So, how is it that Breslin managed to get away with a small ceremony?” Mack asked as she sipped on her champagne.

      Aside from Breslin, Kyran’s mate was the only female Dark Warrior in the compound. Mack was one of their finest, always at the top of the killboard and Breslin appreciated the no non-sense female. They understood each other.

      “Mack,” Elsie chided and swatted the female on the shoulder.

      Mack shrugged her shoulders. “What? She’s the Vampire Princess. I would’ve expected the entire realm to attend. Even I had to go through a huge ceremony after we returned from Khoth. And I don’t like dressing up,” Mack complained.

      Breslin laughed at her sister-in-law. “As much as I love to plan a party, this day isna aboot all that. Family and our close friends is what’s important to me and I didna want to share it with the world. I guess I’m being selfish but I doona care. I’ve said it a thousand times–"

      “No hearts and flowers,” chimed the group of females.

      “Aye, exactly,” Breslin countered.

      “So, why am I in this dress and heels then?” Mack countered.

      “Torturing you is my greatest joy, puthair,” Breslin teased. “Just because my ceremony isna a formal gathering doesna mean you can wear one of your snarky t-shirts.”

      “Oh, speaking of that, I have a gift for you,” Mack quipped and dashed from the bedroom.

      Moments later, she returned holding a rolled piece of material and handed it to Breslin. Breslin unfolded the fabric to see a black t-shirt with a picture of lips and a tongue. The tongue was shaped to look like a flame and the caption read, ‘I licked it, so it’s mine.”

      “This is perfect. I’ll wear it tonight,” Breslin said and blushed as she imagined Rhett’s reaction when he saw her in it.

      “And, it’s non-flammable, bitch,” Mack replied and gave Breslin a high-five.

      “Okay, Izzy, am I ready?” Breslin asked as she turned to the little princess.

      Her adorable niece looked to her with more concentration than she’d ever seen on her little face. Izzy pursed her lips and put her chin in one hand before she reached over on Breslin’s dressing table and grabbed a large makeup brush. Dabbing the soft puff in the small container, Izzy brushed both of Breslin’s bare shoulders, causing a cloud of glitter to fill the room.

      “Now you’re ready,” Izzy announced with a wide smile.

      Suddenly, butterflies swarmed in Breslin’s stomach and tears threatened to ruin Elsie’s perfect makeup application. Biting back the emotion, Breslin turned to the mirror for one last check.

      She’d been a princess her entire life and had donned countless gowns, but she felt more like a princess today than all others combined. The pale shade of her gold gown complimented her auburn hair and the beaded bodice sparkled when she moved. Her eyes roamed the length of the straight silk skirt to the top of her matching stilettos.

      Yes. She was ready to get mated.

      A small shard of doubt surfaced but she shoved it away. Rhett wouldn’t disappoint her. He proved his love and devotion many times over and she refused to allow insecurities to ruin their night. Besides, she loved Rhett with all her heart and trusted him to be there for her.

      As she made her way from her suite of rooms, Breslin lost her footing and almost fell.

      “Are you okay?” Elsie asked, rushing to her side.

      Breslin clung to Elsie’s arm long enough to steady herself. The pain in Breslin’s mating brand was a constant twisting of a red-hot poker in her upper chest. She had denied the mating for too long and her body demanded completion.

      “I’ll be better after the blood exchange,” Breslin confessed, and Elsie nodded in understanding.

      She wasn’t sure what she looked forward to most. Being bonded to Rhett in every way or getting rid of the agonizing pain.

      Breslin paused in the patio entryway. Rather than the typical roomful of guests, there were a few dozen attendees. Small and intimate, which was perfect. Rhett met her gaze and his broad smile had her practically running to his side. She was overly anxious to get the show on the road and get to the good stuff. Every cell in her body ached to be joined to her mate.

      As she made her way to Rhett’s side, Breslin waved her hand and lit the surrounding candles.

      “Impatient, Bre?” Bhric asked with a smirk as she approached. Their shared bond told her twin precisely how anxious she was to mate Rhett.

      Bhric stood in the center of the room with Zander and Kyran. With all the matings over the past few years, Breslin was used to seeing them in their formal Scottish attire, but this time it was for her, and they looked especially handsome. She loved her brothers and was so thankful they were present for this day.

      Breslin couldn’t help the sadness that crept in, and wished her mother and father were alive to see her get mated. She sent a silent prayer to the Goddess, hoping they were looking down from Anwynn and watching her ceremony.

      She glanced to her mate, and her heart raced as her mouth watered for a taste. Rhett looked sharp in his tailor-made tuxedo. Her fingers tingled to roam his broad shoulders and muscular chest. His long, brown hair fell across his shoulders and his orange eyes danced with fire.

      The Dark Warrior and Council members stood in a loose circle around her mate and brothers. She nodded to Evzen then smiled at Hayden, glad to see him there. Maybe it was a sign the tensions between the Omega and her brother were a thing of the past. Hayden was a good male to have on their side. He was as big as her twin and a beast in a fight.

      It was then that she realized Rhett’s siblings were there, as well. His two brothers, Ryk and Reed, were next to the Omega and Rhett’s sister, Rihanna. The female was flirting shamelessly with the Hayden. Seemed that ran in the fire demon’s family. Not that Breslin blamed Rihanna. Hayden was good-looking with his long brown hair and five o’clock shadow. His dark brown eyes danced with mirth and Breslin could see a cigar peeking from his shirt pocket.

      Breslin took Rhett’s hand and the two of them approached Zander. Her brother stood next to a tiled image of the Triskele Amulet, holding Izzy’s hand. Breslin recalled when the warriors created the replica, laying each piece. There was blood, sweat, tears, and laughter in that stone and stood as a testament to their faith in the Goddess.

      “You look good enough to eat,” Rhett teased with a loving kiss to her lips. Breslin grabbed his neck when he pulled away and deepened the kiss.

      Rhys’s catcall had her blushing. “Now you’re talking. Let’s get this ceremony started with an orgy. I know I’m ready.”

      Breslin glanced over and saw Illianna roll her eyes before Rhys took the angel in a passionate kiss.

      “Fucking Rhys,” Breslin murmured against Rhett’s cheek.

      “Love you, too, cupcake,” Rhys responded then kissed Illianna again.

      The angel’s diamond-tipped wings were the perfect accent to the twinkling lights they’d strung for the event, and her presence brought additional happiness and joy to the occasion. Well, maybe a little too much joy for her mate, Breslin surmised.

      “Friends and family, please form a circle around the couple,” Zander instructed as he started the ceremony.

      “We have gathered here in this beautiful place, under the eye of the Sun and the glow of the Moon.  Let the circle be blessed and consecrated with Fire and Water,” Zander recited.

      Breslin let go of Rhett’s hand and stepped forward with Bhric. With an elegant wave of her hands, fire shot from Breslin’s outstretched palm to flow around the outskirts of the circle. The fire rose from the earth to the heavens, like fireworks lighting up the night. Bhric then raised his hands and snow formed above the fire before the heat turned it to water that cascaded down in a sheer waterfall, extinguishing the fire.

      Zander looked down to Izzy and smiled then continued in his Scottish brogue, “We call to the Goddess Morrigan, and invoke her to bless this mating.”

      Izzy extended her closed fist and Rhett put his hand out, palm up. Izzy placed a smooth, round, rock into Rhett’s palm. Their mating stone. The rock that would bind their souls together for eternity and protect their mating.

      Electrical pulses crawled up Breslin’s arm when Izzy grabbed her right hand. The power increased to a painful level as her hand was placed on top of Rhett’s.

      “We call upon the spirits of the East, of Air, Spring and new beginnings. We call upon the spirits of the South and the inner Fire of the Sun, Summer and personal will. We call upon the spirits of the West, of Water, Autumn, and healing and dreaming. We call upon the spirits of the North, of Earth, Winter, and the time of cleansing and renewal. Join us to bless this couple with your guidance and inspiration,” Zander recited.

      Electric current filled Breslin as the stone’s power enveloped her and Rhett. Emotion overwhelmed her and she saw it mirrored in his fiery orange eyes.

      Izzy pressed her lips to their joined hands and joy spread from the little girl’s body to theirs. Then her niece stepped away, leaving their hands clasped together, surrounding the stone.  Breslin stared at their hands in wonder and then jumped when Rhett placed his left hand over her heart.

