
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Cambion Lord
        


        
          	XXIII of Dark Warrior Alliance
        


        
          	Brenda Trim
        


        
          	DWA Concepts, LLC (2020)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Rating:
          	**** 
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Alphas, Angels, Babies, Barghests, Cambions, Castles, Children, Demons, Dragon Shifters, Dragons, Faeries, Faes, Fairies, Felines, Felines Shifters, Gnomes, Goddesses, Gods, Harpies, Hobgoblins, Kings, Kippies, Love Story, Mages, Magic, Mates, Ménage, Ménage À Trois, Omegas, Paranormal Romance, Princes, Princesses, Queens, Reverse Harem, Romance, Seelie Faes, Seelies, Shapeshifters, Sorcerers, Sorcery, Trolls, Tuatha Dé Danann, Twins, Unseelie Faes, Unseelies, Valkyries, Vampires, Warlocks, Warriors, Witches
        


        
          	Alphasttt Angelsttt Babiesttt Bargheststtt Cambionsttt Castlesttt Childrenttt Demonsttt Dragon Shiftersttt Dragonsttt Faeriesttt Faesttt Fairiesttt Felinesttt Felines Shiftersttt Gnomesttt Goddessesttt Godsttt Harpiesttt Hobgoblinsttt Kingsttt Kippiesttt Love Storyttt Magesttt Magicttt Matesttt Ménagettt Ménage À Troisttt Omegasttt Paranormal Romancettt Princesttt Princessesttt Queensttt Reverse Haremttt Romancettt Seelie Faesttt Seeliesttt Shapeshiftersttt Sorcerersttt Sorceryttt Trollsttt Tuatha Dé Danannttt Twinsttt Unseelie Faesttt Unseeliesttt Valkyriesttt Vampiresttt Warlocksttt Warriorsttt Witchesttt
        


      

    


    


  


  

    

      A Fallen Angel…
The Leader of Cambion Hybrids…
Dangerous Sexual Attraction!


      Desperate to calm the raging desires of his insatiable inner beast, incubus-human hybrid Dante volunteers to lead recruitment and training for the Dark Warriors. But the demands of Cambion leadership do nothing to quell his physical needs or quiet his troubled mind. As he battles to regain control of his urges and shake the mistakes of his past, he’s closer than ever to giving in to his demonic side!


      Unlike the rest of the Fallen Angels, Chloe has an uncanny ability to stay off the radar. Millennia of eschewing romantic entanglements and staying out of trouble has served her very well. But after a Daeva demon leaves her for dead, she feels a certain longing to join her fellow Angels in the war to eradicate the demons. And that longing is matched only by her unexpected need for the sexy Cambion Lord, who saved her life!


      On opposite sides of a battle neither asked for, will Chloe and Dante forsake their truest natures and give in to love?
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      “So, what’s next? You get over your shit, you accept who you are and you help others.” ~Chloe, Fallen Angel
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      “You want to rethink that decision, asshole.” Chloe punctuated her threat to the fire demon by shoving her blade deeper into his side.

      Her kind weren’t born with the red eyes of a demon, so it wasn’t as easy to distinguish when they were pissed off. Of course, any being that bothered to look around would know something was up when her brown irises turned an orangish-brown.

      Color change in supernatural beings always meant something. Usually it indicated they were furious about something. Their world was a violent place with lots of sex, so if the tension in the air didn’t hint at an impending, or active, fight then the being was horny.

      The fire demon didn’t move an inch as he continued to snarl at the gargoyle. “You’ll regret stopping me, bitch.” Fucking idiot.

      The gargoyle sucked in a breath and pinched his mouth closed. Smart male. He winced and backed away when the smell of burning flesh filled the space between them.

      Shaking her head, Chloe shoved the sharp implement further into his flesh. “Get the fuck out of the bar now unless you want your balls burned like your kidney.” She narrowed her eyes and twisted her weapon until the fire demon finally lifted his hands and walked away.

      The female the two had been fighting over shot Chloe a dirty look and followed the fire demon. She didn’t know why she intervened anymore. If this female wanted to play with fire, who was she to interfere?

      Sometimes people had no idea the danger they courted. From the bits and pieces Chloe overheard the female was tired of being ignored and taken for granted and was trying to make her boyfriend jealous while having a bit of fun.

      In all her centuries of existence, Chloe had learned one basic thing about humans and supernaturals alike. Everyone wanted a partner to go through life with. Someone with whom they could share the adventures and hard times. Unfortunately, she discovered very quickly that those relationships were never what one hoped for.

      More often than not the other person wanted something from you and had no problem doing whatever it took to get it. Even if it meant hurting the one, they supposedly loved.

      “You’re good for the health of my bar.” The rumble of Joe’s voice brought a smile to her lips.

      Turning, she smiled at him. Joe was given Seven Lively Sinz recently. The change in ownership is the only reason she decided to come work at the place. It had been too dangerous to work for Zakara before, given their history. That shit was better left in the past.

      Chloe shrugged her shoulders. “I’d rather keep the violence to a minimum. Chelsea will no doubt appreciate not having to come in every night and clean up big fucking messes.”

      Joe waved a hand through the air. “I think she enjoys seeing the devastation. It’s like crack for her kind.” Chloe knew he was right. It was one of the quirks for Melcom demons. They lived for destruction and if they didn’t encounter enough, they started causing it.

      Speaking of Melcom demons, Serin sauntered through the door at that second with a scowl on his face. He stood tall, emphasizing his slim stature and looked around the place. His weasel-like face didn’t detract from the pheromones he was throwing off.

      His kind could attract victims as adeptly as an incubus or succubus. To emphasize that skill, Serin crooked his finger at a djinn that jumped to her feet and rushed to his side.

      Demons made Chloe shiver. She hated their kind. But they were easy to understand. They killed and thrived on fear, blood and gore. If you assumed that they were out to hurt you, you could better protect yourself and wouldn’t be taken by surprise.

      Many creatures let the good looks of other species fool them. You can’t judge a book by its cover. The most attractive could kill you while they fucked you, while the ugliest could give you the shirt off their back if you gave them a piece of trash.

      “Last call.” Joe pounded the handle of a dark blade on the wooden bar. The black metal held a chilling glow. His weapon was forged in the Underworld and was one of the few weapons that could end their existence. The other being a weapon of light forged in Heaven.

      Chloe turned and got ready to grab the mop and bucket. She wanted to get the fuck home. It had been a long night. “Watch it. Dammit.” She lunged forward and came close to losing a hand when a pus demon hefted his massive, slimy body from a bar stool and one of its rolls got caught.

      The chair clattered to the ground followed by a spray of slime. “I’d rather watch you.” The oozing demon ran a hand across the bar, leaving another smear of slime in his wake. Gah. What a way to end the longest day in recent history.

      “Do you even have a dick?” Chloe wrapped one hand around the mop handle and tapped her lips.

      “Don’t listen to her. Out everyone.” Joe waved his fists around and within seconds the place emptied. “I take back what I said earlier. Ruining your blade wasn’t enough for one night?”

      Chloe chuckled as she ran the mop over the alcohol and body fluids covering the concrete floors. “It was an honest question. I mean do pus demons have cocks?” Her nose wrinkled up when she reached a corner that had liquid of some kind. It was on the walls and ground. Thankfully, they wiped off the bright paint easily.

      “They must. They’re always hitting on anything that walks.” Joe washed and dried cups behind the bar.

      Chloe nodded in agreement as she continued doing a light cleaning. “Or they’re compensating.”

      “Aren’t they all?” Joe winked. “I make my living on those trying to prove their dicks are bigger.”

      “And I appreciate getting a piece of it. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” Chloe returned the cleaning supplies, she grabbed her jacket and headed out.

      By the time she climbed the stairs to street level, her head stopped pounding. New York nights in the fall were cool and crisp. Lifting her arms to her sides she inhaled deeply. A shiver wracked her body as she walked to the nearest subway station. She huddled into her jacket and wrapped the teal scarf around her neck one more time.

      It was going to be sunrise soon and humans would start coming out in droves. And she had no desire to be surrounded. Increasing her steps, she scurried down the quiet street. The usual sounds were almost absent at this time of night.

      Working so late meant she missed the cars whizzing by and people laughing as the wandered from restaurants and bars to the subway and home. It wouldn’t be so lonely if she could take to the skies. With so few out and about at this time, it made her miss her wings in a way she hadn’t for close to a thousand years.

      Warning skittered down her neck, making her stop and look around. Her heart started racing in her chest and her breath kicked out white puffs with her rapid inhalations and exhalations. There had never been a time when she ignored her instincts. It’s what kept her from a far worse fate when she fell from heaven.

      Now, she searched for the eyes she could feel on her. She spotted nothing obvious and all of the visible windows were shuttered. That didn’t mean she was safe. It was one more reason she missed her wings tonight.

      Her hand itched to grab hold of her weapon. It was a remnant from her time as a Warrior Angel, although it’d lost its flame long ago. As the fire demon from earlier could attest, it still burned. Unfortunately, wielding a weapon would only draw more attention to her, so she left it in the back of her waistband.

      Whoever was watching her wouldn’t make a move while she was watching so she continued on her way home. Her nose wrinkled when she passed by an alley. Urine and rotting garbage were carried to her nose on the wind. It was so bad bile rose in the back of her throat and made her turn away.

      Iron bands wrapped around her shoulders from behind. She arched her back and wiggled as she lowered her head to bite the arms confining her. “Just the angel I’ve been looking for.” The voice was harsh against the back of her neck and made her stiffen. There was deadly promise in the tone.

      She wiggled her fingers and tried to reach her weapon. A scream left her when her hand was wrenched back, followed by an audible snap. Pain arched through the area a second later. Something definitely snapped in her wrist.

      His words registered as she shoved her agony to the back of her mind. She needed to distract this asshole from what she suspected was going to be real fucking uncomfortable for her. “You’ve got that wrong. I’m no angel. What the fuck do you want with me?”

      Why was this asshole looking for her? And who the hell was he? Turning her head, she caught the sight of short black hair. That coupled with the lack of body odor, clear skin and incredible strength had her guessing she was dealing with a Daeva demon.

      She hated the good-looking creatures. Like incubi and succubi they used their seductive power to entrap their victims. Daeva might thrive on power over sexual energy, but their devastation was the same.

      The demon wrapped his arms around her, squeezing her torso. Her shoulder popped right before he slammed her skull into the brick wall. The world spun around her and she couldn’t focus on anything while she felt him drag her further into the alley.

      Fight, dammit! She started kicking her legs and wiggling her body. “Nice try little angel.” The Deava laughed, his midnight black eyes sparkling with malevolence.

      “Get your putrid paws off me.” Chloe threw her head back, trying to break his nose. All she needed was a moments inattention.

      Unfortunately, he held on and increased the pressure. She was jerked to the side and her skull hit another brick wall. Her head started throbbing and the world spun a bit even as the stench decreased. Blinking rapidly, their surroundings came into view. They exited the opposite end of the alley. Trying another tactic, she pretended to go limp then weakly lifted one arm to make him think the last blow weakened her.

      A rumble vibrated against her back. He liked having her weak and injured. His hand quickly skimmed the scars on her back. “You’re perfect for my plans. You can’t hide your origins. Although you are a curious one. Most of your kind carry the stench of the ninth circle. You’ve obviously discovered a way to break your bond with the Underworld. And that little lamb, is what makes you perfect.”

      She didn’t break anything. And she didn’t lose her wings in the ninth circle. What she suffered was so much worse. Having pieces of your body rot slowly until they fell off was the worst kind of torture. It made her wish she hadn’t hidden her presence on Earth.

      “I can’t help you with whatever it is you want to do.” Chloe tried as they turned a corner.

      What did he mean she was different? She’d never been told she didn’t smell like others of her kind. A harsh yank brought her attention back to the demon. He was scanning their surroundings. Goosebumps rose along her arms, putting her on alert.

      Expecting him to avoid the large plate glass window on a nearby business, she was surprised when he continued down the sidewalk. The glass allowed her to see the demon was distracted by something on the opposite side of the street. This was her chance.

      Despite sensing something was up, she couldn’t see anything that presented a danger. Before the Daeva turned his full attention back to her, she lifted her legs and kicked the glass with all her might. The move propelled her into his body and sent them both tumbling at the same instant the massive pane of glass shattered.

      Without pausing, she tried to summon her sword of light and took off down the street. Cursing when nothing happened, she recalled she was no longer blessed by God. Instinct honed by centuries of living on Earth had her reaching for the small weapon she still had. Something smacked into the back of her head and she stumbled forward.

      The weapon dropped from her hand, but she couldn’t stop and retrieve it. Her heart clenched. It was the last connection to her origins and was made of a metal only found in Heaven. There was no other substance as strong in existence. She prayed it would return to the hidden pocket where she stored it. Normally, she used a mental command to return the weapon.

      Fingers tangled in her hair and she swung her arms in reaction while she screamed. “Let me go!”

      The night was quiet enough she hoped someone would hear her. If a human responded to her cries, they’d be killed. That made her clamp her lips shut while she fought him. He pulled her to the gutter so she couldn’t use the building again.

      This couldn’t be happening. She’d survived too long for this to be her end. The Daeva demon snarled and grabbed her by her hair. Pain rushed through her scalp, making her reach up and grab onto his forearm.

      Tears blurred in her eyes, but she caught movement moments before a fist connected with her cheek. The last thing she saw before her eyes shut was her favorite Indian restaurant. They had the best tandoori chicken and garlic naan bread.

      Nausea churned and she had to close her eyes against the world spinning around her. One arm wrapped around her throat while the other grabbed both hands behind her back. He wrenched and her shoulder screamed in agony.

      Her eyes flew open when the wind cut off abruptly. She found herself in a narrow stairwell. This wouldn’t end well if she didn’t escape. Renewing her fight, she squirmed and tried to bite him, but couldn’t reach his arm. Throwing her body around, the Daeva’s hold finally loosened. Air surrounded her a second before she was falling to the ground.

      One of her hands flew toward the wall but ended up wrapped around the neck of his shirt. Riiip. The sound of cloth tearing filled the space right before her hold loosened and she was once again falling.

      Her head smacked into the stairs and her feet flew over her body before hitting the next step. She ass over ended it to the bottom with him going along for the ride. Cracks echoed and stole her breath. His big ass landed on a leg then his shoulder slammed into her chest. By the time she landed in a heap at the bottom, she’d cracked a few ribs along with her femur.

      Every cell in her body screamed for her to grab a bottle of tequila and head to the bathtub. Everything hurt. There were many times in her life she was sore from training or fighting, but nothing compared to this moment.

      For the first time in her existence she was ready to say fuck it and beg for death. She couldn’t take much more. Thankfully, the despair passed quickly. The Davea was on his feet before she managed to pull herself two feet away. Her scalp protested sharply when he grabbed a fist full of hair again and drug her into the room. There were metal shelves off to the right, but she couldn’t see what was on them. She was too busy trying to hide her terror.

      Demons were despicable creatures and this one topped them all. She caught a glimpse of a table with candles, jars and what looked like intestines hanging off the side right before she went flying through the air. She landed in the middle of the room on her bad leg and collapsed.

      Tears streamed down her face as she held back her screams. He would get off on hearing her anguish and fear. This demon was strong as hell and prepared to take her life. At this point she didn’t think she’d be getting out of here, but she’d be damned if she gave this asshole any pleasure.

      “You are vital to the next step of my plan.” The demon prowled to a smaller table set off to the side in an alcove. The large knife he picked up glinted black like his eyes in the dim lighting. He had a freakin dark blade. She’d better gird her loins or resign herself to becoming this jerk’s source of pleasure for God only knows how long. “There is so much power coursing through your veins. It’s exactly what I need.”

      Chloe sucked in a shallow breath. “You’re mistaken, that’s just gas.”

      She flinched as he crouched over her and kept still. In, out. It was easier to focus on slowing her breaths than anything else. The sharp tip ran across her cheek. Don’t move. There was already a shallow slice along her jawline. It would scar thanks to the dark blade.

      Orange flickered in her vision. Lifting her good leg, she moved fast. When her foot connected with the demon’s chest and he flew backwards, she relished the pain her movements caused her battered body. “Fuck you.”

      The Daeva started laughing and rolled to his knees. She was glad to see he wasn’t moving like silk anymore. She’d hurt him. That didn’t mean she was going to be able to escape.

      Taking a minute to scope her surroundings, she wanted to curse when she noted the only exit was the stairs she fell down. It wasn’t surprising to see at least two dozen body parts scattered around.

      From her position on the floor, she couldn’t see if there were any symbols written on the floor, but her skin prickled in a familiar way. Demonic energy had been expended here. Not that it was all that surprising, but she wanted to know if this one opened a portal from the Underworld.

      Some training had been impossible to ignore. Even on that fateful day when she chose to disobey the covenants and remained with her mortal lover. That decision had bitten her in the ass in the worst way. If only she’d fought beside Michael and returned to Heaven with the others, she wouldn’t be lying on the floor in a grimy basement abattoir in the hands of a demon.

      She wasn’t going to give up so easily, but she had to admit she didn’t see a way out of this predicament. She lost her line to the archangels and had no friends that would be willing to risk everything to find her.

      What was the point of even trying to find a way out? What did she have to look forward to? Centuries more of the same bullshit, that’s all. Death suddenly didn’t seem so awful.

      But she wasn’t going to go alone. This piece of shit was going with her if it was the last thing she ever did. Having a new purpose renewed her energy and gave her reason to continue her fight. It was going to feel good to take this fucker down.
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      “Where the fuck are all the demons?” Dante’s growl filled the silence surrounding he and Lucas, one of his cambions and a Dark Warrior stationed in New York.

      Dante was close to losing his shit. He needed to kill something and fast. That wasn’t all that was going on though. What he really needed was to find a female and fuck her. His inner demon clawed its way just below the surface of his skin.

      Problem was, he hadn’t been able to have sex with anyone for months. Ever since Nikko was killed shit had gone sideways for him. It’s really been since he ventured into Hell with Rhys, if he was being honest. Where he once filled in for the others in the Alliance, now he had an integral role in planning placements while overseeing the training of new Dark Warriors.

      And there was no one to blame but himself. There was no replacing Nikko, so he suggested restructuring the program. Everyone agreed and Zander appointed him over that entire arm with placements being under his purview.

      Having a bigger role gave him reason to get up in the morning. In the past, Dante was a cocky bastard that bedded everyone willing. There was a time he fucked people willing or not, but that had been a brief horrific period of his life he’d locked away the moment he’d escaped the second circle of the Underworld all those centuries ago.

      It wasn’t until his little sojourn into the Underworld a few years ago that he realized those memories haunted him behind the scenes. What baffled him was why the death of one of his best friends tipped him over the edge. Before Nikko was killed, he’d hung onto life by his fingertips. Now, the freefall had no end.

      Lucas twirled his sgian dubh between his fingers. “You okay, Chief? I can handle this if you need to go find a female to fuck.”

      Dante stooped and picked up a paper cup that’d been discarded on the street. Scanning the area, he located a trashcan in front of a deli and tossed the trash. “I’m good. Besides, you know no one should be hunting alone right now. Not until we have a better handle on demonic activity.”

      An archdemon nearly discovered a way to break Lucifer’s bonds to the Underworld and bring him through to Earth. That had been a nightmare Dante doubted the Dark Warriors would have been able to handle without the help of Illianna’s brothers. These Warrior Angels helped curtail the situation that arose in New Orleans.

      Of course, Araton had fallen in love with the human woman that was possessed by Lucifer, making it far more difficult to deal with than it needed to be. It would have been far simpler if they could have killed Natalia when she told them she was losing time and waking up surrounded by death and destruction.

      Lucas lifted one eyebrow as he kept his gaze on Dante. “Aside from an increase in skirm activity, there haven’t been any changes in our city. Let’s head to the subway. Close to sunrise they tend to retreat underground.”

      Dante tucked one hand under his jacket and he ran his fingers along the blades he had stashed in a holster. “Last time I was in New York we scoured an archdemon out of the City Hall station. Has there been any new activity there?”

      Lucas laughed and tossed his knife in the air then caught it. “That might have happened a century ago, but archdemons have long memories. No one dares go near that place. It helps that it’s haunted. Apparently, demons don’t care for souls they can’t torture.”

      A brisk wind kicked up, blowing Dante’s dark blond hair into his eyes. It was getting far too long lately. He added a haircut to his ever-growing list. “Here’s a clue for you. Demons are nothing but bullies. They’re cruel and vicious yet easily frightened. Their actions hide their vulnerabilities. Reveal those and take advantage and you’ll have them at your mercy.”

      “You say that like it’s easy to overcome an archdemon. I don’t see how exposing them will give me an edge.”

      “It’s all about getting them off guard. The more you reveal, the more distracted they become. And if you have a real juicy tidbit, you’ll have them wondering what else you know. All of that equals to a demon with his focus split. That fact alone is a weakness. If your attention is on my words, you won’t see me do this.” Dante jumped into action and swept his feet out, making Lucas fall to his ass.

      Lucas landed on the sidewalk and the air whooshed out of him. Dante went to his knees, pressing one to his chest. One hand flew beneath the light jacket he wore and grabbed a blade.

      Lucas’s eyes flared wide when the cold titanium pressed into his jugular. “You’re a better fighter than I am, yet I was able to knock you on your ass without much effort.”

      “I should have known better.” Lucas lifted one corner of his mouth in a snarl as he accepted the hand Dante offered.

      Pulling him to his feet, Dante resumed their trek. “I considered shifting warriors around and assigning more to each of the bigger cities. Now I’m not so sure. You mentioned there hasn’t been an increase here.”

      Lucas took a deep breath and let it out then cocked his head to the side. “Aside from encountering more skirm, we haven’t faced more demons. But…there’s this sense of foreboding in the air. It started not long after Zander and Elsie returned from Khoth with Izzy.”

      That was news to Dante. “What do you mean?” He’d felt something similar from the second he set foot in New Orleans months ago. It hadn’t lessened despite his travels across the country.

      Lucas shook his head. “It’s hard to explain. For me, my inner demon is agitated and unsettled. There’s a heavy pressure in my chest. And I always feel as if there’s something I’m missing. It makes relaxing impossible.”

      That’s precisely how he’d been feeling. Only far worse. Dante had a theory about it. “If I’m not mistaken demons all across the globe are performing dark rituals, flooding the planet with demonic energy. It suffocates anything that poses a threat to its expanding and infecting the populations.”

      “Makes sense. So, what do we do about it?”

      Dante pinched the bridge of his nose. “All we can do is remove as many from our realm as possible. We discovered that locations steeped in dark energy are prime locations for rituals to bring Lucifer through a portal.”

      “We have our work cut out for us. And, you look like you need a female or ten. Shall we go to the Fiery Phoenix?” Lucas practically bounced on his toes as he mentioned the realm bar near Times Square.

      Dante needed to say yes. He’d been living on snippets of sexual energy that did little to actually feed his beast. When he was in Seattle, he got a constant stream from the mated couples that surrounded him. Zeum was filled with passion, so walking in the door fed a cambion.

      Normally, absorbing the cast-offs of others happened constantly, but Dante had resorted to prowling the halls to soak up as much as he could. Not much leaked through the doors, but it was enough for him to keep a handle on his inner demon.

      If his friends knew they’d conduct an intervention. Dante knew he was playing with fire, but he hadn’t been able to do anything different yet. As the Cambion Lord, he held a position of power over the others of his kind in the Tehrex Realm. They looked to him for advice and control.

      He prayed to the Goddess that he didn’t suddenly get a call to intervene with one of his that had lost all reason. When that happened, the cambion became worse than an incubus. Their inner demon took complete control and they took sex in any and every manner possible.

      They didn’t stop to consider if the other person was willing, or if they were hurting their partner. They fucked using any force necessary. It was something he became when his mortal mother sent him to live with his father in Hell. Never again!

      Dante considered Lucas. The male looked tired, but not exhausted. “We can if you need to feed.”

      Lucas looked at Dante far too closely for his liking. “You need to feed, Chief. You’re on the edge. You’ve clearly been working too damn hard.”

      Dante snapped. With a snarl, he shoved Lucas against the brick of a building to the left. He had his hand wrapped around his throat and was in his face. “Watch yourself, Lucas. You’re overstepping. I am your superior. And, I know when I need to feed. I don’t need you telling me. Now, let’s go. I need a drink.” Dante released the Dark Warrior and took several deep breaths.

      Lucas lowered his head and altered course to the nearest subway station. “Sorry, Chief. I’m worried about you. I meant no disrespect. I want to make sure you aren’t putting us before what you need.”

      “As the strongest of our kind, I can tolerate more than you. I know how to take care of myself.” Dante stepped in front of Lucas and descended the stairs.

      The air became stale the further he went. Damp mold, rodents and decay replaced the somewhat fresher air. Not only were there animals rotting nearby, the brick walls were, as well. It created a unique scent that was overwhelming for sensitive noses.

      The lights flickered above their heads, illuminating the concrete platform. The tracks were empty, but Dante heard the rumble of a train in the distance. He took a second to take of their surroundings.

      “Line one should be here soon.” Lucas’s voice echoed in the cavernous space.

      Dante’s skin prickled and his head snapped around. There was nothing there except the narrow tunnel and train tracks. “Do you feel that?”

      Lucas cocked his head. “I don’t feel anything unusual. What is it?”

      Dante tried to decipher what was setting him on edge. “It’s not demonic.” Demons and their skirm made his skin feel as if needles pricked him. “But something is down there. Let’s go.”

      Dante jumped from the platform, just missing the third rail of the lines beneath them. If he’d hit that he’d be stuck there while his muscles spasmed and his flesh sizzled. He was jogging down the middle by the time he heard Lucas curse behind him.

      “Chief, wait up.”

      Dante slowed and glanced over his shoulder. “There’s blood.”

      The lighting this far down the tunnel was far less than on the platform. Lucas’s eyes glowed brightly in the dim lighting. “It might be the result of humans. I don’t sense dark energy.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what happened. Only that someone is injured and possibly dead.” Dante increased his pace and paused when the scent dissipated.

      Backtracking several feet, he stopped when the trail intensified. He’d missed the narrow opening on the right side. Lucas was by his side when he maneuvered his way onto another path.

      It was a tight squeeze for about fifteen feet before the tunnel opened up to a larger area. It was another track, not connected to the one they’d been on. And, there was a female lying naked across one of the metal tracks with her hand precariously close to the third rail.

      Dante rushed to her side and crouched by her side. Her brown hair was matted with blood. Her torso had numerous cuts and abrasions, as did her legs. A bone broke through the skin on her left thigh.

      Lying his hand on her shoulder, he jumped when she growled weekly and her hand swung in his direction. He landed on his back as her knife sailed over his head. The energy coming off the bright silver, told him this was no ordinary weapon. Given the color, he knew it wasn’t forged in the Underworld.

      He had to assume it wasn’t on fire because she was close to death. Well, as close to death as a supernatural could get. She rolled and he got a glimpse of the scars on her back. They didn’t look fresh, but he wondered if it was part of her healing.

      Dante gently brushed hair from her forehead. “It’s ok. I’m a member of the Dark Warrior Alliance. We’re here to get you help.”

      Lucas hovered at Dante’s back. “Is she a fallen…”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just because she sided with Lucifer at one point doesn’t mean she still is. Zakara is proof enough of that.” Dante would have walked away before meeting Ramiel’s mate Zakara. The female proved that not all fallen angels were evil beings, that deserved to be slaughtered. Some saw their mistakes and wanted to make amends for being on the wrong side.

      “Can you hear me?” Dante grimaced as he scanned her body and took stock of all her injuries. There wasn’t one entire inch free of injury on her body. Bile did pushups in the back of his throat.

      Not only because of what had been done to her, either. His body surged to life on a rush that made him dizzy. For so long he had to work harder to arouse himself than he gained from engaging in sex and here he had a female beaten to a pulp and his cock wanted some action.

      He hated himself at that moment. He shouldn’t be turned on and aching for this female. His mind objected and was repulsed, but his body wasn’t listening. It seemed as if he waited too fucking long if his inner demon could take pleasure at a moment like this.

      Putting up steel barriers around that part of his mind, he took a deep breath and willed his erection away before he slid his arms under her body and stood with her in his hands.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll take you some place safe.”

      Lucas gasped and stopped Dante with a hand on his shoulder. “Where are we taking her?”

      Dante narrowed his eyes at the male. “Where the fuck do you think? Back to Jessup House.”

      Dante took off without waiting for a reply from Lucas. He didn’t give a shit if this was a mistake. He refused to leave this female bloody and broken on the train tracks. Yes, she was a fallen angel and was likely aligned with the local archdemon, but that didn’t mean she deserved to be treated like this.

      Dante knew what it was like to make mistakes in life. Who’s to say she didn’t realize the one she made thousands of years ago? Dante wouldn’t hold the position of power he did if he hadn’t been given a second chance.

      Besides, if she woke up and tried to attack them, he’d have Ty, Axel, Jett and Lucas to help him fight her. Every cell in his body roared to painful life. This might be the last mistake he ever made, but he’d jumped on the runaway train and there was no getting off now.
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      Jett’s stormy grey eyes bored into Dante. “What the fuck are you thinking?” As the defacto leader of Jessup House, he’d expected Jett to be pissed.

      Energy crackled around the sorcerer, making Dante arch a brow at Jett. “I know you aren’t challenging me. We need information about what the archdemons are up to. And this one might be a fallen Angel, but she isn’t one of Lucifer’s elite.”

      Ty, the resident vampire, stepped closer and leaned over to look at the scars marring the female’s back. Unlike others of her kind, this fallen didn’t have thick raised ridges with numerous branches shooting from the main line along her shoulder blades.

      Hers were a single crescent on each shoulder. Pale pink and raised less than half an inch from her skin. When she fell, she was protected from the worst of the ravenous demons. If Dante wasn’t mistaken, her appendages weren’t torn from her body.

      Ty straightened and crossed his arms over his chest. “How do you know she isn’t here to try again? They almost managed to get Lucifer to this realm in New Orleans.”

      Dante rubbed the back of his neck. His body ached and his shaft jerked in his pants, reminding him he needed to feed. Whoever this fallen Angel was, she’d woken his libido and it refused to go dormant again. Perhaps he could follow through this time and fuck a willing female or two. It had been so long he’d forgotten what it felt like to operate with peak energy.

      Dante looked from one Dark Warrior to the other. “She doesn’t have enough power. Put aside your preconceptions and let your senses fill in the blanks. You’ll know precisely why I say she isn’t an archdemon.”

      All four of the warriors lowered their heads. Axel, the feline shifter, flared his nostrils and his head tilted to one side. Ty’s eyes closed and Dante noticed the fang showed through his parted lips.

      Jett was first to lift his head and rubbed the tips of his fingers together. “I don’t feel a million ants biting their way through my veins. She doesn’t have dark energy.”

      Axel pointed at her back. “But I smell demon on her.”

      Lucas nodded his head. “I sense an affinity for her, but she doesn’t speak to my inner demon.”

      If only. Of course, I can’t be so fucking lucky. Dante couldn’t relate to the cambion. The female stirred his inner demon and had him standing at full attention. But that was it. He was horny as hell but not in danger of raping the males surrounding him which would happen if she were truly an archdemon. Higher level demons incited cambions with little effort.

      Jett shook his head. “How is this possible?”

      Dante sighed and took a seat on the armchair cattycorner to the sofa where the angel was. He reached over and pulled a blanket over her shoulders. “I have no idea. It doesn’t make any sense. Lucifer was frozen in the middle of lake Cocytus when those that followed him fell and there’s no fucking way anything living in the Underworld would rescue an angel.”

      “Is it possible she fell sometime after the Great War?” Axel turned his head to Dante as he spoke.

      Dante’s gaze slid to the couch and scanned the tangled brown hair that rested on the teal throw pillow. “Sure, she could have fallen later, but she’d still suffer the same. Aside from those early days right after the war, every angel that stands against Heaven is sent directly to Hell where they will be torn apart immediately. Trust me, no demon would leave an angel intact or kindly remove their wings. Rhys’s mate is the perfect example of how they’d be treated. When we found her, she had scars covering her back all around where her wings kept growing back.”

      Buzzing filled the room and all eyes went to the large picture window where automatic shutters were descending from the ceiling. Dante was still getting used to living in homes where he was shut off from the outside world during the day.

      Vampires can’t withstand sunlight, so every Dark Warrior headquarters is retrofitted with automatic protection on the windows. Dante recalled when part of a warrior’s job was to make sure everything was light proof before retiring for the day. Because they battle demons that only roam at night, most in their line of work adjusted to a life in the shadows.

      Axel crossed to a bar in the corner and poured himself three fingers of scotch. “So, chances are she fell in the beginning, but that doesn’t tell us much about how she escaped brutality. Maybe she’s so powerful she’s masking her scars and energy signature. And it doesn’t tell us that she’s not a risk to us.”

      Dante chuckled mirthlessly. “She’s formidable enough to hide that from us while unconscious, but she’s not capable of fighting off whoever hurt her enough to knock her out? No way. With the level of skill that it would take to mask her power, she’d be able to snap anyone in half. She might even be able to take on Lucifer himself at that rate.”

      Jett’s brow furrowed as he stared at the angel. “You might be right about her not being aligned with the demons, but she can’t stay here. I say we kill her before she wakes up and attacks us.”

      Dante climbed to his feet and stalked toward the sorcerer. “I’ll remind you one last time. You answer to me, not the other way around. Something horrible happened to this female. We protect the innocent and look out for their well-being. We are not going to kill her before we know where she stands. She will remain here until she’s recovered. Now, you guys go get some rest. I will watch her.”

      Lucas nodded his head and left right away, followed by Ty and Axel. Jett lingered for several seconds before he too left the parlor. Dante blew out a breath and approached the bar.

      What the fuck was he going to do now? He pulled his cell phone out and sent a message to Zander and the rest of the council saying he found an injured Fallen Angel and would keep them posted.

      His phone pinged with several messages within seconds, but he ignored them because the female was stirring. Dante kept wary eyes on the sofa. In a blur of movement, the female jerked awake and sprang to her feet.

      Blood was crusted all over her body and she was covered in bruises, but that didn’t deter from her beauty. The snarl reminded Dante he didn’t know what kind of creature he was dealing with.

      “Your friend wasn’t able to break me, and neither will you.” The female spit her words at him. Venom and hatred flying from her mouth with her saliva.

      Dante held up his hands, palms out, hoping to calm her down and show he wasn’t a threat. “What friend is that? My name is Dante. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Her hands moved behind her back then forward. Silver glinted in the dim light of the lamp. She had a weapon now. Where the fuck had that come from? She was naked and he hadn’t seen anything on her.

      “You think because you tell me your name and take me to someone’s fancy home, I trust you? Not fucking likely.” Her eyes never shifted away from Dante.

      Dante tried to calm her with his tone. “I found you bleeding on the subway tracks and brought you here to heal. You’re safe. What’s your name?”

      She shook her head. “I can sense your pheromones working on me, incubus. It won’t work. You know what I am.” She gestured over her shoulder.

      Reason number ten million to hate my incubus side. Dante’s forehead pinched and one corner of his mouth screwed up. “I’m not an incubus. My mother was human. To get to the point, the only thing your scars tell me is that you’ve been hurt. Oh, and I didn’t catch your name.”

      The angel turned her head to the side and headed around the coffee table slowly. She was closing the distance between them while also getting closer to the exit. “My name’s Chloe. Not that you’ll be able to tell anyone.”

      Dante’s head titled to one side. The angel jumped into the air and flew toward him. Because yeah, he was running on the assumption she was a Fallen Angel, even if she didn’t fit the typical profile of one.

      Unprepared for the move, he barely lifted his arms by the time her knife was thrust into his shoulder. “What the fuck?” Dante used the hands that landed on her chest and he shoved her as hard as he could. His mind trying to process what just happened while white hot agony traveled through his body.

      Boy had he gotten this one wrong. He should have followed Jett’s advice and killed her before she woke up. Bile rose in his throat the second he thought of harming her. His mind scattered as his body pitched with hers.

      Reaching up, he pried her fingers from the blade and yanked it out of his shoulder then tossed it across the room. “Stop it, dammit.”

      “Fuck you.” Her foot connected with his hip way too close to his family jewels. He rolled to the side and scrambled away from her.

      She didn’t say a thing as she scurried behind the sofa and crouched behind it so only her head was above it. She picked up Axel’s glass and tossed it at him. He dodged it easily, but not the book that followed right after. It hit him in the temple. Warm liquid trickled down the side of his face.

      Wiping it with the back of his hand, he raced for the coffee table and jumped onto it then across the back of the couch. She shouted and threw her body to the left. He hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her to him as he hit the floor.

      His shoulder smashed the wood and his skull bounced off of it. Her head hit his chin forcing his jaw together. “Let me go.” She squirmed and wiggled and clawed at his arms.

      Dante wrapped his free arm lower across her abdomen and tightened his hold. His breath was coming out in pants, carrying her scent to his nose. She confused him. The sulfur and brimstone were faint and seemed to be on the surface. There was a sweetness underneath the blood and grime.

      Dante jerked her in his hold. “I don’t want to hurt you. Hold still and listen to me.”

      She stopped moving. He relaxed slightly but kept his guard up. The tension in her body was like a live wire on top of him. He needed to get her to listen to him. “What happened Chloe? Why were you battered and bleeding in the subway?”

      Her arms fell to her sides and more of the tension bled from her. “What do you care? Just let me go.”

      “I brought you here to help you.”

      Dante sucked in a deep breath but before he could exhale, her elbow smashed into his chest at the same time her foot stomped on his balls. On instinct, he threw her away from him and screamed.

      Where the fuck were the warriors? They should have heard something. Dante was getting nowhere with her and now she’d hurt him in the worst way possible for his kind. Even if he wanted, he couldn’t find a female for a few hours now.

      Soundproof rooms! Dammit. Why did they have to ensure everyone in the compounds had privacy? Who gave a crap if they heard each other having sex or getting themselves off? It’s what fed him lately. Besides, it wasn’t like any of them were strangers to intimacy and physical pleasure.

      A foot came sailing toward his face and he rolled. She shouted when her toes connected with the back of his shoulder. He tried to jump to his feet and ended up falling to his knee with one hand cupping his groin.

      “Enough!”

      “Not until you let me go.” Her shout was followed by her fists flying at him. She landed several blows to his face and chest.

      It was difficult to push the pain aside, but he had no choice. When she picked up a sculpture and tossed it at his head, he ducked, and his shoulder slammed into her stomach.

      Standing up, he picked her up bent over his shoulder. He fought the urge to take her to the bedroom and tie her to the bed so he could have his way with her. He needed sex after expending so much energy pulling his punches and healing wounds she inflicted.

      He made a mistake by not taking the sculpture away from her and was rewarded when she hit his back repeatedly with it. He couldn’t reach behind and grab it, so he smacked her ass.

      “And you say you aren’t an incubus? Your foreplay says otherwise.”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle despite their current situation. “I can’t deny you’re attractive, but that wasn’t foreplay. I’m the Cambion Lord and a member of the Dark Warrior Alliance. I saw you injured and picked you up to help you. I haven’t hurt you and I will not unless you keep attacking me. I don’t think you’re a demon. I want to help.”

      Her hands stopped and a thud echoed through the room. Dante turned and saw the sculpture of a dragon on the floor. Bending down, he picked up the cushion and let her slide off his shoulder.

      Putting the cushion back on the couch, he grabbed the blanket next and held it out to her. “Do you want a drink?”

      She accepted the fabric and wrapped it around her shoulders. “I’d love a Manhattan but will settle for Grey Goose with an olive.” She scanned the room and limped over to a table on the opposite side of the room.

      Dante paused with the vodka in his hand and watched her bend to pick up the blade. “Is that an angel blade?”

      Chloe’s head snapped around and her eyes narrowed in his direction. “So, you are planning to hurt me after all.”

      Dante shook his head, fatigue suddenly weighing him down. “Look. I have no desire to harm you. My head is just now catching up with you stabbing me. It burned, but it’s not flaming like Illianna’s brother’s weapons do, so I wasn’t sure.”

      Her eyebrows shot to her hairline. “You know them?”

      Dante grabbed a glass and poured the alcohol in then added an olive. “We need to talk. Like I’ve been trying to tell you. I’m hoping I can help you, or maybe you can help us.”

      Chloe’s expression closed down and she plopped onto the sofa. “There’s nothing I can help you with.”

      This female was as mercurial as they come. He’d need to approach her like he was defusing a bomb. Better to be cautious and avoid an explosion. Unless her legs were wrapped around his waist and she was screaming his name when she detonated. Then he was more than happy to show her what he was capable of doing.
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      Hayden growled as he pivoted on his foot and headed back toward the kitchen in Jesaray House. “It’s time we engage the humans and have them helping protect themselves. Dark Warriors shouldn’t carry the entire burden.”

      Zeke set his mug on the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve been saying that for years now. What makes you think they won’t turn on us, Sir?”

      Hayden took a deep breath and balled his hands into fists. It was always the same thing. How the fuck had Zander manipulated all of the Tehrex Realm? Sure, he was the Vampire King, but this was fucking ridiculous.

      No one should be able to make his shifters turn against him. It was about damn time he reestablished his dominance. This time his growl rattled the large window behind him and claws sliced into his palms as they surged through his fingertips.

      “You want ta be watchin’ yerself.” Tia’s voice held steel and warning. Hayden’s mouth twitched at the same time his animals prowled beneath his skin.

      Zeke held up his hand and smiled at his mate. “It’s okay, love. Hayden’s just letting off some steam. Aren’t you?”

      Hayden’s heart slammed against his rib cage. All he could hear was the whoosh of his heaving breaths. Don’t attack your Beta! Slowing his mind and soothing his animals, Hayden focused on the issue at hand.

      “I’d never hurt Zeke, Tia. You should know that by now. Zander, however, is another matter altogether. Him I’d like to go a few rounds with. But I want to remind you, Zeke, that I’m your Omega. Your life and loyalty belong to me.” Before Hayden could stop the power, it escaped him and surrounded Zeke.

      Zeke stiffened and his eyes went wide. The cords along the sides of his neck stood out as his jaw clenched. Guilt swamped Hayden immediately and was quickly followed by him brushing it off. There was no reason to feel bad about putting him in line. Except Zeke wasn’t challenging him or disobeying him.

      Sweat beaded across Zeke’s brow and his face screwed up in a grimace. “What. The. Actual. Fuck?” It wasn’t that Zeke was emphasizing his question. He struggled to get the words out.

      Tia stepped around the island and cupped Zeke’s cheeks and placed a kiss to his lips before she turned to face Hayden. “I have some spirits dat want ta play, Hayden.” Energy crackled around her a second before cold washed through the room.

      It was the line responding to her call. As a Mambo for the Voodoo Queen, Marie Leaveau, Tia had power over the dead and could call them to do her bidding. They were responding and it was enough to cool his temper.

      After taking several deep breaths, Hayden shook his head and pulled the power back in. Zeke gasped and shuddered. “That was unintentional. Thank you for reminding me Zeke is on my side.” Hayden nodded to Tia.

      Tia narrowed her eyes at the same time several forms appeared next to her. Initially, they were filmy and indistinct. They solidified into people that hovered next to her. None of them had feet. They floated and seemed to wave side to side. Their clothes were tattered and covered in holes. Most of them wore long-sleeved shirts with ruffles and the women had on floor length skirts.

      Zeke wrapped an arm around his mate and tugged her into his chest. She stood there for a couple more seconds before she waved her hand through the air. The ghosts dispersed before disappearing completely.

      The stiffness left Zeke in increments starting with his shoulders. It was fascinating for Hayden to watch the touch of a mate heal. Everyone heard stories about how mates affect one another. The one most often talked about is how being skin to skin with your mate can heal you. Seeing it in action was astonishing.

      Zeke sighed and melted into Tia’s back. “Why the urgency now?”

      Hayden shook himself and focused on Zeke’s question. Now was not the time to get caught in the same loop of wondering why everyone and their grandmother had found their Fated Mate while he was still alone.

      Hayden walked to the fridge and grabbed a beer. “We lose good people every day while protecting humans that don’t appreciate the danger that we save them from. I’m sick and tired of supernaturals dying. Especially my shifters. It kills part of me every time I lose one. Humans aren’t helpless. They have weapons and can defend themselves. It’s about fucking time they did.”

      Zeke kissed Tia’s neck and she moved out of his grasp and back to the stove. “And what about the risk of them imprisoning our kind in labs where they study them like bugs under a microscope?”

      Hayden flicked the lid off his beer with his thumb then tipped the bottle to his lips. He didn’t lower the drink until he’d consumed half of it. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Humans don’t stand a chance against us. Unless you forgot, we shift into animals with sharp claws and teeth. We’re fast, too. We’d smell them from a mile away along with their weapons. There’s no way they can take us down.”

      Zeke chuckled. “You’re forgetting some are nearly as skilled as our kind. They train their soldiers for combat where silence is vital to their survival.”

      Hayden finished his beer and set the bottle down. “New Orleans wouldn’t have been so bad if we had more cops we could have called on. Araton’s mate was possessed by Lucifer, but she did more to help us and stop him than any of us. Sure, we halted their plans and killed hundreds of demons. None of that would have been possible without Natalia.”

      “Not all are like dose in my city.” Tia turned from the stove and waved her wooden spoon through the air. “Da supernatural has always existed dere. We know vampires and ghosts. Not everyone will accept others.”

      Zeke was nodding in agreement while Hayden was once again battling stupid. “That might be right. How can we know when we keep it from them? We’ve never given them the chance.” Hayden’s words came out as a shout.

      Cursing, Hayden called on everything his grandmother taught him. What everyone was missing was without cluing in the humans they put them in even more danger. His parents had been killed by human hunters because they didn’t know better.

      Most people, like most supernaturals, were capable of understanding and compassion. There were always those that are dark individuals, but to assume most will follow their lead is a disservice to the rest. And to deny individuals the opportunity to protect their loved ones was a crime.

      Zeke closed half of the distance between them and placed a hand on Hayden’s arm. “You’re right but testing that might just end in disaster for our kind. Imagine if they managed to get a hold of you. Shifters would be lost. I can’t step up and intervene when needed.”

      That sobered Hayden, a little. Only the Omega had the ability to override animal instincts and bring rogue shifters in line. Alphas can make their pack listen, but when dealing with an out of control beast, they didn’t have the power to take control of their minds.

      A powerful shifter could cause untold damage in minutes. He didn’t encounter issues all that often. Part of the reason was shifters knew they wouldn’t get away with shit while he was on watch. There had always been an Omega present to curb behaviors.

      If Hayden was lost right now there would be no one to take his place. There had been no Omegas born since he was over seven hundred years ago. Most often it ran in families. For more than two millennia Hayden’s family had been producing the next ruler.

      “No you can’t, but I’m not going to put myself in a situation where I will be killed.”

      Zeke tilted his head to the side. “What are you planning on doing? I can see all these years of silence has been a ruse. You’ve been cooking up something and I want to know what it is.”

      “Don’t play wit fire, Hayden.” Tia’s warning chilled Hayden. It wasn’t the fact that she doubted his ability or that she spoke out against him.

      He liked Tia and didn’t want to piss off his second. He needed Zeke and had no desire to lose him because he pissed his mate off. What Tia said was a portent. At least that’s how it felt to Hayden.

      Rarely did he feel anything of the sort. In fact, he’d never experienced it before. Why now? And why when she warned him about not playing with fire. He wasn’t going to take unnecessary risks.

      Shaking off the unease, Hayden looked from Tia to Zeke. “I’m not playing with anything. All I plan on doing is learning more about the human government while I visit the packs on the east coast. I keep hearing about the dangers they pose yet no one really knows which organization might pose the largest risk to our kind. Everyone assumes it will be the military, but I’m not so sure. If we ever do come forward, I need to know which organization is more likely to be on our side.”

      Zeke lifted one eyebrow in question. “And how exactly do you plan on doing that? It’s not like you can simply walk into the various offices and start asking how they’d react to the existence of shifters or vampires.”

      Hayden hadn’t actually gotten that far, but that didn’t sound like a half bad idea. They’d either think he was crazy and treat him as such, or they would make a move against him and show their hand. Either way he would be prepared.

      “I haven’t actually gotten that far. I’m still working through it all. I just can’t stop thinking about how we wouldn’t have lost Matt or any of the others in New Orleans if we had more help from the cops there. There is no reason we need to do this all on our own anymore.”

      Tia snorted as she stirred the pot on the stove. Smelled like gumbo. She made the best damn gumbo Hayden had ever eaten. “Or are you trying ta be better dan Zander? Seems like you want ta do sometin to upstage his Dark Warriors.”

      Hayden lifted one corner of his mouth while sharp canines replaced his teeth. “Watch it, Mambo. I give you leeway because you’re mated to my second in command. But I will not tolerate anyone talking to me like that. I was there when Zander suggested the various factions band together. It was revolutionary and the first time in our history we did anything like that. Just because what I am proposing is the biggest deviation, we’ve ever experienced doesn’t mean I’m trying to upstage him. I am fucking done losing shifters and other supernaturals. The Tehrex Realm has lost enough. We’ve sacrificed more than our share.”

      Zeke stood and positioned his body between Hayden and his mate. “Let’s leave that conversation for another day. Nothing is happening any time soon. What can I do to help you now? The east coast really could use a visit from their Omega. I’ve had three reports from pack alphas that their members are getting restless.”

      Hayden let his breath out and leaned across the island. “I’m not surprised to hear that. It’s been too long since I’ve been out there. Too fucking many emergencies that have needed my attention lately. I’ll plan a trip, but I will need you here to manage shit while I’m gone. And if Crocell or another archdemon attacks I’m not coming back. I need the normalcy of fighting rabid shifters.”

      Zeke laughed and clapped him on the back. “You’ve got it, Sir. Why don’t you go for a run?”

      “And ask your grandmother if she wants ta come over for dinner,” Tia added.

      Hayden stood up and stretched his arms over his head. “I need to patrol the perimeter anyway.” While Grandma Flo loved Tia’s cooking it was next to impossible to drag her from the main dining hall. She thrived on having the pack surround her and eat her food. There’d been a friendly rivalry between Tia and his grandmother since the Mambo arrived. They both love cooking for others.

      “I’ll see if I can drag her from her stove. You know how she is about mealtimes.” Hayden headed for the door.

      His mind continued churning through the conversation, getting stuck on seeking sympathetic humans. The cool air of the night embraced Hayden, clearing some of the clogged channels.

      Hayden loved living at the Grove. He could breathe out here where he was suffocated anytime he went to Zeum or anywhere else in the city. Located out in the Snohomish mountains, the pack had plenty of space to roam in their animal forms without being too close to the pollution from cars, the noise and the cloying smells.

      Hayden headed to the dining hall located behind his house. His grandmother lived in a small home not far from Jesaray House, but she wasn’t there at the moment. For a second, Hayden missed having her in the big house with him.

      After his mother and father were killed, his grandmother moved in with him. He was a young shifter. Barely out of his transition. They’d moved from Scotland to the new country shortly after that.

      Zander and the other council members moved at the same time.  Their big group moved around the country and settled on the west coast a couple hundred years ago. Hayden and his pack joined the natives in the Snohomish mountains and made a home while Zander and the others continued moving around the area before settling in Seattle.

      Soft music drifted through the open windows in the kitchen connected to the dining hall. The woman that helped shape him into the Omega he’d become stood before an eight-burner stove with several pots bubbling in front of her.

      She moved her hips and bobbed her head as she lifted a spoon to her lips. Hayden opened the door. “I’m not coming for dinner, Hayden.” He couldn’t help but chuckle when she answered him before he’d even asked anything.

      Hayden crossed to her and kissed her smooth cheek. She was one of the oldest living pack members, but she didn’t look a day older than him. Her power and energy were another thing entirely.

      Where there was no denying the sheer magnitude of the mantle Hayden carried, his grandma had a presence that spoke volumes. It made one feel welcome, loved and understood without saying a word.

      “Zeke and Tia would like to have you over for dinner.”

      Grandma Flo smiled and grabbed a pinch of salt from a wooden container on the counter. “You mean she wants to prove her cooking is better than mine. After all my grandson eats it more often than not anymore.”

      Hayden laid his hands on her shoulders. “Her food isn’t better, and you know it. That’s why most of my lieutenants still eat here. As for me, it’s easier on days where I’m so busy I barely have time to go for a run.”

      His grandmother turned around then and cupped his cheek. “You work too hard, my boy. You never take time for yourself. How will you find your Fated Mate if all you do is work?”

      Hayden smiled while a vice squeezed his heart. “What makes you think I’m going to be blessed with a mate? I keep pissing the Goddess off with my blasphemous talk.”

      “You stop that. You’ve sacrificed everything for our kind and lost so much. The Goddess has a plan for you, but you need to help her out.”

      Hayden considered her words. He prayed she was right. For one second he wondered if his persistence in coming out to humans against the Goddess’s previous edicts was in fact keeping her from blessing him with a mate.

      While it was entirely possible, every fiber of his being refused to back down. In fact, ever since Zeke mentioned him walking into human agencies and talking to there was one thought that kept rising to the surface. That doing so felt right. And that made him want to be reckless.

      Hayden kissed his grandma on the cheek and embraced her. “I promise I will do what I can. In the meantime, I would love to have dinner with you tonight. I have to go visit packs on the east coast soon and I need time with you.”

      Her slender arms squeezed him before letting go. “Fine, but only because you asked. I can’t promise I will like her food though.”

      Hayden shook his head. “Why don’t you bring your peach cobbler. Show her you’re better.”

      Her eyes crinkled and her head bobbed at the same time she grabbed a container of flour. “I’ll see you soon. Now go for your run.” She shooed him away.

      Hayden watched her for a second then exited the kitchen. The scent of dirt, pine and flowers greeted him. He returned to his porch where he stripped off his clothes and set them on the swing.

      Calling on his tiger, Hayden willed his form to shift. As Omega he could shift into any of the shifter animals. Ursine, feline and canine. Once his body transformed into the four legged creature, he let out a loud roar informing the pack he was running and took off into the trees.

      Zeke’s wolf joined him a few seconds later followed by Embry and other pack members. Taking the lead, Hayden ran to the edge of their lands. He loved the feel of leaves and pine needles crunching underfoot while he raced through the trees. For the first time that evening the weight lifted from his chest and he was free.

      Regardless of what happened now, Hayden realized he needed to make some changes. His agitation was trickling over to his pack and that wasn’t okay. He paused at a corner and contemplated which direction to go. The only real choice was to move forward, no matter what Fate had in store for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      How the fuck does this keep happening to me? Chloe narrowed her eyes at Dante and accepted the drink he handed her. The crisp scent of the alcohol filtered to her nose and cleared some of the remaining fog. Tugging the soft blanket tighter to her body, she wished she were home.

      Remaining on high alert, she scanned the room and sipped the vodka. The burn spread as it flowed down her throat to her belly. Her surroundings had significantly improved since she escaped the Daeva demon.

      A subtle shift of her backside made her entire body ache. It was all the reminder she needed of what she’d just endured at the hands of a being as handsome as the one standing across from her. Perhaps this was another tack the archdemon was using to force her to lower her guard.

      For some reason they wanted her. She’d never been all that involved in the supernatural world. Her entire existence was on the fringes where few are noticed. And she’d never taken anyone’s side. There wasn’t much special about her. It seemed too farfetched that they’d want her for her angelic blood. There were plenty of fallen with strong ties to the Underworld.

      “You can come clean now. I know you aren’t with the Alliance.” She watched the male closely as she spoke. The way his eyes widened slightly, and his shoulders went back didn’t fit with an archdemon’s minion. She imagined the Daeva had a hard time controlling this one.

      Demons as powerful as the one that kidnapped her used weaker beings to do their dirty work and they created skirm to create chaos. Skirm maimed and killed to feed their masters. They were completely controlled by their creators and used in any and every way an evil mind could dream up.

      Dante crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her. “I’m one of its founding members. Cambions are part of the agreement thanks to me. I ensured my kind rose above our birthright and were given better choices.”

      That seemed far too easy. “Say you’re right. Where are your warriors?”

      Dante crossed to a table and picked up a smartphone. He tapped the screen and started typing. “They are likely sleeping but will be down soon.”

      That couldn’t be good. Chloe stood up and scooped up the statue she’d dropped earlier. Pinning Dante with a hard stare, she moved behind the sofa and dropped the blanket. Having free hands would make fighting easier.

      “I’m not going down without a fight. It’d be smarter if you found another…supernatural to power whatever plans you have cooking.”

      Footsteps echoed from right outside the room they were standing in. Angling her body, she crouched and held the weapon in front of her. Dante didn’t move anything aside from his head while her heart tried to race from her chest and into the hall to find out who was approaching. She remained in place ready for anything.

      A male with black hair and grey eyes stopped in the entry and took in the scene. “Couldn’t handle the female, Dante?”

      “Jett.” He nodded his head in the newcomer’s direction. “Our visitor doesn’t believe I’m a member of the Alliance and asked where you guys were. This is Chloe.”

      Jett was followed by a blond-haired male with brown eyes, a male with shoulder length brown hair and amber eyes. They were all attractive but the last one to arrive had something extra that drew Chloe to him. He had short brown hair and hazel eyes and if she wasn’t mistaken, he was a cambion like Dante.

      “Good to meet you Chloe.” Jett’s eyes roamed up and down her naked frame.

      The cambion stepped forward and extended his hand. His pheromones seeped from his pores. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Lucas.” Dante growled and snatched the blanket from the ground.

      Dante wrapped the fabric around her shoulders. “She isn’t here to feed your beast, Luc. We are helping her. The shifter there is Axel.” Dante pointed to the one with amber eyes. “And the vampire is Ty.” Dante gestured to the blonde.

      She tilted her head. “So, what does that make you? A sorcerer?”

      One corner of Jett’s mouth quirked up. “That’s an impeccable guess. Unless you are something other than a Fallen Angel. Although I’m not sure harpies or phoenixes can read minds.”

      Chloe pulled the ends of the cotton around her chest and set the sculpture down. “From what I know neither species can read minds. Harpies have sticky fingers and phoenixes are tied to fire but neither hint at mental abilities. To answer your question, everyone knows there are one member of each species stationed at the Dark Warrior compounds throughout the world.”