      “And you thought I had cold feet,” Rhett teased.

      “I thought you were trying to grab my breast,” she whispered with a wink.

      Zander cleared his throat and Breslin giggled. “Continue, brathair,” she muttered and the corner of his mouth lifted in amusement.

      “I bless this mating under the Sun and the Moon. This circle of love and honor is open and never broken, so may it be,” Zander’s voice resonated with his blessing and his serious demeanor returned.

      Heat built between their hands as the stone became hot. She gritted her teeth as both souls left her body to enter the stone. She expected the loss but not the severity of it. It made the hot poker to her chest seem like a toothache in comparison. Instinct had her mentally grasping for them as irrational fear over never feeling them again swamped her. Tears brimmed in her eyes and she wondered what her mate felt. He wasn’t one of the Goddess’s creatures so she wasn’t exactly sure if he possessed the other half of her soul.

      The awe on his face answered her question. “It was there the whole time,” Rhett muttered. “You’ve been with me my whole life.”

      Now it was Breslin’s turn to gape. Her heart leapt at the love she saw shining in his eyes. He was created for her, and she was created for him.

      A brilliant light flashed between their fingers and Breslin’s skin tingled. Magic was a part of her life, even though she understood little about it. What she did know was it was capable of life-altering feats.

      In the next second, the connection she shared with Rhett became a solid link that she could see shining between them. A thick, golden band wrapped around her heart and ran to his, interlacing them.

      Suddenly, their souls surged back into her body and she was encompassed by love. Rhett’s soul combined with hers, intertwined from top to bottom, and linked at regular intervals. This was beyond any wish she dared to dream.

      In the next moment, Breslin felt the Goddess’s presence enter her head. She nearly knelt out of respect but held herself in place.

      “Ah, my brave warrioress,” the Goddess crooned. “Your mother sends her love and asked that I tell you how proud she is of you.”

      Breslin’s lips trembled as she opened her senses further to the Goddess. “My mamai is watching me?”

      “Yes. She watches over all her children. Both she and your father. No power, not even death, can sever your bond with Rhett. Mating stones protect and bless different aspects. Yours blesses and protects your life. With it, you will never be forced to leave your children the way your parents were. They sacrificed much for you and your brothers but did it out of love. Never forget that.”

      “Thank you, Goddess,” Breslin silently replied as a single tear rolled down her cheek. She needed to hear that her parents loved her. It was another revered gift from the Goddess. “And, thank you for choosing Rhett. I will cherish him the rest of my long life.”

      “I know, child. Be at ease and enjoy your Eve of Eternal Union,” the Goddess replied before she vanished as quickly as she appeared.

      Breslin lifted her hand from Rhett’s and looked at the mating stone. The ordinary granite rock was now a fire opal that matched her demon’s eyes. She hadn’t expected the change since he wasn’t one of the Goddess Morrigan’s subjects and was awed by the gift.

      Rhett wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close to his chest and then claimed her lips in a searing kiss. His fire tickled as it raced along her skin. Rhett told her his kind went through a transformation when they mated and she was anxious to get to that part with him.

      “Is it time for the blood exchange?” he asked as he waggled his eyebrows. Her mate had a one-track mind and that track was devoted to her now.

      “Thankfully, we have fewer guests to greet, so it shouldn’t be much longer,” Breslin muttered as Izzy wiggled her way between their legs.

      Laughing, Breslin scooped Izzy into her arms and accepted her hugs then those of Zander and Elsie. As she stood talking with her brother, Tristan walked up to them.

      “Congratulations, Breslin, Rhett. Thank you for including me tonight,” the male said and smiled.

      Breslin was grateful the stripling survived the attack and healed completely. His injuries were severe and they weren’t sure he would pull through. He was a strong male and her gut said he would pass the initiation and become a Dark Warrior.

      “We’re happy you’re here, Tristan. You look verra handsome, by the way,” Breslin stated, earning a low growl from Rhett. Jealousy ran deep with mates and she nudged his ribs and smiled back at Tristan.

      “I was hoping there would be a lot of available females tonight. I’m feeling rather randy these days,” the blond-haired male replied as he scanned the small gathering.

      Breslin peered into his blue eyes and then looked to Zander. “Remember that discussion we had the other day, brathair. Did you make arrangements yet?” she asked. Tristan was on the cusp of transition which meant his sex drive was about to go into overdrive.

      “Aye. I made a call to Aurora. She said she would do anything to repay us for protecting her harpies and Brushy Keep. It seems the harpy that saved Tristan from falling to his death is more than happy to accommodate his…predicament,” Zander explained.

      “What predicament, and who’s happy to accommodate?” Tristan interjected.

      Zander chuckled. “You’ll know firsthand verra soon, wild thing. And, Brianne is apparently going to save your ass one more time,” he added with a sly grin.

      Tristan looked at Zander then to Breslin, clearly confused. When neither offered further explanation, he shrugged it off then made his way to the buffet.

      “Do I even want to know what that’s all about,” Rhett asked as his hand rubbed circles on Breslin’s lower back. When he dipped lower to caress her ass, she about lost her mind. She needed her mate’s body and blood, and fast.

      “I’d rather show you when we get to our room,” Breslin croaked as her body clenched with need.

      She and Rhett turned to greet Hayden, Cade, and Cael. Rhett kept a possessive hold around her waist when the males hugged and congratulated her. It only served to feed her desire for her sexy mate, adding to the sexual tension flowing between them.

      “How the fuck have you lived with this pain?” Rhett whispered in her ear.

      She didn’t pretend she didn’t know what he was talking about. There was no hiding from her mate any longer, just as he could hide nothing from her. Her mating brand had yet to stop causing her immense pain and now that they’d bonded souls, it was causing him discomfort, too.

      “Piece of cake, demon,” she teased.

      “Damn, I love you, Flame,” he declared.

      “I know,” she said with a smile and kissed him deeply as she opened her heart and allowed him to see the devotion she held for him.

      Through the years, many teased her about being a cold bitch but that wasn’t the case. Her love was larger than life.

      Not wanting hearts and flowers simply meant she didn’t give a shit about all the superficial crap. All that mattered to her was unconditional love, loyalty, and a passion that set her on fire.

      With Rhett, she had it all.
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      “Have some of my hey juice,” Rhys called out to Rhett as he approached with two frosted mugs, “and, you’re Eve of Eternal Union is guaranteed to go off like a bomb.”

      “I don’t need your drink to make my night explosive,” Rhett responded to the cambion. They were different demons but they both had an inner beast that lurked beneath their skin. “I know how to pleasure my mate. Or, have you forgotten about the fires?” Rhett asked, referring to the destruction he and Breslin caused during their nights of passion.

      “Who could forget that? Those were the best roasted marshmallows I’ve ever had,” Rhys quipped.

      Rhett recalled the last time they’d set Breslin’s suite on fire and the cambion showed up with a wire stick and a bag of the white sugary treats.

      “Mmm, I certainly remember,” Rhys’s mate, Illianna, added with a smile. “I’d never tasted the toasted sweetness and now I’m addicted. Only thing I crave more is my sexy mate,” she said and nibbled Rhys’s ear.

      “That’s more than I needed to know,” Rhett mumbled as he left the couple cooing and kissing. Breslin’s friends and family were a diverse group, for sure, but he couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

      As he made his way to his mate, he thought about their ceremony. It was a shock in many ways. Breslin said many times that she carried a piece of his soul but neither believed he carried part of hers, given that his kind didn’t have Fated Mates. But then the most unreal thing happened during the ceremony. He felt his soul, along with hers, sucked from his body. It was nothing short of glorious agony, painful and surreal.

      That little voice that kept him company during his walkabouts had been hers all along. He thought it was his conscience but it was something far more precious. His Flame.

      “There you are,” he murmured to Breslin as he approached her and their friends. Leaning down, he kissed her cheek and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

      “You have got to try these mushrooms. Elsie outdid herself with these. Oh! And these duck fat fries. Holy shit, they’re the best,” Breslin said as her eyes rolled back in her head.

      “I’m supposed to be the only one that causes those sounds. I’d better taste my competition,” Rhett replied with a grin.

      “She’s right, they’re freaking amazing. I’ve eaten three plates,” Shae admitted and blush crept across her face.