      Dante nodded. “That’s true. Although that has changed since we’ve gained witches and Harpies as allies. Once we have newly trained warriors I will be rearranging and adding to each site. So, you are a Fallen Angel then. For a second there I thought you might be a harpy that got caught with her hand in the cookie jar.”

      Chloe’s mind’s processed information at a million miles an hour. She’d never come under the attention of the Dark Warriors before. The only reason she did now was because the Daeva demon had kidnapped and tortured her. Her shoulder slumped and her heart slowed. She was safe for the moment.

      “What I don’t understand is why you feel different. How come there’s no darkness inside you?” Dante continued. He placed a hand on her elbow and nudged her around the side of the couch then took a seat.

      Chloe watched the other males pour drinks and take seats around the room. She finally fell to the cushion beside Dante. Pain made it difficult to concentrate. Her side ached and her spine felt like it’d been trampled. And, she swore she was bleeding internally. That Davea had done a lot of damage before she cut off one of his balls.

      “I have as much darkness as anyone else.” The demon had said something about her not having a connection to the Underworld. Most assumed she did and never looked further. How had Dante seen so much?

      “Told you, Dante. She shouldn’t be here.” Jett didn’t try to hide how much he loathed what she was.

      Dante sat forward with his elbows on his knees. “You know as well as I do, that she doesn’t carry the dark energy. Judge her based on her actions, not your assumptions about them. She’s not going to tell us anything. She has no reason to trust us.” Dante turned his head to Chloe. His stare burned right through her. He really was attractive, even without adding his hormones. “But you will eventually.” She was suddenly very aware of her nudity.

      Ty cleared his throat, breaking the tension between them. “What happened to you? Why were you down there?”

      Chloe took a deep breath. Now was not the time to get sidetracked by her wayward hormones. Being surrounded by five attractive guys with one that had truly seen her was not good for her health.

      “What do you think happened? I was attacked.” She rolled her eyes to emphasize how ridiculous she thought the question.

      Dante sat up and shook his head with a smile. “I thought that was foreplay for your kind.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Touché. To that point, I am different from others like me. I don’t like bloodplay with my sex.”

      Dante chuckled and nodded. “Who attacked you? How did they get the jump on you? You have some major skills.”

      She winced, her hand going between her legs in sympathy. “Sorry about that. I assumed you were working with the demon that kidnapped me earlier. And, I wasn’t about to fall into another trap.”

      Dante’s humor vanished in an instant and was replaced with a ruthless warrior. “What demon? Where was this trap? We need to dismantle it so no one else falls victim to it.”

      “There was nothing that might snare unwitting humans or supes. It was more of the handsome asshole following me and taking me by surprise.”

      Jett set his empty glass down and steepled his fingers in front of his face. “Was this Daeva an archdemon?”

      Chloe nodded her head as she thought about it. “Yes. He’s old and has significant power. If he’d been newly elevated to an upper demon, he wouldn’t have been able to control me long enough to get me back to his lair.”

      Dante touched her thigh. “What did he do to you once he had you?”

      Ty interrupted. “Fuck that. Where has he set up shop? We need to eradicate him as soon as the sun sets.”

      Dante shot narrowed eyes and a snarl at the vampire. “We need to understand his actions, as well as his location. Unless you no longer care to know what they are planning.”

      Chloe thought that was rather obvious. “They get off on torturing others. He was having fun.”

      Dante shook his head. “I have a feeling that wasn’t this one’s intention.”

      “What makes you say that? What aren’t you telling me?” Chloe hadn’t wanted to believe there was a bigger motive at play.

      Dante took a deep breath and brushed dirt from his pants. “Have you heard what happened in New Orleans last month?”

      “No. I tend to keep my head down and stay away from politics of any kind. There have been rumors that something went down in the Tehrex Realm not long ago, but I never heard what.” Chloe wanted to kick her own ass for burying her head in the sand. It was coming back to bite her in a painful way.

      “The archdemon there conducted rituals in an attempt to open a portal for Lucifer to cross through to Earth. Several humans were sacrificed in the process.”

      Chloe rubbed the ache that started in her chest. The training she received when she became a Warrior Angel came back to her in bits and pieces. “That isn’t possible. They can’t garner enough power to open something and break his bonds at the same time.”

      One of Dante’s eyebrows lifted to his hairline. “You’re right. That’s why they used a house that has hidden more bloodshed than anywhere else in New Orleans. All that dark energy was stored in the wood and stone and fed the spell.”

      Chloe gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “I never considered that. I assume you standing here telling me about this means you and the Dark Warriors stopped them.”

      “The Alliance leaders and the warriors together with a human cop, Araton, Abraxos and Ayil stopped the ritual. But they were close to succeeding. Lucifer managed to possess the cop.”

      “And, you think they’re trying again. Here in New York. Just because they took me?” Chloe’s blood iced over as she recalled the Daeva’s words. “You’ve obviously discovered a way to break your bond with the Underworld. And that little lamb, is what makes you perfect.”

      “What did he do to you? Did he say anything that would tip you off to his plans?” Dante angled his body, so he was facing her more and bent his knee on the cushion next to her.

      The move made his leg brush her thigh. He was gorgeous and suddenly she wanted to take him to bed and have her wicked way with him. She didn’t want to think about this for another second. None of this had anything to do with her. She had no desire to get in the middle of another battle involving Lucifer. That didn’t go so well for her the first time.

      “He told me I was perfect before he kicked me and broke three of my ribs. Then he threw me down some stairs and one of those ribs punctured my heart. Later he took a knife and carved into my spleen. Or maybe it was my liver. Not really sure because I lost consciousness. What do you think his plans were? I kept waiting for his proposal, but it never came.” She waved her hand through the air and sucked in a breath.

      Her injuries weren’t healing fast thanks to the demon’s use of a dark blade. She was certain her internal organs wouldn’t stop bleeding for hours to come. Adrenaline could only take her so far. Like in the subway, she felt it running out leaving her sore and exhausted.

      Dante cupped her cheek briefly before letting go. “I will kill him the second I find him. And, I’ll call in the Demonator if I have to in order to ensure he doesn’t get a new body. I know this is difficult for you, but did you see any sigils or runes?”

      “Who’s the Demonator? Is it a Warrior Angel? Is that how they deal out a true death?”

      All the warriors shifted in their seats and shared pensive glances. Jett shook his head while Ty pursed his lips. Dante finally broke away and met Chloe’s gaze. “All I’m able to tell you is that this being is not a Warrior Angel. I hope you understand why we are keeping this information to ourselves. We can’t risk any harm to come to them.”

      Anger burned hot through Chloe before dying as fast as it sprang up. She respected them protecting a being, especially one as powerful as this Demonator sounded. “I get it. To answer your other question, no I didn’t see any markings in the basement where he held me.”

      “How long did he have you?”

      Chloe smiled then. “Not long. I cut off one of his balls making him retreat while he healed. I knew I had to do major damage for him to leave me alone. I was too weak from being beaten and had dropped my blade, so I couldn’t kill him and went for the next best thing.”

      Lucas laughed. “Should be easy to find one ball Barry. He’ll be the demon limping around the city.”

      “We can hope it’ll be that easy.” Dante brushed a hand through his hair. He looked as tired as she felt. There were dark circles under his eyes and his cheeks were sunken. In fact, they were getting worse by the second. “Do you know where he kept you, little evergreen? Do you think you could take us there?”

      Bile rose to the back of her throat and she fought the urge to curl into a ball. The last thing she wanted was to go back to that dank, smelly basement. “I have no idea where we were. Somewhere along the subway lines because I found a door that let me out in one of the unused tunnels.”

      “What station did he take you down?” Jett interjected. He no longer looked like he’d sucked on a lemon. He wasn’t propositioning her or anything, but the glower was gone.

      “He didn’t take me into the subway. We went down some alley that smelled like urine and decay, but most of all brimstone. There were metal shelves full of odds and ends but nothing to tell me exactly where we were.”

      Dante got up, grabbed his glass and crossed to the bar. He poured more amber liquid into his tumbler. “What street were you on when he grabbed you?”

      Chloe picked up her glass and waved it at Dante. He smiled and took it from her hand. “I was on Park Avenue close to Fifty-Eighth Street. He carried and dragged me so long I doubt it was anywhere near where we started. I remember using a picture window to kick off and try to get him off me, but I can’t give you more than that without taking you there.”

      Dante handed her the Grey Goose and sat next to her. His heat beckoned her to lay her head on his shoulder and close her eyes. “We will find this asshole, but we are going to need your help.”

      Chloe sighed and took a big drink, enjoying the burn of the alcohol. “I’m sick and fucking tired of people saying they need my help. I just want this day to end so I can go to sleep and forget this ever happened.”

      That was wishful thinking. Seems as if life hadn’t burned all of her angelic attributes away. She should have known she couldn’t stay neutral forever. Her kind were immensely powerful which made them a target. She was in a far more precarious position without her connections to the Underworld or Heaven. Yep. She was fucked.

      Dante stood and offered his hand. “Let me show you to a room where you can get some rest, little evergreen. We can discuss how we will proceed after we all sleep.”

      Chloe took his hand and let him pull her up. Her legs were jelly and her spine felt like it had been beaten to a pulp. “You look like you should go find a female or two to fuck if you plan on doing anything tomorrow. You look like shit.”

      The warriors laughed while Dante growled and snarled at them. She was all out of fucks to give. All she wanted was a soft mattress. And, maybe a shower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Dante closed the distance between him and Chloe. “If you so much as make a move toward the Princess I will take you over my knee.”

      Chloe fought a shiver as she listened to his threat. “More foreplay, Cambion Lord? For a second there I wondered if you really were part incubus after all.”

      Dante’s lips twitched and she lifted one eyebrow. “Something about you makes it impossible to truly threaten you.”

      “I have no problem informing you that if I even think you are aiming for our Princess, I will rip your head from your shoulders before you can blink.” Ty promised as he pinned her with his intense brown eyes.

      “If you are so worried for her safety why bring her here?” Chloe kept her eyes on the five handsome males in the house. She didn’t know what to make of the Dark Warriors or Dante.

      Rumor in the realm was that they were overall good guys. She’d heard some were cold, but efficient in their attack on demons. In her mind that wasn’t a bad thing. When you didn’t get overly involved or too attached to others it was easier to do your job.

      When she had been a Warrior Angel she killed without remorse and did so quickly and efficiently. It lessened the likelihood of collateral damage. Shit went sideways when you allowed yourself to get involved and care. She learned that lesson firsthand.

      Dante ran his gaze up and down her body. The heat burned her all the way to her soul and awakened her body for the first time in thousands of years. It had been so long since she’d felt desire that it took her by surprise. It didn’t help that his sensual scent was all around her.

      “I called her father in for help with this problem. Zander and Evzen have spent countless hours researching Lucifer and archdemons. I’m hoping he will have some information.” There was more that Dante wasn’t telling her, but she’d let it go for now.

      Tugging the collar of the t-shirt Dante had given her, she considered removing it and meeting Zander and his daughter naked. It would be easier than being distracted by arousal she didn’t have time to entertain.

      “Zander must be the Vampire King if his daughter is a Princess.” Chloe’s mind worked through who she was about to face in order to distract herself. She refused to go into another meeting unprepared. Waking up to Dante after being kidnapped and tortured by a demon had been enough for one lifetime. As a warrior, she didn’t care for surprise meetings.

      Jett narrowed his eyes and scowled at her. “I see you’re aware of who he is. Know that Ty isn’t the only one that will stop you.”

      Chloe titled her head wondering why they were so protective of Zander and his daughter. She’d heard demons talking about searching for a Princess but hadn’t paid much attention. Now she wished she had. Having the information now would give her a leg up on these guys.

      Chloe dipped her head in acknowledgment. “I have no intentions of harming anyone. I merely want to go home. I’ve had a shitty night and am exhausted.”

      Dante moved to the entrance of the room she’d woken up in an hour ago. “I know you need rest. But before you retire for the day, we need to get an idea of what we are facing here, little evergreen. I don’t think it’s a coincidence the archdemon selected you.”

      Energy crackled through the air stalling the conversation. Dante and Jett stood together in the threshold. Beyond them Chloe had a perfect view of the entryway to the house. Blue, green and purple lights swirled to life as electricity made the hair on her arms stand on end.

      While Dante and Jett watched the lights form into a large oval, the other warriors kept their gazes locked on Chloe. She wanted to laugh. She had no desire to hurt these supes. She only wanted to go home. At the moment she was too injured to make it far, so she had decided to stay. No fucking way was she going to give the Daeva an easy target.

      The lights intensified then cleared right before a new room became visible on the other side. They’d opened a portal. The scent of food drifted to her nose. Garlic, ginger, anise and fish sauce. It smelled delicious. Her stomach rumbled at that moment, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since before her shift at the bar.

      A male with shoulder length black hair, Sapphire blue eyes and a glower stepped through followed by a young female with long, curly brown hair and the same eyes. Where her father had a glower, she held deep sadness in her gaze. It made Chloe want to reach out and hug her.

      “Dante, Jett.” The male greeted with an extended hand. Dante shook it followed by Jett. The male lifted his head and nodded at the males behind Chloe. “Ty, Lucas, Axel. Good to see you all. You must be Chloe. I’m Zander. The Vampire King and this is my daughter Isobel.” He gestured to the female that accompanied him.

      Chloe nodded her head, surprised at the power the king exuded. It was rare in her experience for any being to have such strength. His daughter had her fair share, as well. “I wish I could say it is good to meet you.”

      Isobel handed the bag in her hands to Dante without ever shifting her gaze. “My mom sent some of her Vietnamese burgers and key lime pie.” That was an odd combination. What the heck were Vietnamese burgers?

      Dante took the handles and peered into the sack. “She’s the best. Those are my favorite. And, Chloe here is hungry, so it’s perfect timing. Let’s take this to the kitchen.”

      Zander eyed her and wrapped an arm around his daughter’s shoulder. Chloe knew no one would move until she did, so she started for the door. “I’m going to leave this here.” She set her angelic blade on a bureau set off to the side. “I trust no one will touch it. Now, lead the way,” she informed Dante with a wave of her hand.

      When she moved to pass the vampire king, she suddenly felt more than naked. She had no way of defending herself should this meeting go to shit, but she was making a gesture of goodwill. Otherwise they’d get nowhere. She had no stake in this game and didn’t want one. This was the only way she knew how to prove that to them.

      “So you really are a Fallen Angel,” Isobel said, breaking the silence.

      Chloe turned and glanced over her shoulder before she entered a large kitchen. The brownstone was enormous. The warriors had to have combined two homes to give it so much space inside. “You could say that. Are you familiar with my kind?”

      Isobel bobbed her head up and down. “My Guardian Angel Ramiel married a Fallen Angel and Zakara got her wings back.” Chloe should have known these warriors knew Zakara. It brought forth a rumor years ago about a young Vampire Princess being called the Demonator because she gave demons a true death. “Did you know her?”

      Chloe took a seat on a stool at the large island. “I haven’t seen her since the Great War. Although I work at her old bar now.”

      Zander ran a hand through his hair while Dante removed items from the bag and set them on the island. “Dante was right about you. You aren’t what you seem. Why is that?”

      Chloe sighed and fought the urge to lay her head on the marble countertop. “What does it matter? I am not here on a demon’s orders and I mean you no harm. I just want to be left alone to live my life.”

      Dante popped open a plastic container. The aroma that escaped made her mouth water. Whatever was in those burgers smelled delicious. “We need to understand what the demon is after. You didn’t see any runes or dark symbols which tells me he isn’t trying to free Lucifer, but that doesn’t make any sense. They’re all after that.”

      “It makes as much sense as a Fallen Angel that isn’t really a true fallen.” Isobel leaned against one of the walls and had her arms crossed over her chest. Her words were spoken in a monotone and her gaze was hollow.

      Zander tucked hair behind one of her ears. “You don’t have to be here, nighean. I can take you home.”

      Every single one of the warriors had furrowed brows and pinched mouths as they watched the exchange. Even Dante had shifted his gaze from Chloe to the Princess. These males were worried about her well-being. Why was that?

      It wasn’t as if she was incapable of protecting herself. If the rumors were accurate, this girl could kill Chloe, soul and all, with one touch of her hand. That wasn’t someone they needed to worry about. Their concern and protectiveness reminded Chloe that not all males were cold-hearted bastards. Just ninety-nine percent of them.

      “I’m not going home.”

      Zander nodded. “Okay. Why do you say she isna a true fallen?”

      Isobel’s eyes landed on Chloe and stopped her mid-grab. She had a plate with a bun and a patty hovering in the air in her hand. Something probed her. It was as if there was some device running over Chloe’s body and taking her measure.

      Isobel approached the island and grabbed a soda Axel had gotten from the fridge. “Because she’s never been in the Underworld. She doesn’t carry dark energy.”

      Dante’s head snapped in Chloe’s direction. Chloe lowered her eyes and focused on putting the patty on her bun. She grabbed lettuce next and picked up a container of a white sauce and brought it to her nose. Lime, cilantro and mint. Figuring it was meant for the burger, she spread some carefully on her bun.

      Dante held out some cucumber and fresh jalapeno slices. “You have to add these, too. They take it to the next level. So, is Izzy right? Have you never been in the Underworld?”

      Chloe placed the veggies on her patty then lifted the burger and took a bite. Flavor exploded on her tongue and she moaned in delight. “So good.” She chewed and swallowed thinking these burgers were worth staying in the house for. Chloe considered what she should tell them. Izzy had hit too close to home for her liking. In her experience everyone would use you for their own purposes. It was best to keep to yourself and never share too much.

      Finally deciding on a middle ground, Chloe nodded. “Isobel is right. I have never been in the Underworld.”

      All of the males started speaking at once. Each tried to talk over the other without anyone listening to one another. It was Zander that ordered them to stop in a voice that made Chloe cringe.

      Zander braced his hands on the island and waited until everyone fell silent. “If you’ve never been in the Underworld how are you a Fallen? It’s my understanding that when an angel decides against Heaven they are sent to Hell where their wings are stripped from them.”

      Chloe took another bite of her burger as she gathered her thoughts. This was getting too close for her comfort. “I didn’t choose sides in the Great War and that left me abandoned here on Earth. Over the years my wings died and fell from my body.”

      Dante’s forehead wrinkled and he crossed to her side of the island and ran a hand over her scars. She couldn’t help her shudder. “That’s why they aren’t thick and ragged. How have we never heard about those like you before?”

      Chloe turned her head and met Dante’s blue eyes. “I’ve never met another Fallen like me. As far as I know I’m the only one. I guess it’s possible there are others, but I can’t say for sure.”

      Zander opened a cupboard and grabbed a short tumbler. “Can I get some Midleton?” Ty nodded and opened a door to the right where he disappeared. “Let’s assume you are the only one. Can angel blood free Lucifer from the Underworld?”

      Ty returned holding a bottle of extremely rare whiskey and handed Zander the bottle. Chloe gaped when she saw the limited-edition release from the closed distillery. She’d read about the company selling bottles from the remaining casks over the next few years up to their 200th anniversary. When the king pulled the top off the crystal decanter, the scent of malt filled the air. She snagged a glass and pushed it in front of the king. It’s the little things like this that make life worth living.

      Chloe accepted the glass of scotch. “No. Our blood doesn’t have that power. Otherwise he would have been free days after he was bound there. Angels have been taken by demons from the moment the Great War ended, and none have been able to free the Devil.”

      Dante stepped next to Chloe and grabbed the burger he’d made. “So how did the archdemon in New Orleans manage to bind Lucifer’s soul to Lia? They almost broke him free from the Underworld.”

      Izzy pushed off the wall and set her empty can on the counter. “Lia has a unique aura. Actually, it reminds me a bit of Chloe.”

      Chloe took her first sip of the Midleton and groaned. That whiskey gave delicious a new meaning. “In what way?”

      She would love to see what the vampire princess saw. Then again, maybe not. The young female was obviously haunted. Isobel tapped the counter as she kept her gaze on Chloe. “Your aura is constantly shifting colors. It goes from bright red to dark grey to green and blue and even pink. Demons are almost always black.”

      Chloe took another bite of her burger. Her limbs were getting heavy as they talked. She was going to need to lay down soon. “What color are your kind?”

      Izzy tilted her head in Jett and Lucas’s direction. “The colors vary. Lucas is green and Jett is teal. My dad is reddish-orange and Dante is red. My instinct tells me the demon wanted you, and Lia, because of this uniqueness. I have no idea what it means precisely, but I suspect it’s your inner strength and angelic power.”

      “I thought Lia was human.” At least that’s what Chloe recalled from information Dante shared with her earlier.

      Dante nodded his head and stuffed the rest of his food in his mouth. “Lia is human. But she has bonded to Araton.”

      “That’s right. You said he mated her. You might be onto something there. I haven’t heard about angelic and human combinations, but it’s possible demons can manipulate the power in those individuals to their needs. I don’t fit into that category though. I think you’re wrong about why the Daeva took me.”

      Dante shook his head and grabbed her hand. “I swear some of the injuries on your abdomen could have been dark runes. I think they want you for another attempt to free Lucifer. We need to err on the side of caution.”

      Zander set his empty glass down. “We have no proof either way at this point. But I agree with Dante. We were unprepared in New Orleans and too many lives were lost. It’s better if we can take a proactive approach here. And, if we are wrong, we can hunt the asshole down that hurt you and make sure he will never harm anyone else.”

      Chloe shrugged her shoulders. “I have no problem with you hunting the attractive but evil asshat down.” Dante growled low in his throat. The sound vibrating up and down her spine. Ignore the sexy cambion. “I appreciate you picking me up and bringing me back here. It saved me what could have been a lot more pain. I’ll be out of your hair after I get some rest.”

      Dante gripped her shoulders and turned her to face him. “You aren’t leaving here. We can keep you safe here.”

      Chloe shook her shoulders and dislodged his hands. “No thanks. That’s not necessary. I may not have my angel fire, but I still have my blade. Now that I’m aware, I won’t be caught off guard like that again.”

      “You should stay here with us,” Isobel interjected as her gaze traveled from her to Dante and back again.

      Zander released a sigh and gazed away from his daughter, hiding his concern. “If the demons are planning a ritual, we need to stop it. They might already have the blood they need from you. But if you can lead us to where they kept you, we can make sure they never get a chance to use it.”

      “We can protect you, Chloe. Until this is under control, it’s the best option for you.” The circles under Dante’s eyes seemed to darken with his promise. This cambion needed to get laid. And soon. For a second Chloe wanted to offer to help since they’d all offered to keep her safe.

      It wasn’t because they were being magnanimous and selfless, but because Dante was sex personified and it had been way too freakin long since she’d been laid. For at least a century after she fell, Chloe went from bed to bed and explored physical pleasure. It was the only thing that kept her from losing her shit during those early days.

      Being with Dante was a bad idea. She wasn’t that broken angel anymore. She was a big girl and needed to keep her distance.

      Chloe smiled at Dante and bobbed her head. “I’ll agree to a couple days and I will try to take you back to the basement where he held me. After that I’m gone. I don’t want to be in the middle of this bullshit.”

      Izzy pinned Chloe with her Sapphire eyes. “You can’t stay on the sidelines forever, Chloe. There will come a time when you must take a stand and pick a side.”

      Chloe’s mouth fell to her chest and her eyes went wide. What the actual fuck? “I don’t have to do a damn thing. I don’t belong to Heaven. I don’t belong to anyone. And on that note, I’m going to get some rest. This dark energy refuses to let go so my ribs can heal.”

      Dante took Chloe by the elbow when she went to leave the kitchen. “I’ll show you to the room you can use.”

      Heat filled Chloe’s veins and his proximity wreaked havoc on her libido. Her saving grace was her agony, fatigue, and swirling mind. Isobel’s words felt like a portent and that didn’t sit well with Chloe. The last time she’d chosen a side had resulted in the biggest mistake of her life. No way was she going to repeat that fiasco.
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      Dante knocked and couldn’t stop his feet from shuffling. His chest constricted and sweat broke out on his brow. “You never finished your burger, little evergreen. I brought it so you can get some food in you before you sleep,” he called out. Tilting his head, he strained to hear through the soundproof panel.

      Doors were the only weak point in the rooms. It was how he’d been getting the sexual energy he needs for months. It was impossible for him to hear if Chloe was going to open the door or not.

      Smooth move, jackass. Here’s your burger? Yeah, he had to acknowledge that, while Elsie’s Vietnamese burgers were delicious, bringing the sexy fallen her partially eaten food wasn’t the least bit sexy.

      The sound of the knob turning warned him a second before the panel was yanked open to reveal a pissed off Chloe. She quirked an eyebrow at him. “You brought me my food?” Damn she looked perfect in his t-shirt. Seeing her standing there with his clothes on turned him into a possessive beast.

      Nope. Not going there. Dante glanced at the plate in his hand and shrugged his shoulders. “You went through hell. I figured this would help you rest better.”

      Chloe stood to the side, holding the door open and gestured to the room. “You mean you will sleep better if you fuck me before heading to your room. How long has it been?”

      Dante’s entire body jerked, and he almost dropped the plate in his hand. He managed to catch it before the food ended up on the floor. “Is it that obvious? Before you answer that I didn’t come here to get you into bed. I thought I was hiding how fucking hot I find you.”

      Chloe chuckled at that, but the sound wasn’t vibrant. “You can’t help it. You’re ruled by your nature, and I’m irresistible.”

      Dante smiled and set the food on the bedside table then crossed to the other side of the room. “As much as I like seeing you in my clothes, I figured you’d want some of your own. If you give me your address, keys and a list then I’ll grab it for you while you sleep.” If he stayed too close, he would make a move on Chloe and that was the last thing she needed right now. Her skin was losing its color and the bruises stood out starkly.

      Chloe bit the egg roll she’d brought to her mouth and watched him while she chewed. “Why are you doing all this for me? You guys should hate me because of what I am.”

      “I don’t know your story but it’s clear to us you’re different. Zander would have killed you on the spot if you were remotely like Crocell or her sister. It’s our job to help. Of course, you can always walk around here naked.” Dante waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      Chloe shook her head sank to the bed as she continued eating the egg roll. “No thank you. I don’t want to tease the resident sex demons. Given your dark circles and the pheromones leaking from your pores, I don’t think you could handle it very long. I don’t have my keys. No idea where I lost them. Give me your phone.”

      Dante pulled it from his pocket, unlocked it and approached the bed. Keeping his distance, he handed it over to her. She tapped on the screen. “Here’s my address and what I’d like you to grab. If I didn’t hurt everywhere, I would go myself. I don’t like owing anyone.”

      Dante understood. Nothing was free and few helped without expecting something in return. “You owe the Dark Warriors nothing, but we would appreciate your help in hunting down the archdemon that tortured you.”

      Chloe’s shoulders fell from being bunched beneath her ears. “I knew you were too good to be true. I’ll help as soon as my body expunges the dark wounds and I can walk without feeling like razors are shredding my chest wall.”

      Dante nodded and clenched his jaw to keep from growling or cursing. Demons were the worst beings alive. They maimed and killed without consideration for what their victims suffered. Seeing Chloe injured and knowing she was harmed by a weapon that immortals struggled to heal, made his blood boil and his inner demon rattle the cage he had locked it in.

      “Get some rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Dante turned and left the room without looking back.
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        * * *

      

      Dante stood in the alley, wondering if he had enough energy to jump to the lower level of the fire escape. He should have sought a female but the need to do something for Chloe compelled him. No doubt it was just another excuse he’d conjured for his continued delay tactics.

      There was no way a Fallen Angel twisted him in knots and made him think of things he’d never even entertained before.

      Crouching down, Dante pushed off the ground and sprang into the air. “Fuck!” He was about two feet shy of landing on the ladder. Reaching out, he tried to grab the metal. It slipped through his fingers. Before he fell to the smelly alley floor, he wrapped three digits around a step and caught himself.

      Agony shot through his shoulder. Fatigue on a cellular level made it difficult for him to haul his ass onto the steps. Voices from behind him, sent his heart pounding. He’d been loud as hell and humans no doubt caught him.

      Bracing himself with his hands on the side rails, Dante turned his head and smiled at the older female with a scarf over her hair. Unleashing his pheromones, he prayed the wind carried some to her, then smiled. “I’m surprising my girlfriend. I want to draw her a bubble bath and make her lunch. She pulled a double at the hospital.”

      The woman’s wrinkled hand went to her chest and she sighed. “She’s a lucky one. My Dave never so much as lifted a finger for me. Granted I worked in an office, but still. It would have been nice to have him cook for me.”

      Dante shook his head. “Shame on him. He should have doted on you and given you the world.” He sent her one more smile and continued climbing.

      The woman watched him for a few more minutes before she ducked back into her apartment. Dante reached Chloe’s apartment and prayed the window was unlocked. The pane slid open easily. Her sultry scent gave new life to his inner demon and had his cock hard in two seconds flat.

      He had to find a female on his way back to Jessup House. The hold he had on his dark side left him no choice. Climbing through the opening, he noticed the cover on her bed was tossed to the side. There were clothes on the floor near the closet and detritus on her dresser was in disarray.