      There was a glow about the female Rhett hadn’t noticed. He’d enjoyed working with her the past few weeks and was excited about the plan they developed to revamp Elsie’s Hope.

      Rhett picked up a fry from Breslin’s plate and plopped it in his mouth. A deep groan slipped out beyond his control.

      “Holy fuck, those are delicious. What are they made with?” he asked as he grabbed another from Breslin’s plate.

      “Duck fat and truffle oil,” Gerrick said as he joined their group. “Those two ingredients are on auto-ship to Zeum for the next five months. It seems it’s her number one craving,” he added and gazed adoringly at his mate.

      “What?” Breslin shrieked. “Are you pregnant?”

      “Yes!” Shae admitted and the females instantly jumped up and down, discussing her due date. The noise attracted Elsie, Cailyn, Mack and Illianna. Pretty soon, talk of babies filled the air.

      Rhett and Gerrick stepped aside as the females shrieked and patted Shae’s flat stomach. Alex and Ember soon joined the females along with the Rowan sisters. It was an influx of estrogen and no male was safe.

      “How the hell are we going to survive this?” Rhett asked Bhric.

      “I canna wait to put a bairn in my doc’s belly. She’ll be so fucking sexy carrying my child,” Bhric said with a growl.

      Rhett laughed when Breslin looked over her shoulder and made a cutting motion with her finger across her throat, warning her brother to stop such thoughts. Rhett felt her irritation, as well as, Bhric’s heartfelt devotion for Alex.

      The thought threw Rhett into panic. Wait. What was going on? When Rhett concentrated, he felt something new. For the first time, he had a vague sense of Bhric’s thoughts and emotions. Kyran and Zander joined them and interrupted Rhett’s evaluation of this new connection.

      “Did Jace confirm the pregnancy?” Zander asked.

      “He did,” Gerrick answered with a pinched expression. “He’s watching her closely because of the changes her body went through. He’s unsure of the impact it might have on our child. She’s finally eating, so I have hope things will go smoothly.”

      “Those duck fries are like crack. Your baby is going to come out with webbed feet,” Rhett teased. “We need to install a fryer in the kitchen to keep up with demand though,” he added as he watched Breslin excitedly talk with the females. She hadn’t stopped eating the delicacy on her plate.

      “Maybe Bre’s pregnant, too,” Bhric teased as they watched her enjoy the food.

      “If not, we’ll get in a lot of practice tonight,” Rhett commented as he left the group of males, unable to wait a second longer.

      It was time to seal the deal with his sexy vampire.
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* * *

      Breslin smiled as Rhett pushed his way through the group of females and scooped her in his arms. The gentle care he took with her dress spoke to how well he knew her. There were some things she wanted to preserve and her mating gown was one of them. It was something she hoped to pass down to their daughter one day.

      Instantly, Breslin wrapped her arms around his neck. Her laughter bubbled and she didn’t bother holding it back. As she met her brothers’ gazes and their wide grins, it fed her joy. She couldn’t recall a happier time. With each mating and new addition to the family, her heart swelled, but it paled in comparison to how she felt now. This was her night.

      “I can’t wait any longer, Flame,” Rhett murmured in her ear. She shivered as his hot breath skated across her skin.

      She finally understood what the others meant when they said bonding with their Fated Mate completed them beyond words. Breslin was full to bursting and the void in her heart was gone. She missed her parents and had felt that loss more the past few weeks, but the Goddess’s words echoed in her mind and she knew her mother and father shared in her joyful night. Breslin couldn’t have asked for a better mating gift. The Goddess truly was the most beneficent being ever.

      When Izzy noticed them, she stopped playing with Donovan and waved excitedly. Pink smeared her face and hands, compliments of her favorite strawberry ice cream. Breslin chuckled when she saw Pepper make his way toward the two striplings with another cone in each hand. Izzy had every being in the house wrapped around her tiny finger, as it should be.

      “I didn’t get a piece of our cake,” Breslin pouted.

      “You want cake? You’ve got it, but we’re not stopping,” Rhett stated and grabbed a serving of German chocolate cake as he continued his trek. “It’s time to end your pain and suffering,” he declared and handed her the dessert.

      She kissed his neck then nibbled his earlobe, causing him to falter and nearly drop her. Her mating brand blazed with pain and she leaned into him, closing the distance. Rhett’s thoughts of how he wanted to take her rushed into her mind and Breslin pressed her body against his, tightening her hold.

      “So much for cake,” he mumbled against her lips as they came to a stop in the large kitchen.

      His mouth plundered hers as his large palms cupped her backside. The slide of his tongue against hers made every cell tingle. Shifting, she wrapped her legs around his waist and dropped the plate as he tugged her dress up to her hips.

      “Nay, no’ you guys, too. What is it with this kitchen?” Kyran grumbled, his voice interrupting their moment.

      “Shite. We canna get carried away in here. I doona think our fire and the gas stove are a good combination,” Breslin laughed.

      “We are explosive,” Rhett teased as he carried her from the room while Kyran shouted they were a danger to the house.

      Rhett’s mouth slanted over hers and plundered her depths. The sexual tension in her body ignited flames along her arms that spread with every step he took. His suit jacket caught on fire as they made it to the stairs.

      “Wait. I doona want my dress to burn,” Breslin said as the flames began to spread.

      “Then take it off,” Rhett said, putting her down. His shirt and jacket fell in smoking tatters to the floor.

      She glanced around and didn’t spot anyone. Her keen hearing told her the guests were still enjoying the party. Why not, she decided.

      “Good idea,” she said and turned around. “Unzip me?”

      His hot hands blazed a trail down her back, unzipping her dress as they went. Her dress pooled at her feet then she was in the air and being turned in his arms.

      “Who’s going commando now?” he growled against her throat as he quickly took the stairs to her suite of rooms. “Mmm, and no bra? Thank you, Flame. Less work for me,” he murmured as he trailed kisses along her neck.

      “Canna catch on fire if I’m no’ wearing any,” she replied with a wink as his eyes roamed her naked body.

      “I like the way you think, Flame.”

      Her ample breasts heaved with every breath and pushed against his bare chest. Rhett kissed his way to her lips, making her breath catch. Rhett’s arms closed around her torso, melding them together.

      They were lost to the growing passion as they reached the bedroom. Rhett kicked the door shut in the next breath. Breslin opened her mouth to tell him to hurry before she lost control when his head darted to her breast.

      The muscles of his arms tightened against her body as his demanding lips closed over one aching nipple. Rhett was a maestro and her body the music as he licked and sucked his way from one breast to the next. She became a puddle of need in his arms as she writhed in sync with his orchestration.

      Flames engulfed their upper bodies and when Breslin glanced down, smoldering orange orbs stared up at her. Rhett held her gaze as he bit down on her nipple and she gasped.

      “You taste so fucking good,” Rhett growled, the sound guttural and raspy. Her eyes widened at the unfamiliar tone of his voice as she felt a shift.

      “Rhett, baby?” she asked.

      His demon stared back at her.

      “You’re mine, Flame,” he declared.

      “Aye, I’m yours,” she assured and held his gaze.

      His skin went from translucent to a deep orange-red color and flames blazed in his eyes. Rhett’s demon was in control. It was scary and thrilling, and Breslin’s arousal surged. Her heart raced to the point of exploding from her chest. She didn’t know what to do or say.

      Suddenly, tiny horns emerged from his skull and fangs filled his mouth. Breslin noted they were much larger than hers. He could easily shred her to bits but she wasn’t afraid. He looked nothing like her mate but the changes didn’t detract from his appeal. In fact, it made her want the demon even more.

      Fire consumed Rhett’s body between one heartbeat and the next, incinerating her shoes, along with his remaining clothes. She moaned when he shoved his hard shaft against her core and her body urged her on.

      “Safe room, now, before we destroy the rest of this floor,” Breslin panted.

      “Mine,” was his guttural reply as he stalked to the room at the back of their closet.

      Breslin’s eyes went saucer wide when she saw the contents inside the room. Not only did Rhett have a bed with soft, cottony sheets, there were countless red rose petals covering the crisp white linens. A side table with champagne and a platter of strawberries and cream sat beside the bed.

      “When did you have time to do all this?” she murmured and caressed his heated cheek.