      Opening one of her drawers, he grabbed a stack of underwear and set them on the bed. He needed a bag to put this in. Checking the closet, he found several large black totes. Noise from the outer room immediately shifted him into warrior mode.

      Dante exited the closet on quiet feet and set the canvas on her bed. Sticking close to the wall, he pushed the door open with his foot and peered through the opening. There was a bathroom to the left in a short hall, but he couldn’t see anything else.

      Reaching for the waist band at the back of his pants, he grabbed his sgian dubhs. Who the hell was in her house? Chloe hadn’t mentioned living with anyone. Was the archdemon there?

      The cloying malevolence wasn’t present, and his skin didn’t prickle with a million needles. It could be one of the archdemon’s skirm. Or several of them. That didn’t concern Dante. Skirm were child’s play for him.

      Stepping into the hall, he headed for the living room. The kitchen was to his left. There was nothing obvious in the larger open area. Must have been one of the neighbors. He forgot that few apartments had soundproofing. With his sensitive ears, he was able to hear most movements and conversations in the surrounding homes.

      Turning, he needed to finish packing and find a female to fuck. Something knocked into him from above before he took two steps. His blades flew from his hands and skittered across the room when he hit a chair.

      Ass over ending it, he tried to catch sight of what attacked him while he was stumbling over the tall back. Wood cracked beneath him and his side hit one of the wooden table legs when he finally stopped moving.

      Thuds above him, told him whatever it was had just landed on the top of the kitchen table. A quick scan of the floor had Dante cursing. His weapons were near the sofa on the other side of the room. There was a knife block behind him on one of the counters. Rolling toward the cabinets. Dante sprang to his feet the second he was out from under the table.

      “Ah shit.” The curse slipped from his mouth when he finally saw what he was facing. Eight long legs attached to an hourglass shaped body with about fifty eyes all looking at him.

      Let’s see how you do with a few less appendages. Dante jumped to the side and wrapped his hand around one of the knives. When it came free, the spider laughed while he silently cursed. “Don’t underestimate small blades.” Before the demon made a move, Dante threw the weapon, aiming for one of its countless eyes.

      Turning, he grabbed the largest knife from the block. A loud screech behind him told Dante he’d hit something vital. Air shifted and he fell to his knees while lifting the hand holding the blade. The metal sliced through the abdomen of the spider as it moved over his head.

      Dante rolled away from the kitchen and got to his feet. There were two other demons crouched in the corners of the room. Three against one wasn’t the worst odds, but he needed his weapons. The steel didn’t do nearly enough damage. Black blood dripped from the open wound to the tile floor.

      The hair on the legs of the demon all twitched and moved. It sounded like leaves blowing down a street. The injury started healing over. That didn’t buy him much time. On instinct, Dante reached out and grabbed the beast by one of its legs.

      Pain arched through his hand and fingers. Before he let go, he threw the spider at the wall with all his strength. He needed to buy more time. Jumping into action, he raced toward his sgian dubhs, but his vision blurred.

      Shaking his head, he ignored the way his hand started going numb and threw the butcher knife in his hand to one of the other spiders on the ceiling then dove for his weapons. The sound of a branch scrapping across glass made Dante flinch, but he managed to get to his weapons.

      His numb hand refused to cooperate, so he stuffed one blade in his waist band while palming the other in his uninjured hand. Thuds surrounded him as one of the demons fell from above. A white handle caught his eye. The butcher knife lodged itself in the spider’s side.

      Black blood dripped on Dante’s arm, making it sizzle. His right arm swung in an arc as a second demon headed his way. It faltered and fell to one side. To his surprise, one of its legs stood up without the body.

      Dante kicked out, catching the demon hovering above him by surprise. Seemed it was shocked by the sight of its friend losing a leg. The smell of brimstone and rancid meat filled the room making him gag. The burger he’d eaten earlier threatened to come back.

      A hairy leg smacked into his side when he was trying to get to his feet. The breath rushed out of his lungs and the hairs got caught in his shirt. The same burn he’d felt in his hand, spread from the spot he’d been kicked. Dante’s inner beast rattled the cage, wanting out. If he let it out now, he’d be able to kill these spiders but there was no guarantee he would be able to wrangle it under control again.

      Taking a deep breath proved to be impossible. So, Dante settled for swiping out and ended up slicing through the side of the spider’s face that was above him. Poisonous blood splattered his clothes and burned holes in them.

      Dante cursed and finally climbed to his feet. Two spiders were injured while another was scuttling across the ceiling for the window. The demon with seven legs jumped in his path while the one with half a face limped toward him from the side.

      Dante needed to kill these and get out of there. He was losing energy and hadn’t had much to start with. Soon he would be unable to do much. “Who are you working for?”

      Chittering filled the room followed by what sounded like cackles. Well, if the gagging-snarling could be called that. He assumed the spiders were laughing given the way their bodies were shaking.

      “You can tell that asshole he’ll never lay his hands on the fallen again.”

      The chittering increased in volume and the seven-legged shit lunged for Dante. Turning to the side, he ducked and swiped, cutting of the lower sections of two legs. It kind of hobbled now as it howled.

      Fresh air blew through the room drawing Dante’s attention to the far side of the room. The third spider crawled through at the same moment something stabbed into his back.

      “Dammit.” His numb hand went up and back, landing on a wet, squishy object. Grabbing hold, Dante flung it over his head. It was near impossible for him to determine if there was anything in his grip. The burn of the blood was the only indication he had the demon.

      Half-face landed on top of five-legs. Black spots filled Dante’s vision and he staggered. He couldn’t feel his left arm at all, and it was spreading out from there. Lifting his right hand, he intended to stab half-face and ended up face first in the charcoal brain matter.

      His hand moved as fast as possible and hacked the remaining brain to bits. Dante didn’t stop until it stopped moving. His body felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. Using his tongue, he pressed the button on his smart watch. “Call Lucas.” He wasn’t sure if the words left his mouth or not. His vision was going. Five-legs was still alive.

      “Dante. Dante! Are you there?” Thank fuck he managed to get the call out.

      “Luc…Lucas. Spider demons at Chloe’s. One dead…two more.” Dante barely felt anything as his body went flying through the air. Being free of the acidic blood was a relief, but his face still burned, and his body couldn’t decide if it was numb or in agony.

      “I’m on my way with Axel and Jett. Hang on.”

      Dante couldn’t respond to Lucas. He was too busy trying to find the remaining spider demon. He heard the jumping, scuttle as it moved. The sound seemed far away. A groan left his mouth.

      Dante blinked his eyes open in time to see a massive, hairy, black leg coming at his face. His left side didn’t work, so, using his right arm and leg, he swung his blade and pushed his body with his foot.

      He moved and his weapon lodged into the spider’s cranium. Breaths heaving out of his chest, Dante left the knife in the demon and pushed to his knees. Grabbing the remaining weapon from his waist, he plunged it down into the top of the demon’s skull and collapsed on top of it.

      The thing beneath him shuddered rapidly, making its coarse hairs dig into his skin. He was beyond moving at that point. He never finished packing Chloe’s clothes. He needed to kill this fucker and grab what she needed, so he could get out of there and lock himself in the dungeon below Jessup House.

      He wasn’t going to find a female and he was losing control of his inner beast. He refused to let that fucker free. He would never again fuck another being without permission. He’d rather die first. He was just pissed he’d let Chloe down. He promised to grab her clothes for her.

      Her sultry scent blew by his nose. Gods he wished he could have fucked her once before he died. She was one female he’d regret not experiencing. Maybe that was his need talking, but he didn’t care. She smelled fucking delicious.

      His breathing slowed down. That spider must have injected him with venom. He’d assumed it had been his leg that stabbed his back, but apparently it had one functioning fang. Chances were good that Lucas would make it to him in time.

      He took a deep breath and prayed for more of Chloe’s essence to fill him. He’d rather be in her arms, but he’d take his last breath being full of her scent.
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      Here goes nothing. Hayden took a deep breath and pulled the door open. Air conditioning blasted out cooling the sweat caused by the humid heat in Washington DC. The people filling the entrance were all anxious as they fell into line behind a major security station.

      He’d never seen such a scene in his life. The large objects that resembled doorways beeped as some went through. The officers instructed them to remove all metal from their pockets and sent them through again. Why do they care of they have metal on them?

      It was the massive poster on the wall prohibiting anyone from bringing certain items into the building that clued Hayden in. Didn’t they want individuals to be able to defend themselves? He didn’t understand why they refused to allow their kind to bring weapons in the building.

      Surely, they were strong enough to handle anyone that lost his shit and control a situation before getting too out of control. As he stood waiting for his turn to be allowed in the building, he tried to keep his concerns at bay. As Omega it was his job to force his shifters into complying with his edicts.

      Shaking his head, he removed his phone and car keys when he reached the front. A middle-aged human male held out a plastic container. “Who are you here to see?”

      Hayden placed his stuff in the bowl. “I have an eleven o’clock with Richard Peyton.” The guard waved him through, and he made his way to the wall of elevators. He’d never seen more in one building in his life.

      There were easily two dozen people in various positions within the FBI. Hayden had no idea what they did and decided to start with the director of the Critical Incident Response Group (CIRG). It seemed like the section that would be called into action during a demon attack. None of the other areas seemed to fit.

      He briefly considered the counterterrorism and counterintelligence divisions but dismissed them. He needed to work with an agency trained to respond to crises quickly. They never received enough advance warning to train and gather an appropriate team. Whoever cooperated with them needed to be able to act fast.

      Entering the next elevator, Hayden selected the appropriate floor and informed the receptionist he was there for Mr. Peyton when he entered the office. The wait grated on his nerves and had him growling under his breath while his animals prowled just beneath the surface of his skin.

      A human male with short, light brown hair and grey-blue eyes finally approached Hayden. “Mr. Jesaray. I’m Dick Peyton. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Clasping the hand offered, Hayden noted the difference in their grips. Dick had less strength than he’d expected. “Thank you for meeting me.”

      Dick started down the hall he’d just come from. Hayden followed while his animals continued to lurk. “What can I do for you?” The director of CIRG motioned to a chair on the opposite side of his desk.

      Hayden paused next to the seat. The office was formal with shelves full of books, an emblem with an eagle on one wall, and picture frames on the desk along with a computer. Where are the weapons? And soldiers? He sat in the chair, keeping his gaze on Dick.

      Oh well. Like his grandmother always said. You can’t judge a dragon by the size of its teeth. “I’d like to talk to you about demons and your help battling them.” Ripping the band aide off was the best approach in this scenario. Neither of them had time to beat around the bush.

      Dick’s eyes went wide and his lower jaw went slack before he sputtered. A growl slipped from Hayden’s throat that time and Dick jerked then closed his mouth. “Umm. Well, that’s not our area of expertise.”

      This guy was a fucking idiot. Deep breath in and out. “I know it isn’t, but I along with the others on the council are. We have been fighting them for centuries and now it’s time for humans to help.”

      Dick titled his head and tapped a pen on his desk. “Let me get this straight. Demons exist and you and your buddies have been in combat with them for hundreds of years? And you want our help to what? Kill them?”

      Hayden narrowed his eyes. He didn’t like the tone of Dick’s voice or the way he was looking at him. “In a nutshell. It’s the least humans can do, seeing as we’ve lost thousands over the years.”

      “You’re not human?”

      Hayden’s chest rumbled with warning, his bear at the surface. “Do I look human?” He may have a human form on the outside right now, but his animals were never far and they gave him a distinct look that was undeniable.

      Dick’s face paled and his throat bobbed up and down with a hard swallow. He stared at Hayden for several seconds before shaking his head. “I have no idea what kind of special effects you’re testing or what your agenda is, but it’s illegal to give the FBI a false report. Not to mention it’s a waste of my time. What’s your purpose in coming here and spouting such nonsense?”

      The director’s gaze shifted around the room and he lifted in his chair and scanned Hayden’s hands and legs. Special effects? What the fuck was this guy talking about? They weren’t in a movie.

      “My agenda, as you put it, is to get your help in protecting innocent lives from being lost. Thousands of supernaturals have given their lives to keep humans safe while your kind has done nothing. You take your safety for granted without lifting a finger to defend yourselves.” Hayden stood, then placed his hands on the desk and leaned over putting his face close to Dick’s.

      “I’m sick and fucking tired of doing the dirty work for you. You may not have much strength or skill, but you have weapons. Those weapons can injure demons and allow my kind to kill them without loss of life.”

      Dick pressed a button on the phone. A second later the female from out front echoed through the speaker. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “Call security. Now.” Dick pressed the button again as a smile spread over Hayden’s face. “I don’t know who you are, Mr. Jesaray but it’s time you leave and check yourself into a psych ward. I can see you’re utterly serious about this. All I can tell you is these demons you’re seeing aren’t real. They’re a figment of your imagination and there are medications to help with that.”

      Four security guards entered the office before Dick finished talking and flanked the sides of the desk. Their hands hovered over their guns and they glared at Hayden. This was complete bullshit. Humans were blind idiots. Even when Crocell and her sister appeared in all their gory glory they denied what was in front of them. He should have known this wasn’t going to be easy.

      Standing up, Hayden dipped his head at Dick. “Pray you don’t encounter a Behemoth demon on your way home, Dick. I won’t be there to save your sorry ass.”

      With a growl that shook the windows, Hayden turned on his heels and left the office. He didn’t bother with the elevator this time. Taking them three at a time, he flew down the stairs and was outside before the slow humans caught up.

      His blood boiled with his rage. How could he be so blinded to the truth? The encounter only solidified Hayden’s desire to involve the humans. They needed to know what lurked in the darkness. Walking around ignorant and taking stupid risks created ten times more work for their Dark Warriors when they could avoid it.

      Checking his watch, he pulled his keys and headed to the rental. He had a meeting with the CIA in a couple hours. Hopefully, his rage cooled during the drive there. The tall buildings and cars were thick the entire drive across the river. As he drew closer to the building in question, trees replaced the concrete jungle. His beasts wanted out.

      By the time he parked and entered the building, he was a bit calmer. That didn’t last. He encountered the same disbelief and ridicule with the CIA as he had with Richard Peyton.

      He just needed to get away from there and he could find a remote place to shift. His bear finally broke free, forcing Hayden to pull over before he ruined the vehicle. He had removed his shirt and shoes before it burst forth. The rest of his clothes were destroyed in the process.

      Throwing his massive head back, he roared and took off into the trees. There was enough foliage around that Hayden was able to run for an hour without stopping. His paws moved over the dirt with ease. What would it take to convince humans demons and supernaturals were real? Zander couldn’t be right about this. The mere thought that the Vampire King was correct when he said humans couldn’t handle the knowledge infuriated Hayden.

      Give up before something even worse happens. Hayden should listen to his inner critic. If he caused any of his kind to come to harm, he would never forgive himself. They’d lost enough already.

      How could he give up now when he’d come this far? Pack comes first. Always. His grandfather’s words rang through his head, making him stop and take stock of what he was doing.

      The Virginia pack needed their Omega. They’ve been fraying at the edges and pushing the local alpha too far. Before he continued his search for humans to ally with, he’d visit the local pack and check in with them.

      It would be easier to concentrate on his mission after sharing his energy with the pack here and fulfilling his responsibilities. His kind needed him, and he couldn’t deny them any longer for a bunch of mortals that refused to see what was right in front of them.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden squinted through the windshield in search of the dirt road. He should have come here to start with and never bothered with the humans. They’re ignorant fools that deserve to be eaten alive by demons.

      The clouds shifted illuminating the narrow path he needed. Cranking the wheel to the left, the rear wheels spun, and dirt flew up forming a cloud around the car. The back end swung to the left then right, forcing Hayden to correct it by turning into the swerve. Rocks spit out behind the back tires as he finally got traction and the car straightened out.

      Releasing the breath he was holding, Hayden continued down the road. He needed to pull his head out of his ass, or he was going to crash the rental car. The last thing he wanted at the moment was to be delayed anymore. A tingle spread from his fingers to the rest of his body the second he crossed the second cattle guard.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, he didn’t see the spell protecting pack lands. If he was human, he’d have turned around without even knowing it. That was one layer of the charms around the land. The second layer would have zapped him and fried his brain matter if he was a demon.

      Before the Rowan sisters took over as High Priestesses there were no spells available that could keep out demons. Now, everyone in the Tehrex Realm could purchase spells to protect their house and/or lands from the evil monstrosities. It was one of the changes the powerful triplets enacted.

      Within seconds, wolves, coyotes, bobcats, tigers and bears ran alongside his car. A smile spread over Hayden’s face when the howls, growls and roars filled the night air. Energy seeped through the door frame and surrounded him. It fed his animals in a way nothing else could.

      The road ended at a gathering of houses. Hayden had been here countless times and like every pack he visited, it felt like coming home when he stopped the car. Climbing from the vehicle, he twisted his back and stretched.

      He stood in front of the garden and main building where everyone gathered. It was also the center of the pack lands here in Virginia. Homes were situated in spokes around three sides with their sacred garden in the front.

      The animals jumped and prowled around him. Hayden’s animals responded, going haywire beneath the surface of his skin. The power that had been at the core of his being for as long as he could remember stretched and pushed out to encompass every cell in his body.

      The shifters around him stopped stalking around him and sat on their haunches. There was a collective sigh. Hayden walked to the stone image of the Triskele Amulet and stood in the center.

      It seemed as if the Goddess Morrigan was next to him at that moment. He’d only felt closer to their creator when he performed mating ceremonies. The amulet was the symbol of their Goddess and had been an integral part of their way of life forever. For those like Hayden, it fueled them.

      A rogue thought intruded on the moment, catching him by surprise. If the emblem did this to him, how did it impact Izzy? She was the physical embodiment of the Goddess. She had power beyond anything the realm had ever seen. Yet not once had she ever misused it. She’d suffered greatly because of it. Had been hunted by demons from the moment she was conceived.

      A vice squeezed his heart. No wonder Zander took the position he did. Not only was he following the Goddess’s edicts, but he was protecting his daughter. It galled Hayden that part of him understood the Vampire King. Dismissing that, Hayden held the desire to cocoon Izzy and keep her safe close to his heart.

      “I hope I haven’t missed dinner.” Hayden chuckled as flashes of lights filled the night. Zings of electricity followed as the pack members shifted back to human form.

      Lydia, a feline shifter lowered her head and stared at him through her lashes. “You’re just in time. I made your favorite, Omega.”

      Hayden smiled at the sexy female, appreciating her sleek figure. The others approached him, all trying to touch him at the same time. Lydia chuckled and headed along the path to the main building. As Omega, the shifters needed his presence, but they were also vital to him. Everyone grabbed clothes they’d left on the tables on the other side of a large fire pit.

      Hayden picked up a young stripling and tossed him in the air while chatting with his father, the alpha in this area, about demonic activity lately. Things had been quiet ever since New Orleans. Yes, they dealt them a blow, but everyone expected demons to come at them with more force than ever. They were so fucking close to accomplishing their goal.

      The alpha took his son back and held him close. “Do you expect an attack here? We aren’t near any major cities and while there are sites that were bathed in blood during the birth of this nation, I don’t think they carry the level of evil that’s necessary.”

      Hayden followed as everyone started heading toward the doors Lydia opened. “For those exact reasons, Jason don’t discount your location. They make you a prime target for the same reasons it’s unlikely you would be chosen. Now, more than ever you need to remain vigilant.”

      The alpha nodded but didn’t respond when his Fated Mate walked over. Hayden’s breathing stopped along with his heart at the display of love between the couple. For so long they had no new matings. It got to the point where they were losing more than were being born by a factor of four to one. It seemed as if their species were going to go extinct.

      Ever since Zander met Elsie years ago, the realm had seen countless couples being blessed. It wasn’t until four years ago that he’d performed his first ceremony. He’d mated Jason and Sophia eighteen months ago.

      Seeing the happy couples and the stripling running around the hall reminded Hayden why he’d gone to the humans before coming here. The demons could not be allowed to win.

      It was only recently that they started having babies, so the number of individuals at an age to join the fight was still low. It would change in another fifteen years or so, but at the moment it was still critical.

      The two arms of the human government he thought would help all but laughed him out of their offices. There had to be someone else he could approach. He wanted to drive back down to the capitol and demand to speak to the President. Perhaps he’d be the one to gather a force to help battle demons and skirm.

      Zander’s words rang through his head. “Human military would love to get their hands on you and use you as their lab rat. You really want your shifters to be poked, prodded and sliced apart?”

      That was it! He needed to find someone in the armed forces to approach. He read an article about Army Special Forces, Navy Seals, Air Force Special Tactics and Marine Special Operations Command. Those groups were the most likely to be capable of combating the various demons.

      Hayden accepted the plate of food Lydia held out to him. He smiled when he saw the fried chicken and Savannah red rice. His mouth watered. It all looked delicious. He took a bite of cornbread, enjoying the food and his shifters. Tomorrow he would do some more research. Right now, he was going to be in the moment.

      The laughter and smiles surrounding him gave him pause. If he pursued this avenue, he could be bringing unwanted attention to his kind. For a second he wondered if his failed attempts were a message from the Goddess. Perhaps he should let this pursuit go.
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      A door slammed open and bounced off the wall. Chloe jumped out of bed, brandishing her angelic weapon. Her heart raced in her chest and she didn’t recognize her surroundings.

      She had to blink several times before she was able to focus on the male standing in the doorway. It was Ty. His chest was rising and falling rapidly, and his eyes were black. That’s right. She was at the Dark Warrior compound.

      “What is it? Are we under attack?”

      Ty shook his head and lifted one corner of his mouth in a snarl. His fangs were sharp and longer than she expected. “No demon would dare come here. It’s Dante. He walked into a trap at your fucking house. Did you know there were spider demons waiting for him?”

      Chloe’s mind went blank at the same time her heart took off like a racehorse at the starting gate. Why the fuck would there be demons of any kind in her house? Her involvement with the Underworld had always been on the periphery.

      Chloe waved her blade at him and stood up completely. “How the Hell would I know that? I was kidnapped and tortured last night in case you forgot. Is Dante okay?”

      Ty took a deep breath and let it out. “He’ll live…I think. It’s not good.”

      Chloe crossed the room, wishing she had pants to put on. She immediately dismissed the idea when she recalled Dante had gone to get her clothes when he was attacked. “What happened?”

      Ty walked next to her as they headed downstairs. “All we know is that he called Lucas and told him there were three spider demons at your house. When they got there, they found two dead and no sign of the third. Dante was unconscious and unresponsive.”

      “I’d say you guys are wrong about the archdemon wanting to use me for some ritual. Otherwise he wouldn’t have sent spiders after me. They’re known for their ravenous appetites.”

      Ty snorted. “That’s true, but their venom allows them to put their victims in stasis so they can drain them over days. An archdemon would be able to command them to bring you to them. It’s one way to ensure you couldn’t get away from them.”

      Chloe bobbed her head. “I did kick his ass. Did they find the third spider demon?”

      Ty shook his head and paused when they came to a door on the first floor that she hadn’t noticed earlier. “We haven’t found it yet. I’m going to join them at sunset.”

      Chloe gasped when she got sight of Dante lying prone on a table. There were burns on his face and body along with cuts and blood. His skin lacked the golden hue she’d seen earlier. And the circles under his eyes were so dark she wondered how he wasn’t fully demonic at the moment.

      Chloe stopped four steps into the room when Light energy enveloped her. At first, she assumed it was one of the warrior’s angelic friends. It wasn’t until she discovered Izzy sitting in a corner that she realized where it was coming from.

      “Your energy is very soothing.” Chloe hadn’t meant to say anything, but the words tumbled out of their own accord.

      Isobel’s head snapped in her direction and her expression shifted from affection to one of loathing. “What did you feel?”

      Ty entered when he heard the princess snap at Chloe and took a position between the two females. Chloe glanced around his torso and met Izzy’s blue eyes. “For a brief second, I was bathed in the Light. It was coming from your direction.”

      Ty’s jaw clenched while Isobel’s gaze went to the hall. Her shoulders were rigid, and her hands clenched into fists. “It wasn’t me. Are you here to tell us who you’re working with?”

      Chloe wasn’t sure why the princess was denying the source. It had to be out of fear. Demons had been hunting Izzy and tracking her powers for years. They’d obviously discovered a way to hide her signature. She wasn’t going to interfere with that. The princess needed to remain hidden.

      “I’m not working with anyone. Those spiders were there to take me back to that asshole. I hate that they attacked Dante. It makes me sick to think he is suffering because of me.” Chloe continued to his side and cupped one cheek.

      His head tilted to the side and pushed his face into her touch. She wondered why the others hadn’t forced him to seek out a someone for sex. He was in bad shape. The thought of him with another female wasn’t a pleasant one and it gave her reason to pull away and take a step back.

      Izzy put her hand on Chloe’s shoulder. “He’ll heal. The demon venom makes it harder, but he will get better soon.”

      Chloe pushed every soft emotion she felt for the cambion aside and met the princess’s gaze. “I know. It’s not going to be fun for him and I feel responsible. If he hadn’t found me and brought me here, he wouldn’t be hurt.”

      “If he hadn’t insisted on bringing you here then you’d likely be dead. You’d definitely be back in the archdemon’s clutches. The Gods only know what evil he could have pulled off then.” Jett’s harsh voice felt like a slap across her face.

      Chloe stepped out from under Izzy’s touch and thrust her hands on her hips. “I love when assholes underestimate me. I managed to get away from him once. I would have done it again.”

      The corners of Jett’s mouth lifted but he didn’t flash her a smile. It was more like a promise of pain and anguish. “So, you’re immune to spider demon venom? We will have to add that to the Mystik Grimoire.” What the fuck was that? Obviously, it was a book of some kind, but what?

      Izzy’s dark brown curls bounced as she shook her head. “No one is immune to their venom. Not even other demons.”

      Chloe chuckled. “I know that. I was saying I can fight this Daeva. I’ve done it before…” Her words trailed off when she caught sight of the small teal bag clutched in Dante’s hand.

      Crossing to his side, she peeled his fingers off her makeup pouch. Her heart clenched and twisted in her chest. No one had ever gone to such lengths for her before. It had always been her looking out for herself. Not even her parents and siblings had done that much for her. When it became obvious that she was going to be a Warrior Angel, they assumed she was capable of handling anything.

      Chloe had to close her eyes. In, out. In, out. She was light-headed and fell to her knees. Sweat beaded on her brow and her vision wavered. Fucking hell. She wasn’t quite healed herself.

      “This fallen isna allying with the demons, Jett. That’s the last we will hear of that.” Chloe opened her eyes and looked over at Zander who had been standing in the doorway.

      “Dante.” Zander’s Sapphire gaze shifted away from her and he crossed the room to the table. “‘Tis good to see you awake. I’ve called Jade and asked if she or any of her friends can come pay you a visit.”

      Chloe scrambled to her feet and pulled herself up using the side of the bed he was on. Tears burned the backs of her eyes when they landed on Dante’s gorgeous blue eyes. “No. I do…don’t want her to come.” His voice sounded like sandpaper over his vocal cords.

      Zander tilted his head and considered Dante. “Alright. It’s sunset. We are heading out to join Lucas and Axel in the search for the spider demon. We canna leave it roaming around the city.”

      Dante lifted his head, but it fell back to the table. “Give me a minute. I’m coming with you.” Chloe grabbed the hand closest to her and squeezed. Dante looked up at her.

      Zander placed his hand on Dante’s shoulder. “Nay you’re no’ coming with us. You need to replenish your energy.”

      Dante’s eyes slipped back to Chloe. He nodded in response to Zander. The Vampire King left with the Dark Warriors leaving Chloe with Dante and Izzy. The world seemed to fade to the background as she stood there gazing at the sexy Cambion Lord. At some point Izzy took her leave and she was alone with Dante.

      Giving into the urge running through her, Chloe lowered her head and pressed her lips to Dante’s. There was dried blood in the lower left corner, but it didn’t detract one bit from the electricity racing through her blood stream. It felt like fireworks going off throughout her body all at once.
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      “Keep kissing me like that my little evergreen. I’ll be on my feet in no time. Your kiss carries one helluva punch.” Dante gazed into Chloe’s stunning brown eyes. His arm felt like a lead balloon as he tucked her short brown hair behind her ear.

      She leaned over him with her hands on either side of his head. Need rushed through Dante, making him dizzy. His heart pounded in his chest and his inner beast prowled beneath his skin but didn’t struggle to break free. That kiss was beyond anything he’d ever experienced.

      Massive explosions went off throughout his body. Her life force and energy flowed from her lips to his, giving him an instant hard-on. His muscles filled with blood and plumped while his vision cleared.

      Without thinking, he grabbed hold of her and tugged her in top of him. Her sweet ass landed over his hard cock and a groan escaped his lips. Afraid he’d pushed her too far Dante held his breath and didn’t let it out until fire ignited in her chocolate eyes. It was almost too much when her pink tongue traced her full lower lip. It was Dante’s undoing.

      He lifted his head and moved to close the distance between them, his lips stopping just shy of touching hers. Their eyes connected. He was surprised to see her pupils dilated with her lust. Something opened in his heart and soul. This was only about the sex and the sexual energy she could give him, but at the same time it was so much more. Dante didn’t have a fucking clue about what was happening, and he didn’t want to stop at that moment and figure it out.