      She saw a flicker of recognition then felt another shift. Rhett was in control again.

      “The Rowans helped me. Everything fireproofed. I wanted this night to be special. No more fucking you on the hard floor or against the walls,” he confessed as he set her down.

      Breslin opened her mouth to thank him but her thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind when he started nibbling her lips. She leaned forward to deepen the kiss but his mouth darted to her neck. She dug her nails into his back and hiked a leg around his hip. Her core pressed against his hard shaft and it jerked against her flesh. His cock rubbed her clit in the most delicious way. A little more and she would cum all over him.

      She screamed when she suddenly went airborne. Rhett tossed her to the mattress then crawled up the bed, leaving nips and kisses along her flesh as he made his way up her body. His fangs teased her inner thigh and her core clenched with need. When his mouth closed over her clit and he sucked, Breslin detonated. The sheets shredded beneath her fingernails as bliss flowed through her veins like sweet honey.

      Rhett gave her sensitive nub one last lick then continued kissing his way to her mouth. The predatory gleam in his eyes gave Breslin pause. Every female in the house claimed their mate was the sexiest male in the compound. Breslin always thought their debates stupid. Now, she would argue until the day she died that there was no male sexier than Rhett.

      When he reached her breasts, and sucked her nipple, she arched. That fast, her need skyrocketed again. She needed to feel her mate inside her. She writhed on the bed, consumed with lust.

      Taking control, Breslin reached down and grabbed hold of his cock, guiding his body between her legs. She gripped and squeezed, causing a deep groan from her mate. His eyes rolled back when she glided up and down his shaft, spreading pre-cum along the length.

      Suddenly, Rhett grabbed her hand and stilled her movements. She met his gaze and felt warmth spread through her system.

      “Thank you for giving me a second chance. I will never stop trying to prove that you made the right decision,” he vowed.

      Through their bond she sensed his truth. He meant every word. He saw her as a perfect female who deserved a male that would always be there for her. He wanted to share his life with her in every way. Breslin fell in love all over again with the complicated male.

      “You’re talking too much,” she teased and kissed him deeply.

      “My fangs ache to sink into you almost as much as my cock,” Rhett growled into her mouth as he plunged deep with one hard motion.

      “Yes!” she yelled as he stretched and filled her.

      She gasped from the pain as he took possession of her body. He thrust again and intense pleasure replaced the pain, and Breslin climaxed again. The rose petals on the bed caressed her back and legs as their bodies moved together.

      Rhett plunged deeper, reaching the place that left her mindless, and another orgasm hit before the last ended.

      “Fuck yes. Give me everything you’ve got,” he grunted and Breslin felt his beast resurface.

      “Look at me,” she demanded and called to his fire.

      His demon growled but she didn’t back down from the challenge. She lifted one leg and threw it over his shoulder, opening herself more so he could go deeper.

      “You are mine and I am yours,” she declared, holding his gaze.

      “Yes,” he roared as he latched onto her leg. His hand seared her flesh as flames danced around their bodies.

      “Then take me. All of me, Rhett. Now,” she offered and began moving her hips as she released control of her fire to the demon.

      This wasn’t a competition. They were a team now. In every sense. She trusted him more than anyone, and he could trust her, too. She knew he could feel her emotions and read her thoughts. She gave herself completely to the fire demon.

      She felt every delicious slide of his thick cock in and out her body. His hands roamed over her breasts. He pinched one nipple hard and kissed her neck. She was so close again and wanted more of him. She wanted everything he had to give. Once more, she felt the shift, and Rhett regained control.

      “I need your blood,” he panted, clearly drained from the experience.

      At hearing his words, Breslin’s fangs filled her mouth and she didn’t hesitate to sink them into the flesh at the base of his neck. His fangs pierced her neck. Their bodies convulsed as another climax assailed while they drank each other’s life force.

      A heartbeat later, Rhett’s scalding seed jetted into her womb. Flames burst from their joined bodies and filled the entire room. Fire filled her system followed by the tingle of magic. Their bond was cemented. Rhett’s essence twined throughout hers. The gold band from the ceremony turned into a million, tiny, gold chains. They were linked at every point of their bodies.

      Lava flowed through her body. The world dwindled away as Rhett’s devotion consumed her. He would never leave again. Breslin clung helplessly to him as her orgasm raged on.

      What a fucking night, she thought. And this was just the beginning.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rhett’s demon snarled one last time then fell to the background when the mating solidified. There was a contentment that wasn’t present before. His beast would always be a part of him, but the desire to dominate was gone. Mating Breslin was the crucial key. It brought the needed balance to his tilted world.

      Their entwined souls waved throughout his body like a flickering flame. Instinctively, he understood it was an everlasting flame that would burn within for eternity. The knowledge was mind-blowing and the sensation went straight to his overeager cock, and intensified his orgasm.

      Rhett braced himself for the onslaught of her thoughts and emotions now that their link was complete. He was prepared for an emotional beat-down from his mate after his fuck-up months ago. Staring into glowing amber eyes, Rhett’s heart swelled. Every thought and emotion was the opposite of what he expected. No hatred or disappointment was evident. Only the depth of her devotion to him.

      Without warning, Rhett lost his strength and collapsed onto Breslin as unfamiliar powers surged from her to him. Breslin explained how Fated Mates shared a portion of their abilities but Rhett didn’t expect to inherit anything. He was a fire demon and already possessed control over fire. He shuddered as extreme heat followed by icy cold shook him to his core. And there was a metallic element mixed with it that he didn’t understand.

      His energy rushed back with a vengeance and his cock jerked with renewed vigor. Her cinnamon and fire scent washed over him and he deeply inhaled the delicious fragrance. Thrusting deep, Rhett leaned down and kissed Breslin’s luscious lips and her spicy flavor filled his mouth.

      She arched toward him as fire shot out of the puncture marks he left on her neck. A tiny ouroborus marked her as his. Tracing a finger over his mark, he was shocked when his chest began burning. He glanced down and watched as Breslin’s yin-yang symbol branded then inked into his skin.

      “You marked me,” he muttered.

      Expecting the walls to close in on the realization, Rhett was shocked when his soul settled in place. He was truly content for the first time in his long life. He belonged to this fiery female and she was his.

      “Damn straight, I marked you, demon. Doona want you to forget you’re mine,” she teased then flexed her muscles, squeezing his cock. His arousal flared and his cock twitched inside the tight confines of her body.

      “Not possible,” Rhett vowed. “You are the dream I fall asleep with and the purpose I wake up to.”

      “Och, you had to go and get all mushy on me,” she teased. “I love you so verra much, Rhett. More than I ever thought possible,” she declared and claimed his lips.

      “Time for you to show me how much,” he groaned and rolled to his back, taking her with him.

      He reversed their positions so she was on top. His sexy mate smiled seductively as she gripped his hips with her thighs.

      “Buckle up, demon. You’re aboot to take the ride of your life,” she replied and began moving her hips.
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      “This salted caramel Frappuccino is delicious,” Breslin said on a sigh as she sipped the frozen coffee.

      The summer evening was cool and clear. A perfect night for shopping in the city with the girls, and stopping for their favorite caffeinated beverages was a must. Not that they had to go far for their indulgence. Coffee houses adorned every other corner in Seattle.

      Breslin laughed as Izzy skipped around them, singing and enjoying a sugar cookie shaped like a flip flop. As the physical manifestation of the Goddess Morrigan, her niece had a magnetic aura. Humans couldn’t help but smile and praise Izzy’s cuteness, and supernaturals practically bowed at her feet when Izzy touched their hands or faces. It seemed like a simple gesture from a child, but Breslin knew firsthand the calming effect of Izzy’s touch.

      “Not nearly as good as Elsie’s hot Butterbeer,” Shae countered.

      “Oh my God, that shit was the best,” Mack agreed as she surveyed their surroundings.

      Humans kept a safe distance from the formidable female, not that Breslin blamed them. Between her intense expression and being decked out in leather on a summer night, she was intimidating as hell. The only light side to Mack was her snarky t-shirts. Today’s special said ‘Don’t Be Fooled, I Just Act Like I Care’.

      “Just wait until you can add rum to it,” the spiky-haired female added with a grin. Yep. That was their Mack.

      “Not much longer until our next little bundle is here,” Elsie replied as they walked down the sidewalk, enjoying their time together.

      Breslin couldn’t believe how fast time passed. Shae was nearing her due date. Elsie was the first in their compound to have a baby and Shae was the second. Most in the home assumed it would be Cailyn or Illianna, but they were ecstatic over Gerrick and Shae’s good fortune. They deserved the blessing after all they’d been through.

      “Hey, Nate? Can you take the bags to the car? We have several more stops before we’re done,” Elsie asked the majordomo.

      Nate tossed his empty cup into a garbage can and met Elsie’s gaze. “What? You aren’t done shopping? What more could you possibly need?”

      Most days, Nate’s attitude needed an adjustment. Zander was far more patient with the male than Breslin felt he should be, but she understood her brother’s reasons. It was reassuring to have a dragon around to protect his mate and vulnerable child.

      Breslin laughed and stopped walking, cocking her hip. “Och, a female needs things, Nate. Surely you’ve noticed Shae has ootgrown most of her clothing. And then there’s the bairn. I willna have our little guy wearing those hideous onesies. Besides, we still havena picked oot the bedding for the nursery,” she explained. Males, she thought, shaking her head.

      “Really, I don’t need anything else,” Shae denied.

      Shae fit in fabulously with their group but she was still the shy, awe-struck female she’d been when she arrived at Zeum. She hadn’t quite adjusted to her new status of living among the royal family. She came from a simple life and wasn’t comfortable with the luxury that being mated to Gerrick provided.

      “Nonsense, Shae. You will have everything you need, and then some. No arguments. Gerrick gave you his credit card, so let’s go charge it up,” Breslin encouraged and gave the female a shoulder nudge.

      This outing wasn’t only about Shae. They all needed it. Elsie and Izzy needed to get out of the compound. It had been months since the queen had taken her daughter for an outing and Breslin felt it wasn’t healthy for either of them. She hated seeing them prisoners in their own home.

      Unfortunately, there was good reason for them to stay inside the protective walls of Zeum. Elsie was targeted by the demons from the moment she met Zander, and Izzy had been hunted since she was in the womb. They all did their best to protect them but nothing was guaranteed when it came to the archdemons.

      Zander conceded to girl’s night out but insisted Nate accompany them just in case Crocel pulled another stunt. Breslin feared Elsie and Izzy would never live normal lives and hoped this fun-filled evening provided a brief escape from the reality of their world.

      “If you’re going to be a baby about walking six blocks to the car, I’ll do it,” Mack said as she attempted to pick up the bags at Nate’s feet.

      Nate was a smart male and grabbed the bags before Mack reached them. Kyran would skin him alive if he didn’t do right by his female.

      “No, I got it. I’ll be right back. Where can I find you?” the dragon shifter asked as he turned to walk in the opposite direction.

      “We’re going to hit Barney’s as we make our way down Fifth,” Elsie replied.

      Breslin practically jumped up and down from excitement. She loved Barney’s and hadn’t been there in months.

      “Okay. Don’t go any further and be careful,” Nate instructed their group.

      The females continued along, leaving Nate to juggle the multiple bags. Breslin window-shopped as they passed the stores. This district of downtown Seattle near City Centre was one of her favorite shopping areas. It was littered with fantastic shops, both human and realm owned.

      “Oh, look! Sparklies, mama,” Izzy cried out as she dashed to a window that showcased jewelry.

      “Those are beautiful, sweetie, but you don’t need them,” Elsie replied with a smile.

      “I do, mama. I neeeeed,” Izzy whined.

      They all laughed but Breslin froze when a thousand needles pricked her skin. Something wasn’t right. She searched the area for any sign of danger but came up empty.

      “Feel that?” Mack whispered.

      Breslin looked to the group of females. Everyone seemed aware something was off but remained calm for Izzy’s sake. Illianna nonchalantly made her way to Izzy and Breslin could tell she was close to picking her up and flying away. The Joybringer’s massive wings were hidden from the humans, but ready for action should the need arise.

      “Aye,” Breslin acknowledged and continued searching for danger.

      “Auntie Bre. Dese earrings should be yours. Dey are pretty orange like Uncle Rhett’s eyes,” Izzy preened.

      Breslin hated that evil was ruining the child’s evening. It broke her heart that Isobel wouldn’t grow up like so many other children. Her biggest concern should be whether her parents would allow her to have dessert after dinner, not a demon swooping from the sky to take her to the Underworld. Unfortunately, Isobel’s reality was she was the most hunted being in Tehrex Realm history.

      “Aye, you’re right, Princess. So verra pretty and they do match Rhett’s eyes. I think we both need a pair,” Breslin said, forcing her enthusiasm.

      “Yay, yay, yay,” Izzy cheered.

      Elsie stepped beside Breslin but her eyes never left her daughter. “Where are they? I don’t see them,” she whispered and Breslin heard the panic in her tone.

      Breslin’s fangs descended and she questioned their decision to leave the compound. Nate was nearby but he wasn’t there to protect them. Aside from Breslin, Ember and Mack were the only ones there to defend the females and protect Izzy. Elsie could fight and so could Shae, but Shae was pregnant and there was no way Elsie was leaving Izzy’s side.

      Breslin’s neck prickled with awareness and she whipped around to locate the source. A shadow moved in the alley not far from their position. Breslin pushed Elsie toward Izzy and grabbed Mack’s shoulder to alert the female.

      “Time to lock and load,” Mack announced as a dozen skirm sauntered out of the darkness.

      “Izzy, stay by mama’s side,” Breslin warned her niece as she took three steps forward to block the skirm’s path to the pair.

      “Shae, run. Illianna, get her away from here and to safety. Elsie, doona move. They will only follow you. We’ll get oot of this fucking mess,” Breslin cursed and pulled her twin titanium sais from their sheaths under her shirt.

      “Tsk, tsk,” one of the skirm chastised as they split off into two groups. Breslin remained focused on the six approaching her.

      “C’mon motherfucker. Bully someone your own size,” Breslin taunted at the same time Mack mumbled, “Say hello to my little friend.”

      Breslin didn’t bother looking over when she heard the flash of fire and smelled burned flesh and ash. True to form, Mack hit her mark.

      A scream rent the air and Breslin’s heart stopped as she spun around. Illianna lay on the ground, one of her gold wings split down the middle. Red stained the gold feathers that littered the sidewalk. Elsie’s scream echoed next and Breslin turned away from the injured angel.

      “No, Bre! Help Illianna. I’ve got them,” Elsie told Breslin.

      Breslin didn’t take two steps before she was surrounded by ten skirm. Had they fucking multiplied? It didn’t matter. She needed to protect Elsie and Izzy. She knew they were after her niece.

      Hot breath hit her neck before sharp fangs pierced her shoulder. The skirm snarled and thrashed his head back and forth while its teeth lodged in her flesh. Breslin swung one of her blades up, and punctured through flesh. Bone cracked but it didn’t deter the rabid minion biting her.

      “I’ve got Illianna,” Alex called out. Relief swamped Breslin at hearing the words but it was a costly distraction.

      The fuckers took advantage and converged at once. From the corner of her eye, she saw Mack facing three skirm and two hellhounds.

      She heard nearby humans scream and shout. This was one giant cluster fuck, Breslin thought as a new set of fangs drove into her thigh. The one at her neck let go and bit down again. Acid flowed through her body as blood poured from her wounds. How could she contain the humans, save Izzy, and fight off the enemy?

      Breslin managed to find enough wiggle room to wedge her hand between the skirm at her leg and thrust her blade up with all her might. A flash of fire singed her pants, adding more pain to her injury.

      Abandoning her weapons, she called fire to her hands. For a split second, she felt connected to Alex and her brother, as well as her mate. There had been a dozen instances over the past weeks where she’d experienced odd things like melting her fork while eating or freezing her bath water. She didn’t understand why, but the four of them appeared to share powers.

      Breslin recalled a time when Elsie had additional abilities after receiving blood from Kyran and Bhric. She was a mess, freezing the pool and sifting without warning. Over time, the powers diminished then disappeared altogether. Breslin hoped that was the case for her, as well, because it was discerning for these new powers to be out of her control.

      A skirm charged forward, snagging Breslin’s attention. She grabbed the creature around the throat and let her fire loose, but instead of going up in flames, the minion froze from the neck down. Damn. This was exactly the scenario she wanted to avoid. She needed to get control over this shit, and fast.