      “Do you need more? Your injuries aren’t healing yet. I think you might need lots of sex to purge the venom.” Her voice was breathy, and her eyes remained glued to his mouth.

      “I need so much more. Those demons took what little energy I had left. And after being tortured with thoughts of you for the past twenty-four hours, I have to have you.” Dante ran his hands up her sides. Her breasts were perky beneath the cotton of his shirt.

      “Thinking of a sexy female is not torture. I could show you what actual suffering is, but I’m too turned on to think.” Her back arched when his fingers brushed the underside of her breast.

      Their mouths were scant millimeters apart, neither one of them closing the gap. The tension made his lips tingle and his mind soar. “For a hybrid sex demon there’s no worse torment than fantasizing about a female without getting any sex.”

      Dante groaned when her hips shifted slightly. Electricity arched between them and she gasped. He took full advantage and slid his tongue in, devouring her as the hunger consumed him from the inside out.

      He was ravenous and quickly found her breast with one large hand, stroking a hard nipple through the thin fabric. She moaned loudly when he trailed his hand to the edge of her top. He needed skin on skin contact.

      Because they were incubus-human hybrids, Cambions needed sex frequently. Without it their inner sex demon lost control and would do whatever necessary to sate it.  Every one of his kind learned at a young age that masturbation didn’t provide any relief for them. Instead, it left them wanting more. The energy released during climax is what fed his kind. And it required a partner. You can’t feed on yourself.

      When their mouths connected and their energy flared, Dante was flooded with more power from Chloe than he’d gotten during his last sexual encounter. His heartbeat strengthened and kicked into high gear at the same time the poison coursing through his veins diminished enough that he could feel his toes again.

      Chloe’s hot little hand scalded his chest. There were major benefits to being topless. He deepened the kiss as her hand blazed a path down to his abdomen. His muscles quivered and flexed as she headed south of the border. A shout left him when she cupped his erection through his pants.

      Breaking the kiss, he moved his mouth to her neck and nibbled the flesh there while they caught their breaths. He snaked one hand beneath her top and he squeezed one of her full, swollen breasts. She was on the smaller side, but her flesh filled his palm perfectly.

      Blinded by an overwhelming desire that drove him like none before, Dante bit down on her pounding pulse while she gasped for breath in his ear. His fingers pinched one nipple before moving to the other. Her gasps of pleasure sung to his soul.

      Chloe lifted her upper body a few inches off of him. A cool breeze filled the space her heat had been a second before. “I see your point. Stop teasing me. I can’t take much more.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered, about to climax with the way her hips shifted over his shaft. “I’m just getting started little evergreen.”

      Wrapping his arms around her back, he reversed their positions. By the time he was pressing his erection between her legs, Dante needed to take a second. The poison wasn’t gone, and his movements caused the venom to surge through his system. Black dots spotted his vision but did nothing to lessen his arousal.

      Her nails dug into his back and one of her legs wound around his waist. Her heel dug into his ass, trying to pull him flush with her body. He resisted for a second before lifting her shirt and falling on her breasts as they were exposed.

      She cried out when he sucked her nipple into his mouth. “Let’s fast forward to the good stuff. God, don’t you dare stop.”

      He chuckled against her breast, blowing his hot breath over the wet peak. “Nothing could get me to stop. Your skin tastes like raspberries. I need more.”

      With a swift move, he tore his shirt over her head and tossed it to the side. He hadn’t given her anything aside from the top, so she lay completely bared to him on the table. Her slit glistened and her skin glowed. The bruises and cuts that had been there hours ago were now gone.

      Thank fuck for small favors. Until he saw proof she was healed, he hadn’t given her physical state one consideration. The need building inside was close to boiling over and there was no holding back now.

      “Your eyes look like the sky on a sunny summer day. It comes close to paying me the homage my sexiness deserves.” She met his gaze openly, but she couldn’t hide the vulnerability beneath the brash veneer. He didn’t understand what Chloe had to be uncertain about. Every inch of her was perfect.

      “By the time I’m through you’ll know precisely how much I adore every cell.” Chloe closed her eyes and arched into the finger he ran down her sternum. When he reached the short curls between her legs, his cock twitched, and his mouth watered. One finger ran through her slick channel.

      A ragged moan left her throat and her eyes opened to half-mast. “Your pheromones make even the slightest touch erotic.”

      Dante grinned, enjoying the affect he had on her. He hadn’t unleashed his powers. There was no need with how responsive she was to him. “It’s all about you. Your sight and smell make me crazy. I may never let you go.”

      The slight widening of her eyes drove Dante into action. Before she could put a stop to things, he scooted his body down her torso until his face was scant inches away from her pussy. She smelled divine.

      Settling on his elbows, he reached up and separated her moist folds. His tongue took over and darted out. With one long, hard stroke from her backside to her throbbing little clit, he had her mind off what he’d accidentally let slip and onto more pleasurable topics.

      Chloe’s back came off the platform as she cried out his name. Her fingers tangled in his blond hair and held him to her body. Of everything unfolding between them, this was the most surprising. He’d gotten the impression that she didn’t take what she wanted but denied herself instead.

      The wild beast he usually kept caged inside took over and licked and sucked her clit. Oral sex was more often than not a means to an end for him, but devouring Chloe gave Dante even more energy. The aches and pains from the attack were now all gone. Even the fatigue and discomfort he’d become accustomed to living with had disappeared. She had his demon energized and purring like a kitten.

      The more pleasure he gave, the stronger he felt. Chloe’s cries grew louder as his tongue and mouth continued teasing her. When her writhing increased, he inserted one thick digit into her hot core to push her over the edge.

      He looked up and met her bright brown eyes. There were storm clouds hidden in their depths. This complex, beautiful angel was everything he’d ever wished for. She grabbed her breasts, tweaking her own nipples. Goddess, she made him want impossible things. He inserted a second finger and she detonated.

      Dante was up and shoving his pants down to his knees before his next breath.  There was no patience to take the extra second to remove them from his body entirely. Chloe was an exquisite female. He lowered himself and settled his body between her legs. Without hesitation, she wrapped them around his waist, trying to pull him inside.

      “Mmmm. You feel good.” Her words were growled as she tried to get him in the right position.

      A chuckle left him as he pulled back and positioned the head of his cock at her entrance. “You’re so wet and ready for me.”

      Chloe’s eyes widened as he began to push in. Normally he’d take his time, but his need was too high at the moment. His hips thrust forward, impaling her. Her muscles tightened around him at the same time she cried out. Dante pulled out then pushed in deeper and deeper in her tight channel.

      “You sure you’re not a full-blooded incubus?”

      Dante paused as horror washed through him. He would never be anything like his father. “I’m far better than one of those pieces of shit. I care about your pleasure, little evergreen.”

      Chloe’s hands ran up his chest. “You’ve given me more than I’ve had in centuries and I want more.”

      Dante thrust into her with enough force to push the top of the table. Slow down or you’ll end this before you get to the good part. If he drove her to the floor he’d never get the orgasm he’d been needing for months.

      Dante was no stranger to carnal activities. His entire existence depended on it. And yet, he’d never felt anything like his cock sliding in and out of Chloe’s slick core. He grabbed one of her legs and hooked it over one of his elbows for deeper penetration. He considered opening her up completely by putting it over his shoulder, but she was as close to a virgin as it got. She hadn’t been with anyone in hundreds of years. His inner stripling rejoiced at the knowledge that she broke her fast with him.

      The connection of their bodies was pure bliss. All Dante knew at that moment was Chloe and her perfect body. His tongue slid into her mouth and tangled with hers while his shaft plunged in and out of her. For the first time in his life, Dante found himself connecting to the bitter little angel.

      An evergreen was a symbol for the immortality of the soul. The moment he laid eyes on Chloe he understood she carried scars he may never truly understand, and yet she persevered and continued while refusing to give into the pressure to take Lucifer’s side. There was no other being like her for a reason. It was not easy to ignore the pressure she had to have experienced more than once in her life to side with Lucifer and help find a way to free him. If Dante wasn’t careful, he could fall in love with her.

      Chloe broke away from his mouth to trail kisses down his chest. She paused over his nipple then her tongue snuck out and licked the area. His hips moved faster as he lost himself to how good she made him feel.

      Energy flowed from her to him, making him dizzy with strength. He poured everything she gave him into his movements. Before long, her inner muscles squeezed his cock. She was close and he knew exactly how to push her over the edge. He pushed his hand between their bodies and stroked her clit as he pounded into her.

      She gazed up at him and her eyes blazed with dark light. His balls drew up tight and his spine tingled. He was so fucking close. It was difficult to hold it off, but he refused to climax before her. He placed kisses at the corner of her mouth and continued rubbing her clit. A second later she exploded around him.

      Dante’s head lifted and he met her wide gaze. “Grab your breasts, love. Show me how you like them played with.” Her head was thrashing from side to side and he didn’t think she heard him until she seized one breast and teased her nipple.

      Her free hand went to his chest and her fingernails dug into his skin, holding him to her. The display of her desire to have him close made him lose it. Dante thrust in and out of her body enjoying the free fall of ecstasy.

      The pleasure was short lived. His hoarse shout of completion shifted to one of agony when something seared his right shoulder blade. Withdrawing from her body, he fell off the table clutching his bicep. Turning his head, he tried to see what was happening.

      “What is it?” Chloe’s voice was as frantic as he felt. “Oh my God. What happened?”

      Dante stopped moving and tried to breathe through the discomfort while his mind struggled to catch up. “What do you see?”

      She threw her legs off the side of the platform and lifted her hand. Giving her his back, he sighed in relief when her hand touched his upper back. “You have a burn, no it’s a brand on your shoulder.”

      Dante swallowed while his heart raced and his sweat cooled. “What does it look like?”

      “It’s a dagger, but the hilt is a pair of jagged wings. What is this?” Chloe ran a ringer over his flesh, soothing the worst of the pain.

      Dante lowered his head. “It’s a Fated Mate marking.”

      “I don’t understand. If you have a mate why did you just fuck me? Or are all the stories about being true to the one chosen for you a lie?” Chloe’s anger was hotter than his skin at that moment.

      Turning around, he took her hand and twined their fingers together. “You are my Fated Mate, Chloe. You carry part of my soul.”

      Chloe snatched her hand back and jumped to her feet. “Liar. Why would you say that?”

      Bending over, Dante pulled his pants up. “I’m not lying. The brand appears when we have sex with the one made for us. It appeared when I climaxed with you just now. I know this is a lot to take in, but I’m telling you the truth. You. Are. Mine.”

      Her terrified eyes met his, and they shared a moment of utter disbelief. Something fluttered in his chest and expanded like a butterfly. What the hell? Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and tried to center himself.

      That butterfly brushed against the inside of his skin in a languid caress, reaching for Chloe. He couldn’t recall what Rhys had said, but he swore he carried a piece of Chloe’s soul, as well. This female created just for him and he was created for her. This changed everything. Only, Dante wasn’t sure if it meant a happily ever after for him.

      One thing he did remember was an angel has to choose their mate. They aren’t bound by the same laws as one of the Goddess Morrigan’s creatures. He would never be able to have sex with another female in his life. If she rejected him, his inner demon would take over and rape and pillage uncontrollably.

      Looked like he’d better have a conversation with Zander about safety measures. No way was he going to become his father. He’d rather die first.
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      “What exactly does that mean? Just because we had sex doesn’t mean I’m going to tie myself to you for eternity.” Chloe bent down and snatched the shirt from the floor while Dante’s semen dripped down her legs. It was a sticky reminder of what they’d just done.

      Using the cloth, she cleaned her thighs then seized the bag that was lying in the corner. She hadn’t seen it before and seeing now how he’d made sure to get the things she’d asked him for made her want to cry. It was fucking ridiculous.

      Dante ran a hand through his hair while keeping his gaze on hers. “Have you ever heard about Fated Mates.”

      She couldn’t take the intensity in his eyes and had to look away. “Not much. Just that you guys believe your Goddess blessed you with a mate.”

      Dante made a sound that sounded like a growl mixed with a grunt. “It’s more than a simple belief. It’s a fact. The Goddess has selected the perfect partner for each of her, uh, children, so to speak. They are literally our other half. That perfect partner is the keeper of the other half of their mate’s soul. There is also an undeniable compulsion to be with one another. Most often that comes out as sex, to ensure we procreate and continue the various species.”

      Chloe shook her head and unzipped the duffle and latched onto clothes without even looking. “But what makes you think I’m yours?” Denial isn’t just a river in Egypt.

      Dante approached and cupped her cheek. “The way we know we’ve found our Fated Mate is because a mating brand appears when we climax during sexual intercourse the first time.” He crooked his arm in the air and pointed down his back. “This would not have shown up when I climaxed for anyone except you.”

      “That’s not how it works for my kind. I don’t carry shit of yours and I don’t owe you anything.” A thousand pins pricked inside her chest made her breath catch. Was that his soul? Shaking her head, she dismissed the notion and put her bra on then pulled her shirt over her head.

      “You are right. You can walk away without consequence where I am bound to you for eternity. There will never be anyone else for me. Ever. You are the only being I will ever have sexual intercourse with again.”

      She lifted one eyebrow at his declaration. He winced and lowered his head. For a split second she wanted to take it back and reassure him. “Or not. My point is I cannot physically have sex with someone else even if I wanted to. Which, for the record, I don’t.”

      She ignored the fleeting impulse. This was not what she was looking for, and Dante was a big hybrid with powerful friends. “This is too fucking much. I was kidnapped and tortured thirty hours ago and now I’ve got this cambion declaring I carry half of his soul.” Chloe wanted to go back to bed and pull the covers over her head.

      Dante’s body slumped and his head moved up and down. “I understand. You owe me nothing. It’s been a long day and a half. Let’s get some rest and we can talk later.”

      Chloe stepped into her favorite pair of skinny jeans and grabbed some socks and her ankle boots. “I’m going to meet my friend Tris. I need to process with a drink or ten.”

      Dante sucked in a breath and held it for several seconds. She wondered what he stopped himself from saying and was about to shake him when he finally exhaled and broke his silence. “Please be careful. It’s daytime now, so you’re less likely to be hunted and attacked, but that doesn’t mean you’re safe. If I thought I could keep you here I would.”

      She appreciated that he didn’t start trying to dictate her every move. “Are you saying that as my, uh, mate? Or because you agreed to protect me?”

      Dante growled full out that time and narrowed his eyes. “You’re lucky I’m not chaining you to my bed right now. There’s a demon hunting you. Regardless of your choice, I will always protect you.”

      Chloe suppressed her shiver and the grin that played at the edges of her mouth. She liked when Dante took over and his dominant side came out to play. “I don’t know chains could be fun. Do you have a cell I can borrow? I need to call Tris.”

      Dante shook his head and reached into his back pocket. His pecs flexed when he twisted and had her panting all over again. Since when did she become a drooling mess over a guy? “Thanks. I’ll be back.” She tossed over her shoulder after she accepted his phone.

      Dante followed her to the door. “Do you need to call a car? How about money? I couldn’t find your wallet at your apartment.”

      Chloe stopped with her hand on the knob. Here he was looking out for her again. No one had ever cared so much. After so long being on your own, you forget what it’s like to have anyone there for you. Even Tris wasn’t that kind of friend.

      She was a Valkyrie, so understood Chloe’s mentality. She was a great drinking buddy and sounding board. Tris tended to look at life through the sights of a gun and offered solid advice aimed at self-preservation.

      “I hadn’t thought of that. I doubt the liquor store will let me give them an IOU. Do you mind?”

      Dante crowded into her personal space and looked at her with hooded eyes. The desire in them made her nipples tingle and her core clench. “I take paybacks in kisses. You have a problem with that?”

      Chloe’s head moved from side to side before she could think. “I’ll repay you when I get back.”

      Dante slid cash into her hand. Where the heck had that come from? She hadn’t seen him move a muscle. Of course, she couldn’t look away from his mouth. “Call an Uber from the app on my phone. I don’t want you walking or taking the subway. It’s not safe right now. Especially, below ground.”

      Chloe nodded and stuffed the cash into her pocket then hurried through the door. Dante leaned on the frame shirtless and watched her. The cool breeze helped alleviate the heat from his gaze enough that she was able to log into her account and order a car.

      Her thumb went to her mouth and she bit on the nail as she paced the sidewalk. All she had to do was wait five minutes, but with him standing there looking irresistible she wasn’t sure she’d make it five seconds.

      Right as she was turning around to head back to Dante, the Uber pulled up and Chloe jumped into the vehicle. She felt his gaze on the back of her neck until the car turned the corner.

      Why the hell can’t I be left the fuck alone? Ever since she decided not to return to Heaven all those centuries ago, she’d been pulled into the supernatural world in one way or another. She was used to fading into the background and going largely unnoticed.

      There was no way she would be able to disappear when Dante’s existence was on the line. She was his freakin Fated Mate! She knew all too well what happened to Cambions that denied themselves sex. It wasn’t pretty for anyone. But she had no desire to tie her life to his. She was happy on her own.

      Before she knew it, the car arrived at her destination and pulled over to the curb. Chloe thanked the driver then climbed out. It was just before lunch, but thankfully the liquor store was open. Ducking in, she grabbed a bottle of vodka and sour apple liqueur.

      The hair on the back of her neck stood on end when she exited the store. Was the demon near? Surreptitiously, she scanned the street and hurried the three blocks to Tris’s brownstone and hurried up the stairs then through the lobby door.

      Tris was standing in her open doorway with her arms crossed over her chest. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Chloe smiled and her shoulders relaxed as she saw her friend. Tris was one of the few beings that she consider in her inner circle. “I had a crappy evening that turned…hellish. I brought vodka.” She waves the brown paper bag in the air in front of her.

      “You should have led with that. Every night is shitty with your job.”

      Chloe followed Tris into the first-floor apartment. Setting the bag on the small bar, she took a seat at the table and watched Tris gather glasses, a shaker and ice. “You’re right about that, but this time it had nothing to do with Seven Lively Sinz. What do you know about cambions and the Dark Warriors?”

      Tris swiveled with her mouth hanging open and her eyes wide enough Chloe could see the whites all around her gray irises. “Dark Warriors? Did they attack you? I’ll kick their asses if they touched a hair on your head. They can’t punish you just because your fallen.”

      Chloe held up her hands to stall more threats. As a Valkyrie, Tris was driven by aggression. Her kind were notoriously bloodthirsty and the best assassins. Each are forced to serve a century doing the dirty work of the Guild. It was less than five years ago that Tris completed her time, but she was still the most lethal being Chloe knew. All she had to do was say the word and Dante would be dead before he knew Tris was in the room.

      “It’s not like that at all. They actually saved me from a Daeva demon that had other ideas. The fucker kidnapped me for God only knows what purpose.”

      Tris set the shaker and glasses down and grabbed the bag of alcohol. “We’re going to need a drink for this one. Before you leave, I want to know which Daeva and where so I can take the bastard out. No one hurts one of my friends.”

      Chloe’s heart lightened with Tris’s words and was reminded she wasn’t completely alone. She was right to come here. “You’ll have to fight Dante for the right to kill the demon. He’s probably out there right now hunting the asshole down.”

      Tris paused in pouring vodka over the ice in the shaker and pinned Chloe with a hard stare. “Why in the world would the Cambion Lord hunt a demon that attacked a fallen angel?”

      Heat filled Chloe’s cheeks and she lowered her gaze. “Probably because I’m his Fated Mate, or so he claims.”

      “What? When the fuck did this happen? How?!” Tris’s shrill voice was loud as she leaned forward. Chloe swore if the Valkyrie could pull the information from her, she would.

      “After he rescued me from a subway tunnel and took me back to the warrior’s mansion, we kinda had sex and he told me after that I was his mate. He’s probably lying. Although I have no idea why he would. It’s not like he can get anything from me by making that up.”

      “It’ll be pretty easy to tell if he’s telling the truth or not. A mating brand would have appeared when he climaxed. You can’t mistake the…oh my God, it’s true. Holy shit.” Tris was shaking her head as she finished adding the apple liqueur then shook the container. She poured Chloe a drink and handed it to her.

      Chloe took a sip and enjoyed the tart taste and burn as the alcohol went down. “Yeah. This tribal dagger with wings appeared on his right shoulder blade. It was red and blistered like he’d been burned. I had no idea what to think, so I took off and came here.”

      Tris swallowed then licked her lips. “I’m sure he didn’t like that very much. I’ve heard they become possessive when they find their mate. I can’t believe this. What’s he like?”

      “You say that like this is a good thing. I don’t want a mate.” And she didn’t. Although she did reject the idea of completely walking away. She had to find a way to help Dante, so he didn’t suffer.

      “Well, you don’t have to accept him, but for Dante you’re it. This is a blessing, Chloe. Imagine not having to go through life alone anymore. I can’t wait until I find mine. According to Tori, who found her other half a few years ago, Dante will love you and protect you with his life.”

      Chloe downed her drink in a couple gulps. She needed more alcohol. “I didn’t know your kind were given mates. Who did Tori mate? I haven’t seen her in over ten years.”

      Tris nodded her head. “Not many talk about it. We aren’t easy females to be with. We’re dominant and aggressive. But there’s nothing like finding your other half. That person completes you and compliments you like no one else can. Tori mated a Dark Warrior in Seattle. A shifter and I’ve never seen her happier. He’s beyond devoted to her and would do anything for her. Just don’t dismiss Dante before getting to know him. You might find you want to spend your life with him after all.”

      Chloe couldn’t imagine feeling like that. Love brought heartache and disappointment with it. “I’m not guaranteeing anything. Let’s drink. I just want to forget all this for a while. At least until I get back and have to face him again.”

      Tris nodded her head and taped the screen of her phone. “Dance party! That’ll make you feel better.”

      Chloe laughed with her and poured vodka straight into her cup before jumping to her feet and swaying to the song. This is why she came here. She knew Tris would tell her what she thought, but she’d also encourage one of her dance parties.  All Chloe wanted to do was forget for a few minutes.

      Life was chaotic and full of surprises. There were far too few moments like this where she didn’t think about anything except music and the movement of her body. Unfortunately, her mind refused to stay away from Dante and his sexy smile.

      Was she wrong about not giving love another chance? Was it possible Dante would remain by her side through thick and thin? Chloe gulped more vodka determined to put it out of her mind for the next hour.
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      “Where’s the angel?”

      Dante turned when he heard Zander’s voice. A growl left him when his shoulder brushed the back of the chair. “Went to visit a friend.”

      Zander’s Sapphire blue eyes narrowed on him. “Do you think that’s a good idea? She could be meeting up with the archdemon and plotting an attack as we speak. She knows Izzy is here.”

      Dante shook his head and got to his feet. “She isn’t working with the archdemon. She’s been through a lot and needed to escape for a bit.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Zander’s voice was a harsh growl.

      Dante gripped the top of his shoulder. A gasp left him when his hand rubbed over the brand beneath his shirt. “Because she’s my Fated Mate. And she was tortured and beaten by the fucker. No way would she work with him after all he put her through.”

      “What? What did you just say?”

      Dante pulled his top over his head and showed Zander his brand. “Exactly what you’re thinking. We had sex and this appeared. She might not be bound by the same commitment as us, but no mate would betray the other regardless of if she wants to tie herself to me or not.”

      “Well that complicates things. What did she say?” Zander’s gaze burned right through to Dante’s soul. He’d known the male a long time and trusted him implicitly.

      “She doesn’t know how to deal with this, so she’s drinking with a friend. I’m not sure that she will pick me. In fact, there’s every chance she will walk away.”

      Zander ran a hand through his hair. “Shite. I’m verra sorry. My gut says everything will work oot. None of us have had an easy time with mating, but Chloe is different. I’ll be here for you however I can.”

      Dante’s chest constricted. This male had been by his side during his worst moments and never treated him as if he were bad. If not for Zander’s belief in him, Dante wasn’t sure where he would have ended up. “I know you will. I’m relying on it because I will need you to kill me if I lose Chloe.”

      Zander’s eyes flashed black and narrowed. “Why the fuck would you ask me that? I canna hurt you, Dante. You’re one of my oldest friends. We will work this oot withoot it coming to death.”

      Dante shook his head and shut the laptop he’d been surfing on. “You know why I ask this. I can’t be with another person. Ever again. Not after finding Chloe. And I will not become that beast I was when you found me. I can’t stomach the thought. I need you to promise you will make sure that never happens again.”

      Zander sighed and bobbed his head. “I will no’ let your demonic side take over. That doesna mean I will end your life, but I will make sure you canna hurt anyone else. And then I will have a nice chat with Chloe.”

      Not what Dante wanted, but he’d take it. “Don’t ever try and force her to accept me. If she doesn’t want me, I have to live with that. It is her choice. I will never take that away from her and neither will anyone else. Understand?”

      Zander would do almost anything for those he considered his family. Dante was one of those individuals. Zander watched him for several seconds until he finally nodded. “I willna force her, but I will talk to her and help her see who you really are. She won’t be able to help herself once she really knows you.”

      Dante chuckled and headed for the kitchen. “I don’t think that’s quite accurate but thank you. So, how’s Izzy? She seems better than she was when she came home.”

      Zander’s brow furrowed and fine lines appeared around his mouth. “I doona fucking know. There are moments I catch a glimpse of my little girl, but it’s gone too quick. Problem is I canna tell if it’s her maturity or what she’s been through.”

      “And the demons still aren’t able to track her energy signature?”

      Zander cocked an eyebrow. “Can you sense the Goddess when you are around her? Or is her aura different now?”

      Dante hated when Zander turned questions back on him. It highlighted how dumb his question was to begin with. “Good point. She’s definitely changed. And since she’s here with you I know that means she can’t be tracked. What I really want to know is what does this mean for her and for the realm?”

      Zander’s jaw ticked and a vein popped out on his temple. “That’s the question of the fucking century. I doona know. And it pisses me off. I canna stand the thought of my Izzy being harmed or hurt because she lost favor with the Goddess, but I’m glad she isna hunted like before. No way could we have left her on Khoth after what she went through.”

      Dante shuddered thinking about it. He wanted to kill the young dragon shifter. And if Donovan hadn’t already done it, he’d be over there now making the piece of shit pay for hurting the Princess. She was special. And not just because she was the embodiment of the Goddess’s power. There was a light inside Izzy that drew you in and made you feel welcome and accepted. No one deserved to go through what she did, but especially not her.

      “I wish there was some way to help her. I can see her struggling but have no idea what I can do.” It galled Dante to admit that. He felt more like a failure now than he ever had in his life.

      “My Elsie tells me that the best thing I can do is be there for her and show her she’s loved no matter what.” Zander’s pain came through in the tone of his voice. The suffering of his daughter was unbearable for him. It’s another thing Dante would love to help with. There’s nothing he can do about Chloe at the moment. May as well be there for his friends.

      Dante clapped Zander on the shoulder. “I will be there for Izzy. Always. But at the moment, sounds like you could use a distraction. I know I could. How about we hunt down a dirty demon?”

      The corners of Zander’s mouth lift. “Do we have a location?”

      “A location for what?” Izzy’s voice drifted to them as she entered and crossed to Zander’s side. His expression softened when she went to her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. The affection between them warmed Dante.

      “The archdemon. I’ve been searching through the chatter but haven’t found anything. Looks like we’re going to have to start at Seven Lively Sinz and see if we can track him that way.” Dante picked up his weapons from the table in the center of the room and put them in the holsters hidden on his body. Two went under his arms and one at his ankle with a fourth at the back of his waistband.

      Jett entered the room with a scowl on his face. “We’re ready, Leige.”

      Ty, Lucas and Axel followed and loaded up with knives of their own. Izzy crossed the room and started putting weapons in her pockets. Zander placed a hand on his daughter’s arm, stopping her. “Are you sure you want to go out with us?”

      “I’m not staying here, dad. I’ve trained to fight. I’m ready. I need this. Don’t force me to stay here, please.” The expression on Izzy’s face showed exactly how serious she was about being ready. There wasn’t one ounce of doubt.

      Dante’s phone vibrated in his pocket at the same time Jett’s did. He pulled it out at the same time the sorcerer did. “Change of plans,” Dante announces. “We’re starting in Central Park instead of the bar. Realm police intercepted calls about some guy attacking visitors.”

      Zander pulled Izzy into his arms. “That doesna mean it’s demonic in nature. Could be a human.”

      Dante bobs his head. “True, but we are looking for a Davea. They’re nasty fuckers that thrive on chaos and enjoy inflicting suffering. It’s worth checking on our way to the bar.”

      Zander snarled and turned on his heel. Everyone else fell into step behind him. The street was busy when they left the house. Dante hadn’t gotten used to being so close to humans. How the New York Dark Warriors managed living in the middle of a busy fucking city was beyond him.

      “Central Park is west a few blocks. No blurring,” Dante reminded Zander and Izzy. They both shifted their gazes around and ground their molars. They were so much alike it almost made Dante laugh.

      They made their way through the streets and past humans who went about their business completely clueless. It’s best this way. If they’d known they’d be holed up in their homes in fear. That’s no way to live. Dante was happy to shoulder the burden for a species that wasn’t capable of fighting back. Most didn’t have weapons that would give them an edge when facing demons. It would be wholesale slaughter.

      Dante’s skin prickled with invisible needles the second the trees of the park came into view. He shook his shoulders, making pain lance through from his mating brand. It took his breath and distracted him from the fact that something demonic was in the park at that moment.

      “Looks like the realm police were right.” Izzy tightened her fingers around the hilts of sgian dubh hidden under her sweatshirt. Angus and his Dragon Knights did a great job training her. She didn’t remove them and give herself away while she remained vigilant and aware of her surroundings.

      “Why would he take the chance and expose himself?” Jett stepped in front of the Princess as he spoke.

      Lucas stepped up to Izzy’s side. “You know as well as I do that there are few visitors this late at night. I’m surprised a call was made at all.”

      “Are you thinking this is a trap?” Dante hadn’t considered it until the local warriors brought up good points.

      Zander shook his head. “Doubtful. No one is aware we’re here. I’d bet he’s trying to lure an angel to him. It’s the most likely response to acting out so openly.” Made sense. It was rituals that brought Araton and his brothers to New Orleans not that long ago. But why would they want the attention of beings that could kill them? It didn’t make sense.

      Everyone scanned their surroundings. Dante palmed a weapon and held it down at his side. Zander entered the park first with Dante right behind him. The sharp pain got worse as they went, but there was no hint as to where in the large park the archdemon was located.

      Lucas took center stage and used his sense of smell to locate the demon. All supernaturals had superior senses, but shifters could scent even the smallest item from yards away.

      After several minutes they left the main path and headed through the grass and shrubs. A few minutes later, Lucas held up his hand and they all came to a stop next to him.

      There were half a dozen skirm surrounding the Daeva, along with human cops across the way. “We need to get them out of here.”

      Zander looked his way when he growled the obvious, but before they could come up with a plan, the skirm raced toward the police. Pop. Pop. Pop. Shots rang out as flashes came from the muzzles of the humans’ guns.

      “You two deal with the skirm while we coral the demon.” Zander pointed to Axel and Ty then jerked his head in the direction of the cops.

      Screaming started as skirm flew through the air and knocked several humans over. Fangs flashed and went for throats. Blood spurted, but Dante paid no attention to that because malevolent energy filled the clearing.

      He met Zander’s furious gaze a second before black light flared about twenty feet away from them. “He’s opening a fucking portal to Hell,” Zander growled as he took off for the archdemon.

      Dante was a few steps behind him. When Zander stopped near the circle displaying rage demons, Pus demons and hellhounds, Dante skirted around and headed for the source of the disturbance.

      Dante tossed his blade at the Daeva demon, catching him off guard. His blond head flew to the side. Was this the guy that attacked his Chloe? He’d tear the fucker limb from limb. It was highly satisfying when black blood spurted from the demon’s shoulder where his weapon struck.

      Growls and howls filled the air along with the overwhelming scent of brimstone. It was difficult to ignore the evil pouring through the opening and the human screams. Dante needed to get to the Daeva and get that shit cut off. Not many had come through yet.

      Dante reached the Daeva who unleashed a smile as if he wasn’t under attack at the moment. The dark spark in the demon’s blue eyes wasn’t as powerful as he expected. Perhaps he wasn’t an archdemon. “You don’t belong with those assholes. Join me and you will receive a hero’s welcome in the Underworld.” It was impossible to tell where he stood in the hierarchy of the Underworld. He could be towards the top after all.

      Dante lifted one corner of his upper lip. “No thanks. I’d rather be skinned using a butter knife. Are you the one that attacked the fallen angel last night?”

      The Daeva narrowed his eyes before the long brown curls flew through the air between them. “Is that…? Holy shit!”

      “No, it’s not, dickface. You must be the dumbest demon ever created. Open your senses. You’d know if it was the Vampire Princess. Lots of Dark Warriors are female and vampire.” Dante prayed his bluff fooled the demon.

      The archdemon lunged for Dante and caught his right shoulder. Pain radiated through the limb and Dante’s vision went white. He didn’t hesitate to grab another weapon from the holster under his arms and swing it in a wide arch all while trying to catch his breath.

      When his weapon encountered resistance, he put more force behind the push. Agony still overwhelmed him, but his vision cleared, and he found himself face to face with the Daeva. Dante used the small blade to slice his cheek open while he was distracted with his attempts to throw Dante through the portal.

      The demon’s eyes went wide and the rancid breeze cut off abruptly. He managed to injure him enough that the portal closed. A quick look over his shoulder told Dante half a dozen demons made it through.

      “That was a mistake. I look forward to dragging you back with me. Lucifer won’t be happy you’ve betrayed him.”

      Dante laughed at that as he ducked under the fist heading for his face. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Something hit Dante’s branded shoulder and dropped him to his knees. A massive jaw dripping with saliva gripped the flesh while he screamed. Throwing his arm over his shoulder, Dante stabbed the hellhound in the eye, but it refused to let him go.

      He bucked, trying to dislodge the beast, but it didn’t move. Wrapping his arms around the big body, Dante rolled forward, carrying the hound with him. The Daeva was no longer next to them but heading for Izzy. He opened his mouth to shout a warning when she slashed her blade through a rage demon’s throat and allowed her momentum to carry her in a twirl.

      It was when her body swiveled that she was close enough to the Daeva that she reached out and laid her palm on his face. The demon stiffened and turned to stone instantly.

      Gasps and whispers echoed around the clearing. Dante swore he heard someone whisper, “Demonator.” It had been a long time since he’d heard Izzy’s nickname. The display before him reminded him how she got it in the first place. That Daeva was as dead as they come. He hoped it was the one that kidnapped Chloe, but had no idea. He was just glad they had one less demon to deal with.

      As the embodiment of the Goddess, Izzy was able to kill demons with a touch. Everyone worried she lost the ability when she returned, and they could no longer sense her power.

      The display got the attention of every being in the area. The remaining demons were in a frenzy, all trying to reach her side. They realized what she was and wanted to capture her.

      Dante sucked in a breath and buried his blade in the beast’s chest. A howl pierced his ear drum with how close he was to the hound. A twist of the blade cut the sound off. Dante jumped to his feet and ran across to the two skirm trying to make their way to Izzy.

      They’d only ever seen her eliminate archdemons like that. It was possible she could destroy lesser demons, but Dante didn’t want to find out. And the skirm trying to get to her were immune from that power of hers.

      They discovered that when she was a few years old and one captured her and carried her to the Underworld. Zander was fifteen feet from Izzy and would never reach her in time. Dante poured all his strength into his legs and ran towards her.

      He had one titanium weapon in his hand and slashed through the shoulder of the closest skirm. The young man stopped and turned a gun on him. He squeezed the trigger at the same time Dante smashed his knife into his chest.

      A slug blew Dante back several feet when it slammed into his stomach. A second later the skirm flashed on fire and turned to ash. Dante rolled with a groan and jumped to his feet. Or tried to. It was more of a slow climb while he tried not to throw up.

      There was another skirm going after Izzy. He needed to help her. The skirm had reached her by the time he was on his feet. He lurched towards her and stopped when the young demonic minion flashed on fire and turned to ash.

      Movement from the corner of his eye had his arm up and swinging in that direction. His entire fist was buried in the side of a smelly, slimy, green demon. Dante gripped his weapon and slashed around as he pulled his hand back.

      He hit the beast’s heart because it slumped to the ground unmoving a second later. His shoulder burned and his stomach was on fire. There were a couple more demons, but the Dark Warriors had them under control.

      “Help Dante. I’m going to take care of the humans.” Dante turned his head in the direction of Zander’s voice and watched as he crossed to the remaining humans while Izzy approached him.

      Dante’s legs gave out when he realized the immediate danger had passed. Izzy caught him before he could land on his ass. “I’ve got you.”

      Dante locked his knees and used the Princess to steady himself. “We need to clean this up before anyone else comes across this mess.”

      Jett dumped a demon carcass on top of the pus demon Dante killed. “We’ve got this. You guys get back to Jessup House. We need to ask Chloe what the Daeva looked like. If this wasn‘t him then we have another one to hunt.”

      Dante nodded and started walking back the way they’d come with Izzy at his side. The entire scene in that park didn’t make any sense to him. Were the demons trying to infuse more dark energy into the area?

      There’s been plenty of murders in Central Park over the years, but nothing like the battle on the land in New Orleans. The battle wasn’t big enough to create the amount of energy they would need.

      Zander jogged up and joined them. “What are these archdemons up to now? That was a shite show.”

      “I think this one was merely getting his jollies. I can’t see it fitting into a larger plot to free Lucifer.”

      Izzy shrugged her shoulders. “Everything demons do is for a reason. Doesn’t matter if it’s about Lucifer’s agenda or their own. They need to be stopped.”

      Dante couldn’t argue with that. Sometimes they got caught up in uncovering the larger plots that they forgot none of their behavior could be tolerated. They were evil beings that needed to be eradicated from the realm.

      Blood continued to drip from Dante’s wounds as they exited onto the street. He hoped Chloe was back. It hadn’t been long since he’d met her, but he was already addicted to her presence and hated being apart from her. Goddess, he was becoming one of those males!
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      Hayden lifted a hand and waved to the alpha as he approached the mess hall. The fresh air and energy of his kind surrounding him rejuvenated him despite being up all night obsessing about his plans.

      His mind wouldn’t shut off no matter what he did. Shortly after midnight he shifted to his bear form and went for a run then drank a liter of bourbon then jacked off, but nothing helped turn shit off so he could sleep.

      It was around four in the morning when he dismissed his doubt and resolved to continue his search for the right humans to come out to. As soon as he made that decision he finally dozed off.

      Jason approached him before he made it inside the building. “Sire. We need to talk.”

      Lydia was standing next to the buffet table smiling coyly at him. Hayden ran a hand through his hair wishing he could hold onto the calm reassurance he woke up with. “Let me grab a coffee. I need the boost this morning.” He hadn’t gotten that much sleep.

      Jason’s eyes grew somber. “You might want to pick up a breakfast sandwich while you’re at it. You’ll need it too.”

      “Fuck.” Hayden hurried into the hall and straight for Lydia. The female was making her interest obvious. Hayden made a point to connect with his shifters as often as possible. He’d love to get lost in her and ignore whatever Jason had to tell him.

      Unfortunately, as the Omega he couldn’t do that. “Good morning Lydia. Can I get coffee and a sausage sandwich to go, please?”

      Lydia’s smile tightened and her head bobbed. “Absolutely, Sire. Perhaps later we can go for a run.”

      Hayden smiled and accepted the paper wrapped food. “I would love that if there’s time.”

      Lydia smiled and turned to help Matt with the pans of eggs and bacon he was bringing out from the kitchen. Hayden opened one end and took a bite of buttery, meaty goodness.

      Chewing and swallowing the bite, he returned to Jason. “What’s happened?”

      Jason started walking away from the hall in the opposite direction Hayden had driven last night. “Three of our males have disappeared and I believe Angel’s Kiss is behind it.”

      Hayden’s heart went wild, beating so hard in his chest he became dizzy. Sweat beaded his brow while his mind went into overdrive. “Why do you say that? Is there any evidence the drug is involved?”

      He was sick and fucking tired of that drug destroying his kind. It didn’t just affect shifters. It was killing supernaturals and humans everywhere. And it wasn’t just the drug harming others. Those making it killed Nikko not long ago. And that was after they’d killed the female responsible for creating the drug.

      Unfortunately, everything they’ve done hasn’t been able to stop the distribution completely. In the year since her death, her followers have continued her work. Evzen and Jace had been working overtime trying to break the sick bond Lady Angelica had over her worshippers. Every damn time they thought they had eradicated the last of it something new popped up.

      Jason ducked under a low hanging branch as he approached a group of cabins in the back of the property. “I haven’t discovered evidence, but when the rumors started this morning everything suddenly made sense. I’m hoping we might pick up something at their house.”

      “What suddenly made sense? I sent out a list of symptoms a couple years ago. Did they fit?” Hayden barely held back his growl. If one of his alphas ignored information, he was going to beat the information into his skull.

      Jason’s head swiveled his way before he lowered his eyes. “It wasn’t as obvious as what you outlined. They were edgy but hadn’t lost interest in everyone around them. They didn’t have sores and weren’t exactly withdrawn. It was more that they were almost manic. Not sleeping and more volatile than usual. Initially, I ascribed it to the fact that several of our females were going into heat. It makes everyone a bit testy.”

      “That might be it, but it’s not a reasonable answer. After all, only our mated females  go into heat. As you know our reproductive systems are blocked until we find our fated. They shouldn’t be driven toward a female that belongs to another. Their scent is too similar to their mate’s. Let’s check their houses.”

      Ever since Zander found Elsie it seems as if everyone has lost their damn minds. It was a slow progression at first, but it has sped up since Angel’s Kiss came on the scene. It was one of the reasons Hayden believed humans needed to become involved in their protection.

      The air sweetened as they approach the first cabin. Jason opened the door and glanced back at Hayden. “Drew and Eli live here together and Rick’s house is next door.”

      Three? It wasn’t until that moment that the oddity of the number hit Hayden. “Having a group become involved with the drug is odd. We’ve only ever seen individual usage. I’m not ruling it out, but it’s something to keep in mind.”

      The sweet scent of berries was tempered by that of thunderstorms the moment they stepped over the threshold. A growl left Hayden when he saw the messy room. Shifters are clean creatures. Most supernaturals are because of their sensitive noses, but especially his kind because they have an even greater sense of smell.

      Yet, these two males have been living in filth. Garbage was everywhere. There were empty bags of chips on the coffee table, floor and sofa. There were also rotting apple cores, stale pizza, and half eaten muffins covered in green fuzz.

      “Holy shit. It’s the drugs isn’t it? No way could they live like this otherwise.” Jason picked up a blanket and something fell to the floor with a splat.

      Hayden gagged as feces overrode decay in the room. “It’s looking more and more likely that you’re right. From what we have seen this scene is consistent. And, I hate to say it but it’s probable that these males are deep into their addiction to Angel’s Kiss.”

      Jason shook his head and released a sigh. “I should have visited sooner. Maybe I could have done something before it got this bad.”

      Hayden placed his hand on Jason’s shoulder and squeezed. “There is no way you could have known. Besides addiction progresses rapidly with these users. Humans die the first time they use it where our kind lasts much longer. But I’ve seen users near death after only four uses. I need to have evidence. Something Santiago and Orlando can investigate.”

      Jason tossed the dirty blanket to the side and picked up one of the sofa cushions. “You can always reach out to Papperdero House. The Dark Warriors there would be happy to help. And, Richmond isn’t far, so they can come to us.”

      Hayden was breathing through his nose as he used the toe of his boot to move shit around on the ground. Pausing in his search, he took his cell from his back pocket. “Good call. We could use the help searching for clues. At a minimum, I want to find these guys so I can determine if I need to force them into rehab or biofeedback therapy. Cause if there’s no drug use, they need some serious fuckin’ help.”

      Hayden typed out a message directing the warriors to return to the pack to help. Gunnar responded immediately with a thumbs up while Oscar actually replied with words. The differences were evidence of their ages.

      Is there anything you can tell us? I assume there is an emergency and I can have Diego and Jon on standby.

      Hayden considered what to tell them and settled on the basics. We have three missing shifters suspected of Angel’s Kiss use.

      Hayden chuckled at the emoticon Gunnar sent back. The hands to the cheeks and wide eyes of the yellow face said it all. Yes, it was shocking to think shifters were still using the drug after all the education they’d been doing realm wide.

      Oscar’s response skipped over the information entirely. Be there in 20.

      Hayden returned his cell to his pocket. “Oscar and Gunnar are on their way. What else can you tell me about the missing?”

      Jason turned to the kitchen where he opened cabinets and drawers. “Drew and Rick work from home. Drew is in computers while Rick is an accountant. Eli worked for a human marketing firm in Richmond, but recently quit to start his own company. I haven’t heard how that’s going for him. Drew and Eli are siblings and grew up with their mother and grandparents after their father was killed by demons. Rick’s parents and two sisters moved to California six months ago.”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary then. Any connection to sorcerers?” Hayden held his breath and tried to tune into his surroundings. Angel’s Kiss carried a certain energy that his kind could often sense if they tried. There was no foreign energy in the house.

      Jason opened the fridge. “We all have friends in the core alliance species. Are sorcerers responsible? You haven’t issued a warning about them.”

      Hayden growled as he bent to check the fireplace. “We can’t put the blame on any specific group. Regardless of who started it, it never would have caught on if we had all been more vigilant. I ask because the last person known to create and disseminate the drug was a sorcerer. He’s responsible for killing Nikko.”

      “Who killed Nikko? I’d like to find the fucker and say hello,” Oscar announced when he entered the house. Hayden stood up and smiled at the canine.

      Gunnar stepped through right behind Oscar. “Good to see you again, Sire.”

      “You too, Gunnar. Oscar. As for who killed Nikko, it was the sorcerer last responsible for making Angel’s Kiss.”

      Gunnar wrinkled his nose as he looked around while Oscar lifted his upper lip. The two took in the room before Oscar met Hayden’s gaze. “I think it’s a safe bet that these males are addicts.”

      Looking around again, Hayden had to agree. “It sure seems that way. Start searching. We need to find information about where we can find them before shit goes completely sideways for them.”

      Gunnar paused at the head of the short hall and looked back to them in the disaster area of a living room. “I just pray we aren’t too late. I’ve heard from too many what happens to our bodies from this drug. Santiago painted an awful picture of skin and bones covered with hundreds of sores leaking green shit.”

      Hayden’s chest tightened at the mention of Santiago. He dismissed the Dark Warrior and his claims about a substance ravaging their kind like everyone else. At the time it was unthinkable. Now they knew better. And in the end, Santi stuck to his guns and ended up spending six long, painful months incarcerated during a time when he should have been caught up in the mating frenzy.

      Shaking off the remorse, Hayden refocused on the conversation at hand. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Pus demons are a different breed entirely, but what Angel’s Kiss does is far worse than they look and smell.”

      Gunnar grimaced then continued down the hall along with Gunnar. Jason resumed his search of the kitchen. He found a stack of bills and picked them up. “Is there any hope Drew, Eli and Rick will recover? It sounds as bad as the rumors which doesn’t leave me with much hope for their future.”

      Hayden lifted the lid of the laptop that was on the table and buried under stale bread. “If we can get to them before they travel too far down that road there’s a chance, but once they reach a certain point, the rate of survival goes down to less than ten percent.”

      “Then we have some work to do.”

      “Yes, we do,” Hayden agreed as he booted up the computer. He sent a silent prayer to the Goddess for information that would lead them to these males before they lost them.

      As much as Hayden hated to admit it, he was forever grateful Zander broke the mating curse all those years ago. They were no longer on the endangered list with extinction a few short decades away. But they weren’t stable by any means. They’d suffered too many fucking losses over the centuries of the war against demons that it would take a couple decades for them to find solid footing again.

      Hayden was going to do whatever it took to ensure his kind thrived and moved forward.
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      Chloe’s skin prickled the second she stepped onto the sidewalk. The scent of demon was faint, but there and the street was quiet as a mouse. It reminded her of the night she was kidnapped by that Davea.

      The mere thought of him and her heart started racing in her chest while her skin froze over. She swore she got cold enough to see her breath when she exhaled. Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around her chest and climbed the steps to the brownstone.

      It wasn’t until she had turned around and was ten feet down the sidewalk that she realized they had strong protections around their property. Shaking her head, she tried to make her way back to the house. When all she got was static and she remained immobile, she had to reach deep to find a way through the enchantment.

      Dante must not have considered she wouldn’t be able to return very easily. For a split second she considered calling another car and returning to her house. If he hadn’t been attacked by Spider demons yesterday, she would have done exactly that. She had no desire to fight.

      It hadn’t been easy to accept Dante’s help, but she had. And, she’d agreed to give them what information she could about the Daeva demon. The world would be a safer place for all beings if the archdemon was sent back to Hell. There had to be a way to reach the door.

      Her heart fluttered as she recalled her time with Dante. Warmth radiated from her the center of her chest. When she focused, she detected a thin string connecting her to her sexy cambion.

      Keeping that front and center, she tried once again and managed to make it up the stone steps and rap her knuckles against the door. Axel tugged the panel open and she was hit with demonic energy.

      Any lingering effects of the alcohol she imbibed with Tris disappeared in an instant. “What happened?”

      Axel ran a hand over his jaw and sighed. There was dried blood crusted on one shoulder and black goo on his cheek near what looked like a healing burn. Demon blood. It had to be. It’s the only thing that would cause a wound like that.

      “We fought and killed a Daeva along with several beasts he let through the portal he opened.”

      Chloe’s eyes went wide as she considered what Axel said. Her feet were carrying her further into the house as she spoke. “How did they get in here? Are they still here?”

      “We didn’t fight them here,” Axel replied from behind her.

      Her angel blade was in her hand as she rounded a corner and ran into Jett. The Dark Warrior narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you here to get revenge for the death of your boyfriend? His plan to trap us failed, by the way.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes at Jett. “Fuck off. Where’s Dante?”

      The sound of a wet cough echoed from the room behind Jett. It was the location where she’d first woken up in Jessup House. “Fucking hell.” That was Dante’s voice cursing. “Leave her alone, Jett.”

      Chloe pushed past the warrior and stopped in her tracks. Dante was sprawled on the couch in nothing but a pair of stained leather pants. There were bite marks on his shoulder, cuts across his abdomen and blood everywhere.

      Zander and Izzy were dabbing the wounds while Dante clenched his eyes and jaw shut. Chloe continued and knelt by his side. “What the hell happened? Axel mentioned a Daeva demon. Did you find the fucker?”

      Dante cracked one eye open. The tension in his body was so intense she was surprised he didn’t snap. “I’m not sure if it was the one that took you, but we faced one in Central Park that opened a portal to the Underworld.”

      Chloe ran a hand along one ragged wound. Dante’s body jerked at the contact. “If he had short black hair and eyes as dark as night then you got the fucker.”

      These guys must have seen the mate mark on his back. They must know what she was to him. Well, what he claimed she was. Suddenly, it felt as if every eye in the place was watching her every move. It was really fucking unnerving. She wanted to turn tail and take off.

      Instead, she grabbed the cloth from Izzy and started wiping the blood from his chest. His eyes heated on hers and the tension eased from his muscles. “Dammit. I knew it was too good to be true. The asshole Izzy killed was blond.”

      “So, it wasn’t him.” Chloe glanced at Izzy. The young vampire was staring at her hands. Odd, but not the weirdest thing Chloe had ever seen “I’m not sure he was an archdemon either, so I doubt we made much of a dent in Lucifer’s plans.”

      Chloe lightened her touch when Dante winced under her ministrations. “How do you know either were acting on Lucifer’s orders? You mentioned before you thought they were trying to free him. Something about attempts made in New Orleans. I’ve gotta be honest, it seems unlikely. Demons are selfish bastards and loyal to nothing. Once Lucifer sends them here, they lose sight of his mission quickly.”

      Zander dipped his bloody towel in a bowl of water and wrung the cloth out. “You’ve obviously never met Crocell and her dead sister Cresil. They’ve been fighting us the longest, trying to take my daughter from us.”

      Chloe’s gaze shifted from the Vampire King back to his daughter. Izzy was watching him. Her sorrow was tangible for several seconds before she masked it. Shuttering her expression, the vampire princess sat straighter. “She’s also been kidnapping supernatural children to bring her sister back. That’s not Lucifer’s goal. I’d bet he’s sending demons to track her down and that’s why we haven’t heard from her for a while.”

      Zander’s shoulders stiffened and a vein popped out on his temple. “Shite. You’re right aboot that. Demons do tend to get sidetracked. It’s like fighting on countless fronts at once. I never stopped to think aboot that. It’s fucking exhausting.”

      Dante’s hand landed on top of hers, stopping her cleaning efforts. “That’s true. We can’t ignore any demon, but the ones that pose the biggest threat are those that are actively working for Lucifer. They tend to bring more of their kind through to this realm and are deadly in their pursuit.”

      Zander dropped the cloth and crossed to the wet bar in the corner. “Och, they also kill to create ritual sites as well as for pleasure. Those deaths are far more violent and involve more victims.”

      “This is all so fucked up. I’ve managed to stay out of the bullshit for thousands of years and now I’m drug into the middle of it.” Chloe shook her head, trying to tamp down her anger as it rose. She wanted nothing more than to walk away. “How have you identified the sites that are for rituals?”

      Dante grunted as he sat up on the couch. Chloe flew into action and stood to help him. She drew her hands back as if she’d been burned when he growled at her. The heat in his expression scalded her and made her wish they were alone at the moment. She wasn’t sure what she’d done until his hand went to his right shoulder.

      That bulge in his pants was as big as a bat. And made her want things it was best she ignored.

      Touching the mating brand arouses him! She shouldn’t enjoy that quite as much as she did. Never in her life had she been able to have such an effect on a male. It was surprisingly empowering.

      “There were dark symbols at each of the ones we’ve found so far,” Dante said in a voice that sounded like gravel. “That’s why I asked you about where you were taken earlier. We have to know what their plans are.”

      Chloe tilted her head. “Dark symbols? I’m not familiar with those.”

      Zander grabbed his cell phone and typed something out. “I doona want to recreate any of what we saw in the event it invites evil into this house.” His phone pinged with an incoming text. He looked at it then tapped the screen and turned it toward her. “Here are some of them.”

      Chloe leaned forward to get a closer look. “Those are demonic runes. Close to angelic ones, but different.”

      Dante moved so his body was closer to hers. The warmth wasn’t entirely unwanted. “Perhaps, that’s why Lucifer hasn’t been able to cross.”

      Zander’s head snapped in Dante’s direction. “You might be right. After all, he should be more powerful than the Rowan sisters and able to break their binding spell.”

      “Lucifer was born an angel. What if he needs to use a combination of light and dark symbols to cross over?” Izzy’s long curls bounced as she moved her head between her father, Chloe and Dante. “I wonder if he crossed through light symbols if it would change him at all. Take away some of his dark side.”

      Chloe sucked in a breath and bobbed her head. “I have no idea, but I’d guess it’s possible. I remember this energy after the Great War. I was hiding out on Earth and felt something close to darkness engulf everything. I haven’t felt it since. No wait…I briefly felt a hint of it a month, or so, ago.”

      Izzy bounced on the balls of her feet. “That had to be when Lucifer possessed Lia.”

      “As interesting as all of that is, I think we need to focus on finding the archdemon that kidnapped Chloe and make sure he can’t hurt her, or anyone else, again.” Jett barked the words, interrupting the theoretical discussion.
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        * * *

      

      The wind blew Chloe’s hair back from her forehead as she searched the street around them and tried to recall more about her abduction. Dante sucked in a breath and hid his discomfort. No fucking way was he going to allow his mate anywhere near the lair where she was tortured without him being there.

      “Where do we go from here?” His attempts to hide how upset he was failed as his words were more of a growl than anything.

      Chloe turned in a circle. “I was half out of it, but after seeing the restaurant we went down a stairwell that led into a basement.”

      Zander ran a hand through his hair. “There are countless buildings close by. Can you recall anything else?”

      Dante held up a hand when the wind carried a faint scent from his left. “Stay right here, Chloe. I think I smell your blood.”

      Without a word, Izzy stepped up to Chloe’s side and the warriors and Zander fell into step with him. Ten feet down the street, Dante turned down an alley and stopped a third of the way down and stared down a set of stairs.

      “This has to be the place. Chloe’s scent is strong here. We need to approach with caution.” Dante narrowed his eyes and noticed a piece of fabric on the ground near the door.

      Axel ran to the mouth of the alley and waved to Chloe and Izzy. They were at their side in minutes. “This is it.” Chloe confirms his assessment.

      Zander crouched down close to a window that was blacked out from the inside with bars on the outside. “I think there’s a demon inside. The dark energy is unmistakable.”

      Izzy started to head down when Zander jumped to his feet and grabbed her arm. “You and Chloe are behind us. No arguments. You need to protect her and make sure they don’t get their hands on the angel.”

      Izzy nodded and a second later Dante was leading the charge down the stone steps. His normally quiet feet sounded like a bear barreling through the forest. He tried to lighten each footfall, but the pain arching through his shoulder distracted from nearly everything else.

      The door at the bottom was slightly ajar and the stench of brimstone coming from inside floored him. Gently, he pushed the panel open and glanced back at Zander who nodded in response. Dante blasted through the door, no longer bothering to try with a stealthy approach. The second he got a better look, it became obvious there would be little cover for them.

      A much bigger staircase led down into a main room. There were metal shelves off to the right with boxes on them. Dante braced one hand on the rail and jumped over the edge to land next to the shelving unit.

      In front of him there was a table with candles and jars. There were organs and intestines hanging off the side. A massive Behemoth demon prowled from an alcove set off to the side. It wasn’t until the big gray body shifted that he saw the smaller table behind him.

      It was difficult to look away from the sharp black horns and red eyes. This one reminded him of Kadir, but unlike that archdemon, this one had less power and shorter bright red hair. Dante was certain this was a middle range demon and not a higher level one.

      The Behemoth snarled, revealing knife-sized fangs. “So nice of you to join us and to bring the angel, as well. I’m going to enjoy this.”