      Breslin dug deep and found her center. She exhaled, and allowed her faith in the Goddess to decide the best defense. Fire shot from her hand followed by ice, incapacitating the six surrounding her. Okay, that was more like it.

      A dry cackle echoed through the night and Breslin didn’t have to see the face to know it was the blue-winged demon.

      “Give up now, your Highness. You can’t stop me from taking your daughter,” Crocell taunted as she hovered above Elsie and Izzy. With Illianna’s injury, she couldn’t fly and engage the archdemon.

      “Izzy,” Elsie called out to her daughter who was crying and clinging to her mother’s leg. “Call Rami. Now! This is an emergency.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ve blocked all communication. Your superhero won’t be saving the day,” Crocell laughed. “With the little one, Crecil will be at my side in no time.”

      “Try and take my daughter, bitch. I dare you,” Elsie hissed as she shook with rage. Elsie’s eyes turned black as her fangs descended. Breslin had never seen Elsie filled with such fury. Don’t mess with Mama Bear, she thought.

      Suddenly, Nate swooped in and blew dragon fire at the demon. Crocell easily deflected it then charged the dragon. The two grappled in the air. Droplets of red and black blood fell from the sky before they flew from of sight.

      Breslin took off toward her niece but never reached Izzy. A large form slammed into her side as a hellhound leaped at her with its jaws open. The demon dog took her to the ground and sank its knife-sized teeth into her abdomen.

      “Get the fuck off me,” she yelled as she stabbed it in the head with one of her knives while her power short-circuited and melted the knife in her other hand.

      Breslin twisted and screamed as flesh tore, but managed to wrap ankles around the hound’s neck and squeezed with all her might. Bones and tendons snapped and the evil spawn fell to the ground. She got to shaky feet and threw fire at the creature. Luckily, flames left her hand and the dog howled as fire engulfed its form. Her flames were hotter since mating the fire demon, and quickly spread with a mere thought.

      “That’s ten, asshat. Thanks for getting me to the top of the killboard,” Mack called out as her form sifted past Breslin. One step behind her, the two females ran for Elsie and Izzy.

      A skirm snuck behind the Vampire Queen then grabbed hold of Isobel, lifting her off the ground. Elsie dropped her weapon and clawed at the male with her bare fingers. Breslin knew why she discarded her weapon. One wrong move and Izzy might suffer the blow.

      Crocell reappeared in the next second, laughing haughtily, “Looks like you’re wrong about who’s going to win this one.”

      Fuck. That evil bitch kept coming back. And the skirm had a tight grip on Izzy. Breslin lifted a palm to shoot fire at the archdemon but paused. What if her erratic powers hit Izzy instead of her target? She could kill her niece. Supernatural young weren’t immortal until they transitioned.

      “Izzy, baby. Fight him,” Elsie urged.

      “And, doona stop calling for Rami,” Breslin reminded her.

      “Do what you did to Kadir,” Mack ordered the little girl. Breslin’s heart broke into a million pieces as she saw the terror in Izzy’s eyes.

      Suddenly, a weapon of light appeared and Izzy’s palm reached out to grab it, but Crocel threw Dark Magic toward the object and it sailed past her reach.

      “Let’s go!” Crocell shouted to her minion.

      The skirm shoved Izzy into a large sack and wrapped his arms around the fabric. Crocell landed behind the skirm and grabbed its arm. In the next breath, they disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.

      “Nooooo!” Elsie screamed, and then she went beserk.

      She clawed and slashed limbs from demons and skirm, killing four enemies in a matter of seconds with her bare hands. The volume of rage pouring from the Vampire Queen fed the remaining rage demons but the three creatures didn’t stand a chance against the female. She was lost to her fury.

      Breslin joined the fight and the demons were quickly eliminated. The group of females were bloodied, bruised, and beaten as they stood in a daze, trying to figure out what to do next.

      Suddenly, Rami appeared, his massive black wings filling the night sky.

      The angel was too late.

      Their most precious family member had been taken.

      Elsie’s despair was a weight that surrounded the entire city. Even the humans stopped shouting and talking into their phones to join in her sadness. Breslin had no idea what to do. Izzy was gone.

      “What the fuck happened?” Ramiel demanded.

      “They took her, Rami. Crocell took my baby,” Elsie wailed as she fell into his arms.

      “I will find her, El,” Rami vowed. “I will tear Crocell to fucking shreds,” he roared.

      Zander arrived, along with the rest of the warriors, and Breslin sagged into Rhett’s embrace. She fought the tears as she watched Elsie crumple to the ground and heard Rami scream to the heavens.

      His agonizing howl shattered glass in the windows of nearby buildings. He picked up cars and tossed them across the parking lot. He ripped a tree from the ground and tossed it into the nearest wall, causing the structure to crumble.

      Illianna called out to him, trying to soothe his rage but it fell on deaf ears. The Joybringer closed her eyes, and a second later, another angel with white wings and gray hair appeared. Whatever his position, he was clearly powerful because it stopped Rami’s movements.

      “You’ve pushed me too far this week, Ramiel. Do you realize the mess you’ve created?” the imposing angel gritted, his blue eyes blazing with his anger.

      “They fucking took her, Cam,” Rami growled and his red eyes blazed with fury. “This is your fault. You wouldn’t let me intervene, and now Izzy is gone,” he bit out then his knees buckled and he fell to the ground. Rami tried to move but struggled against Camael’s force.

      “Watch your tone, Ramiel, or you’ll regret it,” the angel replied. It was clear his power trumped Ramiel and Breslin wondered again about the male’s position.

      The handsome angel looked over and met Elsie and Zander’s devastated gazes. Emotion crossed Camael’s face but Breslin couldn’t decipher the meaning. Did he know Izzy’s fate? Surely, the angel wouldn’t sit back and allow something terrible to happen to an innocent child.

      “Are you okay, Flame?” Rhett asked as he inspected her injuries.

      “I’m fine. We need to find Crocell,” she insisted, ignoring the pain from her wounds. She would heal. Izzy was all that mattered.

      “You gonna listen now, asshole?” Rami challenged the male that was clearly his boss.

      “Rami had nothing to do with this,” Illianna intervened as she limped forward with Rhys’s assistance.

      Seeing Illianna made Breslin wonder about Shae. Were she and the baby ok? Her eyes scanned the group and landed on the pregnant female.

      Gerrick cradled a sobbing Shae. The female looked okay and Jace was tending to her as everyone talked. Breslin swayed as relief washed over her. The baby would be fine.

      “I understand Rami’s your friend, Illianna, but don’t defend his actions,” Camael ground out.

      Rami continued to fight whatever held him in place, cursing a line of profanity that would make even Mack blush. The angel waved his hand and Rami fell silent. Camael was an incredibly powerful being.

      “I’m not defending him, Camael. Crocell attacked us and Isobel couldn’t call out to Rami. We all fought, but they took her,” Illianna explained. “Rami appeared after the fact and what you saw was his reaction to the news.”

      “Help me get my fucking daughter back,” Zander demanded of the archangel.

      “I will do everything in my power to return your daughter to you but I cannot guarantee anything,” Camael divulged. “After the human’s memories are erased, we need to call a meeting.”

      Camael waved a hand and the hold on Rami was released. He immediately lunged for Camael’s throat but the angel swatted him away like an annoying fly and Rami sailed across the parking lot.

      Rami scrambled to his feet and shouted, “I’m not waiting around for a fucking meeting, asshole. You may not give a shit but I’m not going to allow that little girl to suffer one second in that demon’s hands,” he growled.

      “We have to get her back,” Elsie wailed. “They could be hurting our baby, Zander.”

      Zander clung desperately to his mate. Breslin had never seen her brother so distraught.

      “They willna harm her, a ghra. Doona forget, Izzy is our Demonator. She can end their pathetic existence if they touch her. I have to believe that will keep her safe until we can get to her.”

      Breslin’s heart shattered in a million pieces for her niece but she clung to her brother’s reassurance. Isobel Tarakesh had to be okay.

      She was their hope. Their future.

      They would find her and bring her home.
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      “I’m going after her!” Rami barked to his boss, Camael.