      Zander laughed and joined Dante. Seeing the glint in the Vampire King’s hands, Dante retrieved his sgian dubh and bladed his hands in front of his body. Skirm came pouring in from the other side of the room and a couple stumbled out of the alcove.

      “You willna live long enough to enjoy anything.” Zander growled more than spoke the words.

      The Dark Warriors charged past them and ducked around the Behemoth to head for the minions that looked like they were newborn colts. Their movements were broken and clumsy.

      Dante knew the second Chloe stepped off the stairs. His body tingled with awareness at the same time the Behemoth ran toward her. “Diaz is going to be pissed he went out in search of you when I’m the one to free Lucifer and reap the reward.”

      Dante reacted without thinking. His right arm was swinging in an arc the second he jumped into the air. Flesh sizzled and the smell of rotting meat being cooked filled his nostrils. His gag reflex was doing pushups in the back of his throat. Any second now he was going to lose his lunch.

      A skirm rammed into his back and forced him to land on the floor in sprawl of arms and legs. A large hoof connected with his skull and stomped on his left thigh with a crack before he managed to roll away.

      He was jumping to his feet a second later when Chloe’s shout echoed through the basement. She was fighting off a skirm, but Dante had bigger fish to fry at the moment. Massive black horns were heading for his face.

      Shifting to the left, Dante brought both titanium weapons together. The Behemoth was heading right for him and couldn’t dodge in time. Both knives slammed into the demon’s skull with an echo. He knew these fuckers were brainless. Dante kicked the fucker to help the body in its fall to the ground.

      Leaving the blades in place, Dante turned to help Chloe. She’d called her angel blade and sliced the skirm’s arm off. As the limb was falling to the floor, the minion flashed on fire and turned into ash.

      “I am going to be the one to free Lucifer,” the Behemoth warbled.

      Dante gaped at Chloe. There was a cut on her arm and a bruise to one of her cheeks. Her short brown hair was a mess around her heart-shaped face. She was the most stunning sight he’d ever seen.

      Her smile fed him more energy than he’d ever received from foreplay. It gave him enough energy to shrug off his pain, so he could turn his attention back to the demon. The Behemoth had managed to lever himself to his knees.

      Dante kicked the hand the beast had clutching a metal shelf. Izzy joined the fight and raced for the Behemoth. Chloe watched with wide eyes as Izzy laid her hand on the demon.

      Problem was, nothing happened this time. “Get away from him,” Chloe shouted at the Princess who had frozen in shock.

      Dante bent and snatched the blade from his ankle then tossed it at the Behemoth as he was standing upright. He threw his body at the pair and knocked the demon over before his claws raked across Izzy’s throat.

      That seemed to shock her into action, and she was stabbing her weapon into its thick hide before Dante had wrapped his hands around its throat. Dante grabbed a knife from the skull where he’d left it and cut through the carotid artery in the demon’s neck.

      Black blood spurted, burning his face and hands. Dante didn’t stop until the skull rolled away from the body. Chloe and Zander converged on them while Dante collapsed to his back.

      This was the second time tonight that he’d been injured. All the energy Chloe had given him earlier had been used up in his body’s attempts to heal itself. He had no idea what was going to happen between him and his fallen angel, and he had no idea how to sway things in his favor.

      What could he say to her to win her over? How could he convince her to stay by his side, even if she refused to give him her heart? No. That didn’t sit well with him. He didn’t want to keep her if he couldn’t have her heart.

      What a fucking mess. He needed a bath and a drink. Then maybe he’d be able to think clearly. Without Chloe he was a dead man walking. For the first time in his life he wasn’t ready to die. There was more than fucking and fighting on the horizon.
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      Chloe twisted the faucet, turning off the hot water. A scream echoed out of her throat when she opened the glass door and saw Dante standing there. The sexy cambion held up his hands and lifted one corner of his mouth. “Sorry. You were in here for so long, I was worried.” His eyes scanned her body from head to toe. A burn started in her core and spread throughout her body.

      Shivering, she snatched a fluffy towel from a bar and wrapped it around her torso. Warm, soft terry cloth competed with the arousal coursing through her. “So, you thought you’d just walk in without announcing yourself? I’m showering which means I’m naked and don’t want to be disturbed.”

      Dante lifted one eyebrow and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his dark jeans. The injuries he’d been healing from looked much better, but they hadn’t all healed. There were also dark circles under his eyes and his cheeks were slightly sunken. None of that made him any less attractive. It did pull at her heart strings. He was part sex demon and thrives on sexual energy.

      “We’re mates and I was worried after a half hour passed. I don’t mean to intrude into your space.”

      Chloe walked past him and into the room where she had stayed the day before. Her bag sat on the bed reminding her that he’d done more for her in the past three days than anyone in her entire life. He’d put his life on the line any time he left the house for her.

      Grabbing panties and a tee from the duffel, she looked at him where he stood in the doorway and dropped her towel. “We aren’t mates. I haven’t chosen you. That’s how it works with angels. We have freedom of choice, unlike your kind.”

      She regreted her harsh words when Dante flinched like she’d struck him with a pipe. “I realize that and will never force you into anything. But you can’t expect me to ignore my instincts. I will always worry about your well-being and I won’t apologize for that.”

      Her heart skipped a beat and set into a rhythm faster than a car racing around the track at the Indy 500. That was followed quickly by her mouth going dry. Dante’s confidence was alluring. As was his devotion.

      When his eyes dipped to her chest, she felt her nipples pearl under his gaze and tugged her shirt over her head. “I don’t know what to say to that. I wish things were different, but I won’t be mating with you. Not that there’s anything wrong with you. Any woman would be lucky to have you. You’re sexy and sweet. You’ll make someone very happy.” Her voice was low and guttural. She was ready to shred someone with her bare hands. She was pissed. But why? She told him the truth.

      Dante’s eyes narrowed and his features pinched as he looked at her. Pain flashed briefly in his depths before his face went blank. “You’re the most beautiful female alive and I want to kiss you…everywhere. My beast needs to be fed so I can heal and hunt down the Daeva that hurt you.”

      Chloe should say no and walk the fuck away right now. Being with him would only confuse matters. She turned him down gently. Problem was the mere idea of him being intimate with someone else had her claws coming out. He told her he was hers and there would never be anyone else for him.

      She liked the idea of that far too much which is why she had to walk away from him now. He might feel that way now, but he was a hybrid that fed off sexual energy. He would find another.

      Her heart felt like a knife was lodged inside the organ. Don’t leave without having more of him. That wasn’t a good idea. She needed to tell him no and finish getting dressed. That’s not what came out of her mouth. “Your dark side won’t know what hit him when I’m finished with you. And for the record, I can fight my own battles.”
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      Dante closed the distance between them. His chest ached and his mind kept trying to derail the moment. She’d rejected him and was going to leave him high and dry. Not right now! Fuck her first then deal with the rest.

      That sounded like a plan to him. Smiling, he stopped scant inches away from her and tried to get his libido under control. He was close to the edge and the pain from his mate mark was worsening with every passing moment. He’d heard stories, but nothing could prepare him for the agony and the erection that refused to go away.

      “You’re one of the most lethal I’ve ever known. You could kick my ass with one hand tied behind your back, but I need to avenge you. But, let’s table that for now.” He ran the back of one hand across her cheek and watched her pupils dilate.

      Her scent intensified, filling the space between them. The sweet scent of caramelized vanilla and verbena was unique and undeniable. Her hands gripped the hem of her top and she tugged it down, as if that would stem her reaction to him.

      “My kind were created to destroy yours. We’re on opposite sides of the spectrum.” Her words would have stung more if she hadn’t been staring at his lips and licking her lips.

      She might be refusing their mating, but she wasn’t immune to him. Hope rose in his chest, but he quickly smashed it back down. Her attraction didn’t mean she was going to change her mind. Enjoy the moment, asshole.

      “That’s true. But I’m not fully demonic. Plus, there are always exceptions to the rule.”  He pinned her with a look and allowed his desire and need for her to come to the surface. He embraced the fact that his survival depended on her and how his heart now beat for her. Displaying so much left him open and vulnerable. After a few seconds, he shuttered his expression and pushed everything back into the box in his mind.

      He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. She was his Fated Mate and he didn’t bother trying to smother his beast’s desire for her. He wanted her writhing beneath him. Chloe was skittish at first.

      She stepped back, trying to dislodge his mouth. He suspected she wouldn’t reject his cock, but something as close and intimate as kissing was too much for her at the moment. With a smile playing at the edges of his mouth, he continued to kiss her and follow her movements until the backs of her legs hit the bed. With one hand in the middle of her chest, he pushed, and she landed on her pert little ass with a small bounce.

      “That’s right. You’re part human. And it was you that joined the alliance and changed the fate of cambions.”

      Dante paused and tugged the plain blue shirt over his head. It meant something that this female saw him. Not many recognized how much effort he put into changing the course of life for cambions. Before he joined the Alliance, not many realized his kind were creations of the Goddess Morrigan.

      “What can I say? We’re more than sex-crazed demons. We were created to do more. And, I’m about to show you how much more.” He growled as he popped the button on his jeans.

      The large, four-poster bed had a lush, dark blue and charcoal bedspread. She scooted backward until she reached the pillows that sat at the headboard. Not stopping in his pursuit, Dante prowled across the bed toward her.

      “That sounds like the sex obsessed side of you talking.” Her gaze was heated, as well as, half-fearful, half-hopeful. He wanted to believe she was considering staying by his side, but he refused to be distracted.

      One of his hands trailed up her bare thigh. “I’m infatuated alright, little evergreen. And, I’m going to make you scream my name as you cum for me.”

      He watched the blush cross her cheeks and swore he lost his heart to her as she held his gaze and spread her legs. There wasn’t even a hint of uncertainty. She wanted this as much as he did.

      “Promises, promises.” Her eyes were bright with excitement.

      He swallowed and pushed her shirt up her torso. He would never get enough of this sexy female. She was fucking perfect. Her nipples were hard and puckered when he bared her body to his gaze.

      “I always follow through on my vows. And, I swear this night will not end until you are hoarse from shouting.” With a groan, he brought his body over her and shut out the rest of the world and retreated from the reality that waited.

      Kissing her lightly, he licked and nipped her lips as he unzipped his pants. His shaft was hard and ready to go. He needed to wait before getting naked or this would be over far too soon. He had far too many plans for his mate before he let her rest.

      He let his hand trail up her stomach. His fingers toyed with the underside of her boob before tweaking her nipple. She reacted like a match to gasoline. She arched up and claimed his lips with an intensity that stole his breath. She tangled her fingers in the fine strands of his blond hair.

      His inner beast wanted more of his mate. Dante broke away from her mouth and kissed a path down her neck to her breasts. Her sweet flavor burst across his taste buds. Her back was off the bed and Dante wrapped one arm around her to hold her close to his skin.

      She cried out when his arm brushed the stubs along her back. The sound was one of pleasure. With a light touch, he felt along the wing stubs, loving the way she shuddered. His little evergreen liked having her slits fingered.

      Wetness gushed from her core and she clawed at his pants. “Someone’s eager.”

      “Yes, you need to move this along.”

      He chuckled. “Patience, little evergreen. I have plans. And, you will be shouting soon enough.”

      His head dipped and he kissed her plump breast while his fingers explored her wing slits. He sucked one of her ripe, red nipples into his mouth. Her breasts filled his hands perfectly. And, her body was incredibly responsive to his ministrations.

      Before he knew it, hands were clutching his head and she was holding him to her. He turned and laved attention on her other breast. By the time he levered himself on one elbow, she was panting and writhing beneath him.

      He loved that she didn’t deny her desire for him and either couldn’t hide or didn’t bother to hide her responses. With every ounce of pleasure that he gave her, she gave him energy. It was like he received a shot of adrenaline directly to his heart.

      He moved his hand from her back and over the soft, supple flesh of her flat stomach. His erection jerked against his fly when he reached a neat thatch of curls that were soaked with the evidence of her desire.

      Slipping one finger into her folds, he rubbed her clit in slow circles. Her hips gained a rhythm of their own and rubbed his hand against her pussy. She writhed and lifted her hips into his touch while he teased her clit and kissed his way down her body. Her bright brown eyes connected with his blue ones when he settled his head between her spread thighs. He couldn’t imagine a better view than the one he had at that moment.

      “I’m not screaming yet. So much for!” Her words trailed off in a scream when he sucked her sensitive nub into his mouth. Caramelized vanilla had his taste buds dancing in delight.

      A smile of satisfaction on his lips, he released her nub and ran his tongue through her slit, licking her soft skin. With one finger, he teased her opening as he swirled his tongue across the hardened little bud. Her moaning increased and her thighs clamped around his face. She didn’t want him going anywhere. He could live right there for the rest of his long life.

      She shifted her body and moved in her chase for her orgasm. Listening to her body’s messages, he plunged one finger inside, fucking her slowly with the thick digit. Within minutes, she was bucking and screaming. “Fuck, Dante!”

      His name on her lips sounded right. He was her lifeline and she was his. Her core clamped around his finger and her body tightened before she exploded. The energy he gained from her climax had him seeing stars and panting himself. It overflowed from his body and became painful as he tried to hold it all in and store it for the long days ahead. Never before had he been so energized with giving a female pleasure. Typically, his kind needed to give and take their own pleasure to be fed. Everything with Chloe was unusual.

      He was afraid of what he felt for her. It was everything. When she was at her peak, he tugged open his pants and surged up, driving into her. He was balls deep in a second and she was crying out his name again.

      “You’re going to scream for me again, little evergreen.”

      “Shit. It’s too much” Her core was fluttering around his cock in another release while he pounded into her, building her toward another peak.

      Her eyes were squeezed shut as she writhed and mewled and thrust her hips to meet his movements.

      “No such thing.” His words were grated out of clenched teeth because at that moment his mate mark was an inferno on his shoulder. The pain spiraled through his body adding a sting to his pleasure.

      Dante kissed the side of her neck and squeezed one of her breasts as he plunged in and out of her tight pussy. His mind went blank, his only thought about exploding with his mate. Chloe was a greedy little bird and it didn’t take long before she was screaming his name once more.

      Her core tightened around his shaft and it was impossible to move more than a few inches in and out. He was robbed of reason when she bucked against him. With great effort, he pulled out until only the tip was inside her and thrust back in. The force made her head hit the pillow above her head and bounced the headboard on the wall.

      She felt so fucking good he never wanted this to end. He belonged inside this female. Stop thinking about the impossible. He pounded her into oblivion. Sex with a Fated Mate was everything his friends had told him it was. He twisted his hips to the side and locked his gaze with hers right when he hit that spot inside her. He loved the way her mouth formed an O and her eyes rolled back in her head.

      There was still so much they had to learn about one another. He prayed she wouldn’t walk away when this was all over. He needed her by his side and not just for sex. She was spunky and kept him on his toes.

      Her hands traveled over his chest and to his back. He pinched one nipple then let it go so he could lift her leg over one of his arms. It allowed him to spread her legs to their widest angle so he could go deeper and take as much as possible. They moved in unison. Her rhythm turned choppy as she rode the razor’s edge of release.

      He was desperate to climax with her. Her fingernails dug into his pecs and her hips matched his movements. He reached between their bodies and increased his thrusts. She detonated a second later, squeezing his cock as she climaxed.

      His shout was hoarse, and he continued moving as much as her body would allow. Within seconds, he followed her over the edge into the abyss. In a blinding second of clarity, her mind was open to him and he knew all her fears as well as her resolve.

      She enjoyed what she experienced in his arms but was afraid of his darkness. She also refused to open herself to love. Several thousand years ago she was burned and that has been eating at her all this time. There was a long road to proving his loyalty to her. She’d erected a barrier around herself and there wasn’t so much as a chip in the cement barrier.

      How could Dante convince her to take a chance on him? History proved to her over and over again that love was complete bullshit. Dante was convinced the reason the Goddess created Fated Mates was to combat the ugliness relationships had been tainted with. If Dante had a choice, he was fairly certain he would deny his desire for more to protect from inevitable heartache.

      Except he would never break her heart. He needed to find a way to prove to her that he would never go anywhere. In the meantime, he would do what was necessary, so he didn’t become a risk to those around him.

      And, he wouldn’t leave it to Zander to take his life. He’d do it himself and save his friend the burden of carrying that through eternity. The Vampire King had done so much for him and his kind. It was time he paid it forward.

      There was a kernel of hope deep in his heart that he couldn’t smother entirely. It sprouted when he buried it and was vying for life inside him. That tiny part whispered there might still be a way and encouraged him to show Chloe how much she meant to him while he had the chance.
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      Chloe was gone. She left that morning and Dante hadn’t been able to sleep a wink since. He couldn’t believe she walked away from him. That kernel of hope lulled him into believing he would win her over before he lost her entirely.

      He was full charged and sated at the moment, but before long he would need to consider taking his own life. Killing a supernatural wasn’t easy. They’re immortal, or nearly so. Only beheading or removal of his heart would end his life. Demon poisoning would weaken him, making it easier to remove his heart or head.

      He’d have to procure some demon venom and keep it on hand, so he could jump off a bridge or building. That would send his skull flying from his body and keep him from healing until all life bled from his body.

      A lump formed in his gut now that he had tentative plans in place. It wasn’t an easy pill to swallow, but he needed to know what he was going to do so he couldn’t change his mind when the time came.

      There’s a lot to do before you die, dickhead. Pouring himself some coffee, he grabbed a pastry and took a bite of the sweet, cheesy danish. His mind continued to churn over details of his plan when something hit him between the eyes.

      Chloe was right. The demons in New York aren’t recreating the events in New Orleans to bring Lucifer over. They’ve not seen one single shred of evidence of the dark symbols at each of the sites they’ve encountered.

      What were they planning? There was no doubt in his mind it involved Chloe. Otherwise they wouldn’t target her. She’s smart enough to avoid capture again. Like she said, she could fight her own battles. She was a fucking Warrior Angel for fucks sake.

      Axel entered the kitchen and opened the fridge. He stood there for several seconds before grabbing a bagel and cream cheese. “Where’s your angel?”

      “Gone. I assume she went back to her friend’s house.” Dante fought the urge to rub the ache in the middle of his chest.

      The connection he shared with Chloe flared last night and for hours there was this brilliant gold thread binding them together. It faltered before he woke up and now was nothing but smoking remnants. It left him empty. That hurt almost as much as his mating brand did.

      “What the fuck do you mean gone?” Zander’s voice was at a roar as he entered the room followed by Izzy. “She’s no’ safe out there on her own. We fought off two groups of demons last night.”

      “Don’t yell at him dad. I know you’re scared I lost my power, but that’s not his fault.” Izzy laid a hand on Zander’s arm.

      Dante’s heart skipped a beat. He’d been so worried about his situation that he’d forgotten that development from last night. “Are you sure you lost it? That Behemoth was a middle level demon. Perhaps you aren’t capable of killing those of his level.”

      Izzy turned to face him, and he sucked in a breath. The sorrow in her eyes was unbearable. “I used to be able to kill all demons. When I was taken to the Underworld, I eliminated any that approached me.”

      Zander pulled Izzy into his embrace. “We doona know why you lost that ability. Could be a natural development.”

      Izzy shrugged out of her father’s grip and took Axel’s bagel from his hand. “There’s nothing normal about this and you know it.”

      Dante hated seeing the princess so pissed and hurt. “You’re right, Izzy, but you haven’t lost everything. And it’s good you discovered your limitations now. You can approach situations accordingly.”

      Izzy gave him a smile and took a bite of the bagel. “Why did Chloe leave? Aren’t you her Fated Mate?”

      Dante sighed and sat on a stool at the island. “She is my mate, but she isn’t bound by the same urges as us. I couldn’t walk away from her to save my life. She, however, has to choose me in order for her to reciprocate.”

      Izzy took another bite and hummed while she chewed it. “Don’t lose hope, Dante. The Goddess wouldn’t give you an angel for a mate unless she was certain you would end up together. She cares more than you know for her children. All of us. And, she’s constantly maneuvering so we are given the best match for a mate. It’s all she does.”

      Emotion closed Dante’s throat off for a few seconds until he got his shit together. The thought of keeping the hope was enough to bring him to his knees. He’d spent the entire morning convincing himself he needed to forget her and move forward with what little time he had left.

      Dante bobbed his head. “We need to figure out how to proceed. The demons aren’t doing what they did in New Orleans, but they are up to something and my mate is at the center of it.”

      Zander leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Och, there’s no doubt aboot that. They’ve targeted her more than once now. I still believe it’s all in an attempt to bring Lucifer here, even if they’re using another approach.”

      Dante’s blood froze in his veins. Regardless of what happened between him and Chloe, she was at the center of demonic activity in New York. They wouldn’t stop until they had her.

      Axel set his mug down and met Dante’s gaze. “We should find your angel and make sure she remains safe. At least until this shit is dealt with.”

      Dante narrowed his eyes and took a step toward the shifter. “She doesn’t want me. I won’t force her to stay here with me. And she isn’t without skills.”

      Zander stood up and held out a hand. “No one is saying she can’t defend herself, but what if he sends half a dozen spider demons or more for her? She can’t fight them all off. And, we can’t let them get ahold of her. Who knows what they will accomplish with her in their grasp.”

      Dante turned and left the kitchen. He pulled his phone from his back pocket and called the number Chloe had given him last night. There was no answer. Entering the supply room, he loaded up on knives when the others joined him.

      He ignored them and selected the number for Tris that was in his recent contacts list. Thank fuck Chloe had used his phone. “Hello.” The female sounded sleepy and annoyed when she answered.

      “Hey. This is Dante. I’m Chloe’s…well I’m looking for her. Is she with you?” Dante’s breath caught in his throat and his gut churned.

      “Hello, Dante. No. Chloe hasn’t been here since she returned to your house yesterday. Did she never show up?” The fatigue left her voice, turning it to steel.

      “Yes, she did.” Dante briefly told her what happened leaving out the life altering sex they’d shared. “Do you have any idea where she’d go?”

      “Fucking hell. She goes to work and home. Chloe has no other friends really.”

      Dante stuffed one arm into a jacket then the other. “I’m going to check her place. If you hear from her, please call me.”

      “Will do. I’ll check around and let you know if I find anything.”

      Dante hung up the phone and turned to the Dark Warriors. Everyone was loaded up with weapons and ready to go. “Stick close. The Goddess only knows what we will encounter when we get to her place.”

      They’re out the door and he was heading down the street before anyone could respond. She lived across town. It didn’t take too long to get to the subway. His mind played through when he found his angel battered and broken on the tracks. She was close to death.

      Nausea was pummeling the back of his throat by the time he arrived at his exit. Zander and Izzy were at his side as he reached her apartment complex. “I’m going up the fire escape. You go in through the lobby.”

      Zander clapped his shoulder and nodded before he and Izzy were off. Jett prowled by his side. “I don’t sense anything nearby. There’s a good chance she is hiding somewhere else.”

      Dante glanced at the other male. Jett hadn’t been happy from the moment he found Chloe, but the male was trying to reassure him. No doubt Dante’s terror over her was palpable. That’s how it was with a Fated Mate. He should be locked in the thick of the mating frenzy.

      Initially, those were often the urges that usually took center stage when a couple first meets. Dante wasn’t blessed with something so pleasant. Instead, he could hardly breathe, and his heart was racing while he tried to find his angel and make sure she was ok.

      Crouching, he jumped and grabbed hold of the bottom of the ladder a story above his head. He pulled himself up, so he was climbing like the Devil was chasing him. A stone settled in his gut. Something was wrong.

      Her bedroom window was open, and her curtains were flapping in the breeze. That stone developed razor sharp edges that cut into Dante. The scent of brimstone and rot was faint.

      He was through the window at the same moment the front door crashed open. Dante had a blade in his hand in the blink of an eye. He caught himself before he threw the weapon at his long-time friend.

      Zander inclined his head and headed for the kitchen while Dante scanned the room. The bed was a mess. Drawers were emptied and clothes were everywhere. There was a hint of copper in the air.

      He noticed a few droplets of blood on the dresser, but there was nothing to tell him where she was. It was far messier than when he’d packed her bag the other day. Noise from a door off to the left caught his attention and he crept silently to it.

      The panel was ajar, and he saw tiled flooring on the other side. Had to be her bathroom. With a shaking hand, he pushed it open and saw his reflection looking back at him.

      The bathroom was in a similar state to the bedroom. Towels and shredded toilet paper were everywhere, along with makeup and brushes. The scent of rot was stronger here.

      When he pushed the curtain aside in the bathtub, he saw why. There was the withered corpse of a spider demon in the basin. Black goo was everywhere. “There’s nothing here.”

      “I doubt she was ever here. This is the same as when we rescued you the other day.” Dante turned to meet Axel’s gaze.

      “We have to find her. She’s in trouble. I know it.” Dante lowered his head and tried to come up with where he could look for her. He doubted the archdemon would be dumb enough to go back to the basement after what they’d left for him.

      He walked down the hall to find Zander and Izzy looking through the living room. Zander paused and ran a hand through his hair. “Do you sense her?”

      Dante closed off everything around him and focused on Chloe. There was a sizzle along the fading bond, but nothing else. Shaking his head, he kicked a pillow. “Not a fucking thing. Dammit.”

      Zander grabbed hold of his shoulders and shook him once. “Stop. This willna help your mate. I nearly let despair consume me when Elsie was missing. Once I calmed enough, I was able to follow our connection and find her.”

      Dante lifted his face, barely holding back his snarl. “Elsie was bound by mating compulsions, plus she accepted you. Chloe told me she wasn’t going to mate with me last night.”

      Zander grimaced and let Dante go. “You canna give up on her. Izzy is right. The Goddess paired you for a reason. We will find her. Let’s go.”

      Dante followed as they left the apartment through the front door. “Where? This is a big city.”

      Zander pushed the glass doors to the building open. “Then you’d better reach deep and force some energy into that bond.”

      Dante did as Zander suggested. There was something to the west of where they were. Unsure where it was going to take him, he started walking. The Dark Warriors crossed the street at some point. It would have looked odd to have six large males walking with Izzy.

      Several blocks later, Dante lost all connection to Chloe. Agony tore through his middle and he bent over clutching his stomach. He couldn’t catch his breath. He was aware of Izzy rubbing his back while Zander encouraged him to calm down and find his mate.

      It wasn’t fucking working. It took several long minutes before he was able to stand up and focus on his surroundings. Seven Lively Sinz was a couple blocks from their location. What if he’d been following her connection to the bar?

      Izzy placed her hand on Dante’s chest and looked into his eyes. “The connection to Chloe is here. It’s faint, but I see it. All you need to do is embrace it and let your soul call out to her.”

      Dante swallowed through a mouth full of cotton. He wanted to believe the princess was right. It would mean Chloe felt something for him. It wouldn’t exist unless it was two sided to some degree.

      Closing his eyes, he breathed in and out several times then focused on his angel’s scent. Caramelized vanilla and verbena. Her smile. Bright as the sun. Her deep brown eyes. Full of life.

      A spark of electricity zipped through his center and spread out to his fingers. It faded quickly but left behind a glowing gold thread that was no thicker than a strand of hair. But it was there.

      Dante latched onto that and followed it to the source. Zander and Izzy followed beside him as he walked down alleys and streets. He lost track of the Dark Warriors in his search for Chloe. He didn’t need the distraction.

      Ten minutes later and he found himself in a busy Times Square. The bond had dimmed considerably and kept winking in and out of existence. She had to be close, dammit.

      Bracing himself, Dante turned to the Vampire King. “Can you smell her?”

      Zander lifted his nose and sniffed the air then took off across the space. “I smell something that way.”

      Dante was beside him. After ten feet he caught what Zander smelled. It was Chloe. Her scent was strong. She had to be there. He ran down an alley a block over and stopped cold when he saw the pink Henley and jeans lying next to a dumpster.

      A growl left his throat as he bent and picked up the clothing. Copper and sunshine teased his nose at the same time he felt something wet in his hand. He noticed the blood when he lifted the object in front of his face.

      These were her clothes and she was bleeding wherever she was. “Please tell me she’s not dead.”

      Izzy said something that Dante didn’t hear. Everything turned fuzzy as he gaped at the bloody clothing in his hand. This wasn’t happening. She’d been taken and was likely being tortured while he stood there with his dick in his hands.

      He had no idea how to help her. He fell to his knees and screamed into the night. His inner demon pounded on the bars of its cage trying to reach its mate. He was minutes from losing his shit.

      He needed to find Chloe before his beast took over and ravaged the entire city. He’d never felt such bloodlust before in his life.
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      The blue-green lights coalesced to create a portal from Evzen’s house to the Virginia pack lands. Hayden smiled as the Guild Master stepped through with his mate, Braelynn. Braelynn was the daughter of Lady Angelica. The evil as fuck sorceress that created Angel’s Kiss.

      For an instant when Hayden’s gaze landed on Braelynn’s dark hair his anger threatened to explode, but he managed to rein it in. She wasn’t her mother. In fact, she was the worst victim of that vile female. Angelica used Dark magic to find her Fated Mate and conceive Braelynn then she added Jace’s blood in an attempt to gain ownership of the Mystik Grimoire.

      Hayden didn’t understand Angelica’s twisted desire to be in a position of power over all beings. Being leader wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. You had to make decisions that affected your kind for better or worse, most times with only half of the information. When things went to shit, and people died it was all your fault.