      The smug archangel sat at the table, seemingly unaffected by the horrific turn of events. Ramiel felt certain the archangel was incapable of feelings. Well, except anger. The chief oozed with that emotion. Rami conceded more times than not it was because of his actions that the archangel lost his temper. Oh, well, c’est la vie.

      How Camael could sit there and say there was nothing they could do when Elsie was on the verge of a nervous breakdown was unimaginable. It was all Rami could do not to destroy everything in sight. Unlike Camael, he wore his emotions on his sleeve. Unfortunately, most days it landed him in heaps of trouble.

      He wasn’t going out of his mind with worry just because it was regarding Elsie. Rami was over her. That bone-deep, all-consuming love he harbored was a thing of the past.

      Yeah, right a voice snickered in his head. Rami told his conscience to fuck off. He was responsible for Elsie’s daughter, Isobel, and that’s why he was about to go ballistic. She was abducted by the archdemon, Crocell, right from under his nose. Now, he could no longer feel a connection to his charge.

      From the second he accepted the role as Isobel’s Guardian Angel, Rami shared a bond with her. She was always at the back of his mind. A happy little buzz that warmed his heart. Her presence was a bright spot in his otherwise bleak world. And he was on the brink of losing his mind now that the connection was gone.

      “No, you’re not, Ramiel. You can’t enter the Underworld without falling from grace and losing your wings,” Camael countered in clipped words.

      “So, we are supposed to allow an innocent child to suffer and die at the hands of the devil? How can you say that? You’re supposed to be an archangel,” Rami spat and his large black wings rustled with agitation.

      Elsie’s sobs increased with his words and Zander wrapped her in his arms and held her close. The Vampire King looked as bad as Elsie. His eyes were red and puffy with dark circles under them. He’d aged a decade in the hours since his daughter was taken which was unbelievable because his kind didn’t age. The guy was older than dirt but looked to be around thirty.

      Rami’s hands fisted at his sides and he forced his eyes away from the sight that added to his torment. It was a knife through his heart every time he watched the love between Elsie and Zander. But he was no longer married to her. She belonged to another. It killed Rami to see her happier than she’d ever been with him.

      He shook off the gut-wrenching thought. Izzy was his priority and nothing else mattered. It was his duty to find the little girl and save her from a horrible fate.

      He turned and started walking from the group gathered in the war room at Zeum. Suddenly, an image bombarded his mind. He stumbled and nearly fell on his ass. For a brief second, he saw Izzy’s tear-stained face. Her Sapphire-blue eyes told him volumes about her suffering. He lifted his hand, wanting to smooth her tangled black hair and wipe the dirt from her heart-shaped face. The image disappeared before he got anymore details.

      He turned to see Elsie watching him closely. “What did you see?” she demanded. “Was it Izzy?”

      The room went quiet and all eyes shifted to him. Rami nervously tugged on his ear and eased the clench in his jaw. He wasn’t comfortable being the center of attention.

      He cleared his throat then said, “I saw her but it was only for a second. She’s still alive. I didn’t see any blood but I sensed her pain. I can’t say if it was physical or emotional though. I got the impression they aren’t going to kill her…yet,” he told Elsie.

      Zander was up and pacing the room. “Shite! Rhys, get a group together. We leave as soon as Pema and her sisters have a location. We have to get to her before anything else happens.”

      The desperation in Zander’s voice was something Rami had never heard from him. He was the Vampire King, always under control. Calm and collect, that was Zander. But not today. He was frantic and terrified for his daughter.

      “Liege,” Rhys interjected then stopped talking. He swallowed hard, cleared his throat and continued, “you can’t go. You know that. Only that which is bonded to Hell can travel through the portals,” he explained, clearly overcome with emotion. Everyone seemed deeply affected by Izzy’s disappearance.

      “That’s not true. An angel can be summoned there by deed or kidnapped and forced there,” Illianna, Rhys’s mate replied.

      Rami had never seen the Joybringer angel so despondent. She was pale and sickly in a room of despair. Hell, there wasn’t even a shred of hope coming from her body.

      “How do we convince a demon to commit a selfless act in hell?” Gerrick asked as he held his pregnant mate’s hand.

      Shae repeatedly voiced it was her fault, and Gerrick was trying to comfort her. She felt responsible for the abduction because the women were shopping for baby stuff when it happened. The dhampir wasn’t to blame. In fact, it was another archdemon that stole Shae’s life as a vampire, turning her into a demon-vampire hybrid. No, this was entirely Crocell’s fault, but Shae blamed herself.

      Nate, a dragon-shifter and Zeum’s majordomo, entered the room with a large platter of finger foods. The male’s head hung low, his flirtatious personality absent. Rami knew he carried guilt, as well. Nate was sent to protect the women from harm and failed.

      Rami glanced around the room. There wasn’t a being present that didn’t blame themselves for Izzy’s abduction. Each one of them would give their lives to save the child. Thoughts of what Izzy could be suffering had Rami’s anxiety and rage skyrocketing.

      “There is no way to get those selfish bastards to do something for someone else, let alone put their pathetic lives in danger. Our only option is to force our way through the portal,” Rami said.

      “You would give up your wings for the child?” Camiel asked with a tilt of his head.

      “Of course I would. I would do anything to save her. I’m her Guardian Angel. I’ll give up my wings and anything else needed. I will stop at nothing to get her back to her family,” Rami vowed.

      “What about the portal in Tennessee? You know, that one in Tennessee that Rhys used the last time he went to the Underworld. Have you checked with Kellen or the other Dark Warriors that leave there?” Mack asked in response.

      Kyran’s spunky mate was one of Ramiel’s favorites at Zeum. She was a total smart-ass but fearless to the core. The type you wanted at your back when things went down. She’d slaughtered more demons than any other Dark Warrior, except for Gerrick. That ruthless sonovabitch would never be surpassed when it came to number of kills.

      Typically, Mack wore one of her snarky t-shirts but even that was amiss. Mack was dressed in black leather from head to toe, the poster child for vengeance.

      “Nay. The Cave of Cruachan closed after Crocell and Cresil came to Earth, and it hasna reopened,” Zander replied with a curse as he stopped his pacing and placed a hand on Elsie’s shoulders.

      Her sobs lessened and it seemed to ease Zander’s agitation. Rami didn’t need to see this shit. He was more than aware of the love they shared and it only made his current pain that much worse.

      A loud crash echoed through the room. The sound came from the next room and they all hopped up and went running. Could Izzy have found her way back to them? The little girl was very powerful and Rami wouldn’t be surprised if she escaped the demon’s clutches.

      Zeum was bigger than most hotels and Rami thought it was going to take forever to get to the source of the sound. Why did these fuckers need such a big place?

      At first, Rami thought the home stuffy and pretentious with its marble floors and fancy antiques but after living there for a short time, he quickly realized that beneath the façade was a true family. They worked together, supporting one another and protecting innocent humans and supernaturals from the evil that preyed on them.

      As their group rushed inside the large ballroom, they saw Pema, Isis, and Suvi, along with their mates, sprawled on the ground beside a small black object that looked charred. Surrounding them was a circle of salt which told Rami they were performing some type of spell.

      “Shit, that smells worse than a pus demon,” Mack announced as she waved her hand in front of her face.

      “What the hell happened?” Zander barked a second later just as Elsie asked, “Are you guys alright?”

      Pema patted her mate’s wide chest and sat up with a groan. “We’re okay. I think. And that lovely smell is courtesy of Lucifer. We tried everything we could to scry for the Cave of Cruachan but came up empty. Just as we were about to give up Pepper walked in with Izzy’s favorite stuffed toy and we switched tactics,” Pema explained.

      “We knew such a direct approach was dangerous,” Isis added, but we all agreed the risk was worth it.”

      “Did you find her?” Elsie asked as she rushed to their side and knelt beside them.

      Pema met Elsie’s gaze and tears formed in her eyes. Rami watched as Elsie’s shoulders slumped and the light disappeared from her eyes. This ordeal was taking a toll on his ex-wife and he feared she wouldn’t survive the loss of Izzy.

      Her normally vibrant skin was gaunt and gray. The shine from her hair was gone and tiny lines creased the corners of her mouth. Even Elsie’s clothes hung loosely from her shoulders as if she’d lost twenty pounds overnight.

      “I’m sorry. All we saw was Lucifer’s snarl before his power slammed into our scrying bowl and exploded in our faces,” Pema admitted.

      “He’s sealed off every entrance into Hell,” Suvi admitted. “Even the small cracks we’d been tracking the lesser demons through are gone. There is no way in or out of the Underworld right now.”

      “He’s reserving all of his resources to break free of his prison. He needs every ounce of power to pull this off,” Camael informed them. “The curse that holds him frozen in Lake Cocytus was cast by numerous Gods. Having Isobel is only one piece of the solution. That vile demon will feel my wrath the moment he steps foot out of the Underworld,” he vowed.

      “Wait a fucking minute,” Rami interjected. “You can’t mean that you are going to sit around while he kills an innocent child. We have to get in there and do something!”

      “You aren’t listening, Rami. There is no way in,” the archangel retorted.

      “No! There has to be a way,” Elsie objected as she grabbed hold of Camael’s lapels. Sorrow flickered in the archangel’s eyes but was gone so fast Rami questioned if he even saw it.

      Camael cupped Elsie’s face and Rami watched her dissension. His Elsie was as defiant as they came. Tell her she couldn’t, and she would just to prove you wrong. It was one of the things he loved most about her.

      “If Lucifer has sealed every opening into Hell there is no way in. I’m not trying to be difficult or deny you your daughter. It kills me to tell you this, but once the Dark Lord seals his domain there is no way to get through. We must wait until he leaves the Underworld and crosses to this plane. Once Lucifer’s anchoring power is gone, Rami can cross over and rescue Isobel,” Camiel informed Elsie.

      “And you think she will be alive at that point?” Rami growled at his boss. “There’s no way I’m going to sit back and accept that there’s nothing I can do while that beautiful soul is decimated in Hell. Mark my word, I will find a way to the Underworld and I will find Izzy and bring her home to you, Elsie.”

      “Please,” Elsie said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I can’t breathe without my little girl.” He hated that the feel of her in his arms was all the incentive he needed.

      Ramiel would move Heaven and Earth to find a crack in Lucifer’s shields. He wouldn’t stop until Izzy was freed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Isobel was terrified and so confused. She didn’t know where she was and wanted her mommy and daddy. She was so cold her body trembled uncontrollably. It was worse than when she ate ice cream faster than Donovan.

      Looking down, she saw why. She was standing on top of a frozen lake and shivers shook her tiny body. Wrapping her arms around her middle, she tried to make herself smaller to avoid the wind beating against her. It blew so hard it almost knocked her over.

      There was so much screaming and loud noises around her that she didn’t want to move. The monsters surrounding her were scary. They were all giants, taller than her daddy, and had gray skin and black horns. When they opened their mouths, she saw razor-sharp teeth like a shark and she knew they could chew her up and eat her.

      Their teeth weren’t the scariest part. They also had black claws as big as her daddy’s sword. When she saw their long, flame-red hair and matching eyes she realized they were the same kind of demon she killed at Uncle Gerrick and Aunt Shae’s mating ceremony. She would never forget Kadir.

      She didn’t mean to kill him. She just wanted to get away from him. When she touched him, she had no idea he would turn to stone then explode. But she didn’t feel bad about what she did. He was big and bad and very mean. Kadir wanted to hurt her and her family and she couldn’t allow that.

      Izzy was surrounded by evil and it terrified her. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see anymore. Maybe if she wished hard enough, she could disappear and go to her bedroom.

      She wanted to be brave like Mack. She remembered her aunt telling her to do what she did to Kadir when the ugly blue demon took her. Izzy could kill them if they got close enough, but the big scary demon behind her had cautioned the others to stay away. Now, they hovered nearby, staring at her like she was a big fat cookie they wanted to eat.

      Slowly, she turned and saw the biggest demon. He was almost as tall as the cliffs behind him. This must be Lucifer, the devil Goddess Morrigan warned her about.

      The goddess created Izzy, and all the beings in the Tehrex Realm. Izzy had a direct connection to the Goddess. She bore the mark of the Triskele Amulet on her body and could call upon the deity at will.

      Thinking about the goddess sparked an idea. Yes, that was her way home. She would call the goddess to come and save her. She quickly closed her eyes and went to that special place in her head where she held her magic. She pictured the beautiful goddess with her long black hair and ice-blue eyes. She prayed harder than ever before that her maker would come for her but when she opened her eyes, the Goddess wasn’t there. She was still in the dark, scary place where nightmares were born.

      A deep laugh rumbled and Elsie startled. “Don’t even try, little one. You can’t reach Morrigan from my house. That phone line has been severed. Just do as I ask then you are free to go home to mommy and daddy,” he cooed softly.

      This bad devil was trying to trick her. The Goddess told her he was the master of trickery. In fact, she told her many things about this demon. Izzy focused, trying to recall if Morrigan told her a way out of the devil’s world.

      Isobel had many conversations with the powerful goddess and Izzy tried her best to pay attention to what Morrigan said, but her mind sometimes wandered to better topics like Pepper and Dipple, the gnomes that lived at Zeum with her. Or to Donovan, her bestest friend in the whole wide world. Most times, Izzy just stared at the silver circlet wrapped around the Goddess’s head. It was so shiny and pretty and had a big beautiful red stone in the center. Izzy wanted one of her own. She loved sparkly things. They were her favorite.

      Izzy placed her tiny hands around the top of her head, dizzy from the influx of information flooding her brain. Her mind whirled and she thought she might fall. That was the last thing she wanted. There was black gunk covering the ice and smoke coming off it.

      Lucifer’s enormous wings beat against the ice but the lower half of his body remained frozen in the lake. Seeing his black wings reminded her that the Goddess said he was once an archangel and that his wings were charred after his treachery against God.

      Izzy spotted the barest hint of white at the base of his wings. He used to be a magnificent angel in heaven before he betrayed God and fell from grace. She knew of only two other angels. Illianna was a Joybringer and had the most beautiful gold wings. They had sparklies on the tips and Izzy felt happy whenever Illianna was near. And then there was her Rami. His wings were black and scary like Lucifer’s and even had sharp razors on the end, but she wasn’t scared of Rami or his wings. Rami was her protector and made her feel safe and loved.

      That’s how she knew Lucifer was a very bad demon. He made her want to cry and her tummy hurt real bad.

      “Release me from my prison, Isobel,” Lucifer demanded.

      “I can’t do that,” she whispered. Her legs quivered at the harsh tone.

      “Yes, you can. Touch the ice and it will free me,” Lucifer replied in a much calmer voice. He smiled as if they were friends but Izzy wasn’t fooled.

      “No. The Goddess told me never to do that,” Izzy replied.

      “Everyone you love will suffer if you don’t do what I ask,” the devil boomed and his smile turned to a leer.

      The ground shook and suddenly she couldn’t see. She screamed as she fell to her knees. Her skin burned as images filled her mind. It was her mommy and daddy and they were being cut open by big grey demons. They were calling out her name and begging her to save them.

      Izzy shook her head, trying to make the picture go away. It wasn’t real, she told herself. Her daddy was big and strong and would never beg her to save him. He was the Vampire King and protected her and her mommy.

      The images disappeared and she opened her eyes to see a strange beast flying above her head. It was part human, part beast, and enormous. It had the head of a man, a lion’s body, and wings and tail of a dragon. It reminded her of Nate except Nate’s wings were bigger and prettier. Her brain told her this creature was a Geryon and that it was another bad demon.

      Izzy’s eyes roamed the area and she almost shut them again when she saw people on the mountain. Their heads were stuffed into holes in the black rock with their feet sticking up in the air. Ugly demons held torches and were burning the bottoms of their feet with fire.

      Suddenly, the image wavered and she could see through the bodies. She sighed a relief. They were ghosts, not actual people. It didn’t make sense because she could smell burning flesh and see red blood dripping down their pale gray legs but she was glad it wasn’t real. This was an awful place and she wanted to go home.

      Izzy didn’t feel good. She was going to throw up. There was evil all around her and it made everything hurt, even her skin.

      “I said to set me free!” Lucifer roared and the nearby demons stepped away.

      “I can’t. The Goddess said no. Please stop. I can’t,” Izzy cried out as she curled into a ball.

      The awful images of her mommy and daddy returned when Lucifer shoved his way back into her brain.
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