      You were responsible for their well-being, and any danger they faced. It was the main reason he wanted to involve humans in their own protection. Hayden risked his kind daily with the humans taking on none of the risks for themselves.

      “I’m glad you called, Hayden. I haven’t been able to find any information on Sterling’s current whereabouts. The fucker’s been evading me for the better part of a year.” As Guild Master, Evzen was the leader of the sorcerers and understood what it was like to be in charge. For the first time, Hayden noticed how much that was weighing on his friend.

      Braelynn ran a hand over Evzen’s arm. The tension in Evzen’s shoulders lessened and the male’s expression softened when he looked at his female. “He’s slippery and learned Dark magic from my mom. I’d bet he created his own pocket in the Underworld and is holed up there as we speak.” Braelynn had never hidden her heritage and refused to take repsonsibility for what her mother had done.

      Hayden wanted to scream and curse. It wasn’t Braelynn’s fault, but his kind were suffering. “I’d bet you’re right, but it’s only a matter of time before he makes a mistake. He returns here frequently, or we wouldn’t have Angel’s Kiss on the market again.”

      Evzen turned from his mate to Hayden. “So, you’ve confirmed it’s definitely the drug?”

      Hayden waved a hand to the door of the mess hall and jerked his chin in that direction. “I will show you their houses on our way to the bar, but I’d say yes. The place is a disaster. I’ve only seen addicts live like that.”

      He exited the building and waved to several females as he left. Evzen and Braelynn were right behind him. “I can’t believe the fucker found another source of angel blood. Illianna’s brothers continue searching for anyone that might have donated, but so far they keep coming up empty.”

      They reached the cabins and Hayden held the door open then gestured for Evzen and Braelynn to enter. Evzen sucked in a breath then called his seven-foot Alder wood staff to his hand.

      Evzen waved the pole in front of his body. “Seall.”

      Hayden threw up a hand when bright red light filled the room. When it dimmed, he lowered his arm and sucked in a breath. There were easily a dozen spots on the coffee table and kitchen counters that glowed dark red.

      “It’s definitely Angel’s Kiss. You mentioned a club? I need to know if one of mine is selling again.” Evzen’s words were a growl at that point.

      Hayden nodded his head and turned on his heel with the Guild Master following behind. “There’s a human bar in Richmond the three missing shifters frequented. This might be a long shot. I haven’t been able to find any reports of humans dying from overdose.”

      Evzen lifted his shoulders and climbed into Hayden’s rental car. “It’s better to follow up. We can’t bury our heads in the sand and hope this goes away. I hoped when they ran out of Ayil’s blood this would go away, but that isn’t the case. The only sure way to eliminate the drug is to remove those responsible for making it.”

      Braelynn took the seat behind Evzen while Hayden jumped behind the wheel. “I just hope Sterling hasn’t taken anyone under his wing. There wasn’t anyone else she allowed close enough to teach her techniques, so he’s the only one she taught these secrets to.”

      Hayden glanced at the female in the rearview mirror as he pulled onto the highway. “Did she keep a grimoire of her own? Do we need to worry about someone finding it and discovering the formula?”

      Braelynn bit her lower lip and wrung her hands in her lap. “I never saw her with a journal, or anything, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one. She saw herself as the only true leader for supernaturals. I can see her wanting to document every brilliant thought she had.” The way she said that told Hayden she didn’t think her mother was all that smart.

      Evzen turned to his mate. “Your mother was demented and malicious, but she was also smart. It would have been nice if she’d applied that knowledge to making our kind safer and finding a way to impede portals to Hell rather than embracing demonic ideals.”

      Hayden snorted. “How did you turn out so good when she was the spawn of evil?” The growl that left Evzen’s mouth made Hayden instantly regret his words.

      Braelynn’s hand snaked between the seats and ran over Evzen’s shoulder. “He’s right. And, it’s something I considered many times. There was always this voice in my head telling me my mother wasn’t always right. Somehow, I knew she was bad. It was Evzen’s soul keeping me sane. He’s the reason I didn’t join the dark side with my mom.”

      Evzen brought Braelynn’s hand to his mouth and kissed the back of it. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. You possess more Light than most angels I know.”

      Hayden felt like in intruder as the mood turned heated. He shifted in his seat hoping to dispel some of the connection between the two, but it didn’t work. The couple got lost in one another.

      Evzen said something back to Braelynn, but Hayden was trying to ignore the twinge in his chest. Everyone around him had found their Fated Mate, making him jealous. He wanted what they had.

      Before Hayden had to engage in further discussion, they turned into the parking lot. The bar was a single building at the far end of a small strip mall. The outside was dark blue with a neon sign hanging above the door. The windows were small and covered with a film of some kind.

      Evzen extended his hand and helped Braelynn from the back seat. “Remember this is a human establishment. We can’t do anything to expose our existence.”

      Hayden’s upper lip lifted in a snarl while he bristled. “Fuck off, asshole. I know how to behave in public.”

      Evzen took a step between him and his mate and stared straight at him. “I wasn’t talking to you, H. You need to let that paranoia go, buddy. I know you and Zander have disagreed on that topic, but despite that Zander respects the hell out of you. I was reminding my mate.”

      Braelynn lifted her chin and took a position next to Evzen. “I’m still learning how to control my power and when I’m nervous it tends to get away from me. My mother didn’t only leave a legacy of death behind, you know.”

      Hayden chuckled at the brave female. Not many would stand up to him. And even fewer would deprecate themselves in the process. “You are one of the strongest beings I have ever met. Not many would fight as hard as you to claim your birthright. Most would walk away and never look back. You’ve stood tall, accepted your parentage and strived to be better. I can only hope to be more like you when I grow up.”

      Braelynn’s eyes had misted, but they cleared with his last words and she laughed at him. Shaking his head, Evzen bent and kissed the top of her head. “It’s a good thing I know you so well, otherwise I’d worry you were hitting on my mate.”

      Hayden’s shoulders lifted then fell and he started for the doors with a smile on his face. The closer he got to the building the more the smell of sweat, alcohol and tobacco smoke filled his nose. It wasn’t a good combination, either. His stomach churned and roiled.

      Music caught his sensitive ears. That combined with the smells, Hayden’s mind conjured an awful image. Thanks to the twang of the voice and the low beat of the music, he thought of smelly, sweaty humans crammed together on a dance floor. Shifters relied on scent to tell them many things. He was going to have to adjust and call his other senses to the fore.

      The noise blasted his ears when he pulled the door open. When he staggered back a couple steps, Evzen was there to catch him and ensure no one caught his reaction. To him it sounded as if he was standing right in front of twenty-foot-tall speakers, but for humans it was like watching a moderately loud movie in their living room. He was glad there weren’t more than twenty-five people inside. He expected to see about ten times the number of bodies inside.

      After a scan of the room, he headed to the left and a table where he could see the front door and the back hall at the same time. Evzen and Braelynn were right behind him. A waitress approached them and took their drink order as soon as they sat down.

      Braelynn’s eyes were wide, and her head went this way and that. “Why would they sell in a…uh…place like this?”

      Evzen moved his chair closer to her and perused the joint in a much slower fashion. “Because there is far less likelihood of being caught here. Every supe is on alert where this drug is concerned. No one wants to end up in a realm jail.”

      Hayden’s head was bobbing up and down as soon as Evzen finished speaking. “It’s far worse than three-hots-and-a-cot in our system. They’d have to be a major masochist to take the risk by entering a realm owned bar. What I don’t get is why chance selling to so many humans?” Hayden leaned forward and lowered his voice even more. “Too many overdoses and realm police will be alerted.”

      Hayden saw the waitress returning with their drinks and pulled his money from his pocket. He paid her after she deposited two beers and a margarita on the table. He took a sip and savored the barley and coffee flavor of the microbrew.

      Evzen tapped the side of his mug. “I talked to Santiago and Orlando right before I left, and they hadn’t found anything suspicious in the area. I’d bet Sterling has instructed his sellers to move around every few days. He might allow them to come back, but I doubt he has them in the same place more than every couple weeks.”

      “Then we’re wasting our time here. They won’t be here anymore, right?” Braelynn’s hair swayed as she spoke because she was still taking everything in. She was like a kid in a candy store.

      Evzen ran his hand over her arm. Like a heat seeking missile, her head turned to the Guild Master and a smile spread over his mouth. Hayden sighed. This was going to be a long night.

      Hayden replied despite the fact that the pair was locked in each other’s gaze. “If we can rule this location out then we aren’t wasting time. We can move out from here in a hundred-mile radius and visit a few bars each night. I’m going to find this asshole if It takes me a month.”

      Evzen’s expression shifted from besotted to serious. “So far there isn’t one hint of anything supernatural here. No magical signatures. No Dark remnants. Nothing.”

      “Fuck.” Hayden cursed.

      Braelynn’s drink slipped from her hand and her hand went to her mouth. Hayden’s skin prickled like ants were crawling all over his body. His animals surged forward a second later. Evzen’s hands were roaming all around her shoulders. The sorceress had gone white as a sheet. What the fuck happened?

      Hayden was about to ask when his eyes tracked Braelynn’s line of sight. “Goddess. Is that what I think it is?” Evzen looked at Hayden and he gestured across the bar with his chin. “A supernatural just walked in. I can’t smell exactly what he is with all the other crap clouding the air.”

      Evzen’s head swiveled to the right and his eyes narrowed. He grabbed hold of his mate’s hand but addressed Hayden. “It’s a sorcerer. I can see his magical aura.”

      Hayden’s heart raced in his chest and sweat beaded on his brow. “Ok. That doesn’t mean he’s here dealing. We need to approach him with caution.”

      Evzen made a noise between a growl and a snort. The normally rigid male had relaxed substantially since meeting Braelynn. Gone were the long flowing robes embroidered with moons and stars. Hayden almost missed the way his friend dressed, but he still wore the pointy shoes, so there were still pieces there.  “Or we could escort him outside and demand he take us to Sterling. I can see a dark red glow around his pockets. It matches the look of Angel’s Kiss.”

      Hayden was on his feet and stomping across the noisy bar. A couple humans stopped and looked his way, but for the most part he was ignored until he grabbed the male’s arm.

      Evzen and Braelynn were right behind him. Their sudden approach startled the humans. Several of them stood up and got in between the new arrival and them. It was enough of a distraction that the sorcerer managed to get out of Hayden’s grasp.

      Hayden was chasing him out the front door while Evzen tried to explain the situation to the humans. The cool night air slapped into Hayden, clearing away the worst of the stench. The sorcerer was in the nearby trees and out of sight faster than Hayden anticipated.

      Allowing his cheetah to come to the fore, he poured on the speed and raced through the cars then into the trees. Hayden clawed a small sapling and launched himself into the air.

      Hurried steps echoed behind him as he landed on the sorcerer with a loud growl. His body was entangled with the sorcerer and they both slammed into the ground with enough force to throw up tufts of dirt and leaves.

      “Hayden.” Evzen’s voice was frantic behind him. “Are you okay?”

      Hayden shoved an elbow into the back of the dealer’s head and lifted his torso with the other. “I’m good. Got the motherfucker.”

      Hayden got to his knees and to his feet. The sorcerer tried to scramble away. Dumbass was stupid as fuck if he thought he was going anywhere. “Not so fast, dickhead. We’re going to have a chat.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.” The sorcerer spat into the dirt.

      Evzen joined them along with Braelynn who stood a few feet back. “You will answer to me. Or I will make you.” The sorcerer paled and started shaking when Evzen stepped into the light. As the Guild Master of the sorcerers he could make his subjects obey with one word.

      The sorcerer lifted his hands into the air. “I don’t know anything about Sterling.”

      “Think about this before you continue lying. You sold drugs to my shifters and now they’re missing. Start talking and maybe you’ll see sunshine again.”

      Evzen called his staff to his hand and lifted it a few feet above the ground. When he lowered it and it struck the dirt and leaves, a ripple of energy rolled out in waves. “Start talking now.”

      The male in Hayden’s grip was shaking so hard, his teeth were clacking. “I don’t know anything. I swear.”

      Hayden turned to Evzen. “Make him talk. I’m calling Zander and arranging a transfer to a realm custody in Seattle.” Evzen nodded and cast a binding spell on the sorcerer.

      Hayden walked a few feet away and pulled out his phone to call Zander. “Och, Hayden. What can I do for you?”

      Hayden ran a hand through his hair. “Evzen and I are in Richmond and we captured an Angel’s Kiss dealer. Can you arrange transport from Evzen’s house to the realm jail on the East side? It’ll make it easier for us to get information from him if he’s closer to home.”

      “Shite. Does he have a lead on Sterling?”

      Hayden shook his head side to side. “He’s denying any knowledge right now, but I suspect Sterling could be in the area. I doubt he would give his dealers much of a leash with the attention we have on his operations.”

      “I’m in New York with Dante but will have Kyran make the arrangements. Keep me posted.”

      “Will do.” Hayden ended the call before Zander could issue a warning. He relayed the information to Evzen and stood over the sorcerer trying to intimidate him into talking. His bear replaced his cheetah and his muscles grew in size. He was about a foot taller and fur sprouted along his arms.

      The sorcerer whimpered and paled then crawled away from him. He couldn’t go far. Evzen’s spell stopped his ability to move more than three feet. If he managed to find Sterling, he would remove a major danger to his kind. He needed that win. With all the new babies they faced enough and didn’t need to add to it.

      Hayden wished he had more in his life but honestly, he couldn’t handle anything else at the moment. A mate would be one more thing to worry about. No thanks. His plate was full. Although, his chest ached as he watched Braelynn go up and wrap her arm around Evzen in support as he dealt with one of his sorcerers.
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      Chloe’s body reacted before her mind fully registered the blade coming toward her side. She jerked back and flopped around like she was having a grand mal seizure to avoid the cut that seemed inevitable. A hard hand clamped down on her shoulder. Her scream echoed throughout the room.

      She bit her lower lip to keep from feeding the sickening glee her agony fed the archdemon. How the fuck had she landed back in this asshole’s hands? She was better than this. Twice now this vile being managed to get his paws on her.

      She’d blame it on the fact that Dante had completely distracted her, but she had only met Dante because she’d escaped this Daeva demon the first time he’d kidnapped and tried to kill her.

      Although she was bleeding from more wounds than she cared to think about because she’d been caught up in her thoughts about the sexy Cambion Lord. Dante was powerful and had a demonic side…literally, but he was also protective and caring. Her heart had been a dead organ in her chest, beating for no one for thousands of years before he walked into her life.

      His presence in her life was like a bolt of lightning. He struck her out of the blue and went right for her heart and soul. He burned through her like a wildfire, incinerating every brick she’d placed around that part of her that shattered all those millennia ago.

      Dante was too much and as was common for her, she ran away when shit got real. She never should have gone back and allowed him to get closer. It only broke more of her barriers down, leaving her exposed and raw. That’s how the archdemon managed to catch her off guard.

      Dante wasn’t to blame for ending up in her current situation. She was the only one responsible. Dante had never given her any indication that he’d treat her like a piece of unwanted trash when he got tired of her. He’d vowed to protect her no matter what she chose and put himself and his friends on the line time after time in an attempt to keep her safe. It was her fear that drove her away.

      Pain lanced through her thoughts, forcing her out of her head. Metal sliced through the skin on her right side. A groan was all she let out as she struggled to catch her breath. The beautiful Daeva demon was snarling and hovering an inch above her face. The face of evil shouldn’t be so good looking.

      Her cambion was far better looking with the sexiest smile. The corners of her mouth lifted when she pictured Dante looking down at her, covered in sweat and breathing heavy. That only enraged the demon torturing her more.

      The demon screeched and reared back then punched her where he’d just cut her side open. Her breath left her at the same time black dots spotted her vision. Automatically, her body curled in on itself, trying to protect her core.

      A fist slammed into the table close to her head. She bounced as the impact made her body jump on the platform. She swore she heard the wood creak beneath her. Any fucking second now she knew the thing would break, just like her body, under the demon’s blows. His fists didn’t slow as they landed on her body next.

      Enough! You can’t let this fucker win. Fight! Chloe shook herself and tried to disconnect the message her nerves were sending her brain. It was that communication that forced her body to feel every single slice and blow. Unfortunately, while she was good at staying under the radar, she was shit at controlling these small pathways.

      The Daeva turned away from her and snarled something. Chloe sucked in a breath, wincing when it hurt more than it should. There was immense pressure in her chest, and she was nauseous and dizzy.

      Shifting her position, she tried to see if there was anyone else in the room with the demon. Shadows along the floor made her think there was a smaller being with them, but she couldn’t be sure. Her vision was blurry and going black around the edges.

      He hadn’t taken her back to the same basement as before. The floors were stained concrete, but there weren’t any shelves like the last place. There were at least three tables, although she couldn’t see any of them at the moment. She thought there were some old wood crates in the far corner. She hadn’t gotten a good look earlier to know for sure.

      She expected to see the jars, candles, and black crystals like before. Her head was already spinning, and she’d broken one of her legs by the time the demon had shoved her down here, so they might be somewhere in one of the shadowed recesses. She’d been in a fight for dominance against the Daeva. To make matters worse, her weapon of Light, not that it lit on fire anymore, refused to come to her when she called it.

      No doubt it had finally been confiscated by whatever higher power ruled her existence. There was no telling if it was God or Lucifer. She wanted to deny it could be the Devil, but it was never a good idea to underestimate him.

      The Daeva shifted his stance and pointed in the corner of the ceiling. Chloe followed his arm and a scream slipped out of her when she saw the group of spider demons clinging to the roof. At first all she saw was a cluster of countless legs amidst sticky white webs. Hair stuck out every which way from skinny, black appendages bent at 90-degree angles. It wasn’t until the multifaceted eyes blinked that she was able to spot the bodies buried within the mass.

      The sight of them shouldn’t surprise her. No way would any archdemon act on his own. They all needed to have a posse feed their egos while they worked. They were all narcissistic beings that needed recognition and praise for even the littlest accomplishment. If not, they walked around boasting about what they’d done until someone stopped and told them how great they were.

      Her first order of business would be to take out his audience. It would throw him off to not have his actions watched and praised. Perhaps long enough for Dante to find her and kill the Daeva. Because once she made a move she wasn’t going to last very long. She was bleeding and weak. She doubted he’d pause long enough for her to heal.

      The Daeva spun to a table set up above Chloe’s head. Feet shuffled across the floor and arguing started up. With a groan, she shifted to see what was going on. Clearly there were more demons than the spiders hanging from the ceiling. White hot agony shot through her. The only thing she heard was her pounding heart and heaving breaths.

      The discomfort receded slowly. Her eyes came back online first. She had to blink several times to clear her vision. She barely stifled her gasp. The last thing she wanted was to draw his attention back to her.

      The Daeva was hunched over a human male. The demon’s arm was lifted over one of the man’s tattooed arms. Silver glinted as the blade was lowered. With several grunts, the Daeva sawed at the shoulder joint until the appendage fell away from the rest of the body.

      The victim’s eyes were closed, and he didn’t so much as flinch. Chloe couldn’t tell if he was dead or if he’d passed out. Not that it mattered. Her eyes widened as the Daeva took the arm and pointed the bloody end to the cement floor and started drawing.

      He weaved and swayed as he moved it across the ground. It reminded her of a dancer. With the hellhounds and scavenger demons feasting on entrails as his backup. This was more of a macabre scene with blood, guts and gore as the set.

      Chanting started in the back of the room. Chloe hurt too much to move her head and look for the source. Zander and Dante had been right. The archdemon in front of her was drawing Dark runes on the floor.

      Energy built within the room. It burned at first then settled over her like a lead blanket. She couldn’t breathe. The pressure in her chest had increased to painful levels, so it could be from that. It was hard to tell.

      Chloe took a shuddering breath which came out in a white puff as the cold settled around her. There were nine different levels to Hell and not all of them fit the human notion that fires burned everywhere in the Underworld. Some of them were biting cold. What was clear to her in that moment was this demon was opening a portal that would allow all manner of his kind to cross through.

      She couldn’t allow that to happen. Chloe forced her legs to swing to the side of the table. Agony shot through her stalling her progress. Panting, she braced her hands on the edge of the platform. That got the Daeva’s attention.

      One of his eyebrows shot up as he gave her a pointed look. “Going somewhere, Angel?”

      Breathe. Chloe forced the air through gritted teeth and narrowed her eyes. “Depends on your intentions.”

      A laugh that sounded more like dried leaves rustling in a breeze echoed throughout the room. “I intend on using you to become Lucifer’s second in command.”

      Chloe’s head was shaking from side to side. “No fucking way. I refuse to be a part of anything that allows that asshole more freedoms. He got what he deserved when he betrayed us all those years ago.”

      The Daeva smiled. It chilled her to her bones. “You have no choice in the matter. You’ve cut yourself off from your kind and made no allegiances to mine. There is no one to come and save you.”

      Chloe’s heart skipped several beats with his words. He was right. Her choices had exiled her from Heaven, and she never aligned with Lucifer. She was all alone. Her shoulders lifted and fell while she staunched the emotions that threatened to take her under.

      Chloe pushed down and lifted her butt off the table. Her limbs were shaking so hard her torso looked like a leaf barely hanging on a branch. Claws clamped around her biceps and pulled when she was about to jump down. Her back hit the wood and her breath whooshed out of her.

      Scavenge demons stood on the backs of hellhounds. They had no lips, so their expression was a perpetual snarl with sharp teeth dripping saliva. The corner of her mind catalogued their skin had gone from pale brown to a dark, chocolate. At least they were well fed at the moment.

      Thank fuck they weren’t hungry. She had bigger fish to fry. Footsteps sounded like a death knell as the Daeva crossed to her side. He tossed the arm toward three eviscerated bodies.

      He still clutched a knife in one hand. The red glint in the bright fluorescent overhead lights was almost worse than if the thing was shining brightly. “This is going to hurt.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “You’re as cliché as they come. I’m no stranger to pain, or haven’t you noticed.” Stop antagonizing the demon! That was advice she really should follow. Too bad her snarky mouth refused to shut the hell up.

      He stopped next to the table and ran the blade down her stomach. Her shirt parted under the sharp device and a red line of blood bloomed on her skin. Her bra went with it and her breasts were exposed.

      She didn’t like the way the Daeva looked at her licking his lips. “You haven’t experienced anything close to pain. I would know if you had. Roll her over.” The last was barked at the scavenger demons.

      Flexing every muscle, she jerked and wiggled, trying to evade their hands. Somehow, they’d multiplied from two to six and all twelve hands were clawing her skin. Then one side of her body left the table and cool air surrounded her.

      Her torso was tugged from behind. Her back bowed and her shirt was torn the rest of the way from her body. “Get off me,” she shouted. Her demands were ignored and her face was shoved into the wood.

      Clawed hands remained on her calves and her arms while two of the scavenger demons moved to the head of the table. Chloe kept her focus on the archdemon. Stomach roiling, she braced herself for what was to come.

      Agony unlike anything she’d ever felt made her black out. Her back hurt like a motherfucker when she came back to. It was impossible to focus on anything but the pain. How long was I out?

      One shoulder lifted with the hand that pulled on something beneath the skin. Chloe choked and coughed up blood. Turning her head, she tried to see what the demon was doing. He had his hand inside a gaping wound where her wing slits used to be. A white tendon lifted when he pulled.

      Bile rose in her throat. She would have thrown up if she had anything in her stomach. “Where are your fucking wings? I need your powerful essence. It will bring my Lord and Master to this realm.”

      Something sharp scratched over the bone. He moved from that wound and sliced through the flesh on the other side of her body. It pissed her off that the archdemon was right about what she’d experienced. This gave torture a new meaning.

      She wasn’t going to survive what he was doing to her. For more years than she could admit, she’d kept her distance from everyone and everything. Her friends were mere acquaintances. Ultimately, she had no one.

      Except Dante! Why had she pushed him away and denied their mating? She could have had someone to love and cherish her. Instead, she was going to be tortured without every experiencing true love.

      Closing her eyes, tears streamed down her cheeks. Part of her anguish was from the pain while the other was from what she was going to miss out on. Don’t give up, little evergreen. Fight for me.

      Okay, now she was losing her shit, hearing Dante’s voice. Opening herself up, she embraced the bond she felt with Dante the day she woke up on his couch. Her chest heated and some of her agony lifted. He loved her. That’s what he’d proven to her time and again during their short time together.

      Where she once believed his forced mating was a burden, she now envied it. He fell in love instantly, before his mind could conjure excuses and put up roadblocks between them. It was so simple for him. Nothing else mattered but her. Her chest swelled and a warm embrace surrounded her.

      Her eyes fluttered closed and she sighed. The blade lifted from her back for a second before the demon snarled and his hand grabbed hold of muscles and tendons. Forcing her mind back to Dante, she allowed herself to choose him. He was the future she wanted if she lived through this.

      Something clicked. It was accompanied by electricity and a burn that filled every cell in her body. It was better than she imagined morphine would be. It took her pain and reminded her of the energy when Dante’s mating mark appeared. She’d been shoving it away and denying him so long it took her several seconds to recognize what it was.

      That gave her hope. He was with her. She felt him try to take on her agony and save her any pain. Reaching out mentally, she tried to connect to Dante through their fledgling bond.

      She wanted to survive this and make a life with him. Before meeting Dante she would have died without anything. She’d been utterly alone in this world. Now, she knew there was someone out there that loved her. And it was everything as his essence sunk into her.

      Snarls brought her out of her head along with piercing pain. It took a few second for her to realize the demon was stabbing her open wing slits. She bucked her back but didn’t dislodge the Daeva.

      “There has to be some sign of your angelic essence. I can’t do this without that.” The Daeva sounded crazed now. And, if she wasn’t mistaken was stabbing wildly. He hit something in her spine and all of her agony disappeared.

      She sighed in relief. Sounds were now muffled, but she could smell the acrid scent of brimstone. The demon must have opened a portal. Her heart slowed its frantic beating despite her fear she was being carried to the Underworld. If he got her there, she would be bound to it forever.

      No! I’m bound to Dante. No one and nothing else! She wished she could go back and tell him how much she loved him. Do things differently. She’d been so freaking stupid.

      Love wasn’t a curse to be avoided at all costs. It gives meaning to your days. There is nothing more terrifying or fulfilling than complete love. It’s worth the risk, she realized just then. With an open heart she reached for it with all of her being.

      For one blissful second she felt Dante and his love for her. Before she was ready to lose him, her mind went blank along with everything else. Smells disappeared right before she knew nothing more. In the end all she regretted were the chances she didn’t take.
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      What the fuck am I doing here? Hayden growled low as he stood on the small street several hundred yards away from Davison Army Airfield. Humans wouldn’t have been able to see the men and women milling about or the vehicles running patrols. Their vision wasn’t keen like Hayden’s.

      He’d tossed a coin between coming here and Fort Belvior North. There had to be someone in charge in one of these buildings that had a brain in their skulls. Hayden was sick and fucking tired of debating this issue and was done talking about it. He’d make sure to protect his kind while also forcing the human’s hands.

      It wasn’t that Zander didn’t have a point. He did. They all did, but Hayden couldn’t turn and walk away. The mere idea of not taking action made his wolf come out. Fur sprouted along his arms and his nose jutted out and was replaced by a snout.

      It was almost as if he was compelled to be there at that moment which confirmed for him that he was following the Goddess’s edicts. None of the others would understand if he tried to explain it to them. Just like he wasn’t truly able to comprehend what it was like when you found your Fated Mate.

      It was one thing to hear about an experience and try to extrapolate what it was like from another’s words, and another when you actually went through something and have a soul deep understanding of it.

      Hayden calmed his beast and turned away to return to his rental car. Once behind the wheel, he contemplated where he was going from there. Lunch, he decided. Food was important before he tried to tackle actually entering the base. It wasn’t as simple as walking through the check point.

      This place had more security than Zeum. Of course, Zeum was surrounded by the best protections available anywhere. Spells. There was nothing better or more effective. No witch or wizard alive could break an enchantment cast by the Rowan sisters. Unlike humans whose minds could be manipulated and electronic systems that could be overridden.

      Hayden drove away from the airstrip and decided to head to Fairfax and the North building. His chances would be better there of finding someone to talk to. Punching the voice commands on his phone, he sent a text to Evzen asking how the transfer of the sorcerer went.

      Sterling was a wily motherfucker whose luck had better run out soon. It was one more danger the world could do without. He was careful with his minions, never giving them any information that would lead to his whereabouts.

      Hayden made a mental note to ask Illianna to have a chat with her brothers about ways they could find out how he was getting angel blood. When he was close to the base, Hayden pulled off the highway and entered town.

      There was a café that looked promising from the outside. He hoped they had authentic southern cooking. There was nothing like good fried okra and collard greens. Of course, he preferred spicy Puerto Rican food, especially arroz con grandules, but this was a close second.

      Hayden parked and entered the small restaurant, taking in his surroundings. There wasn’t much around. They were in a suburban area, only this part of the country had far more trucks than SUVs or minivans.

      The farmhouse décor wasn’t Hayden, but he preferred it to the glass and metal of modern design. Hayden was more of a mix. He preferred leather to fabric on his furniture and wood accents to anything else. His stone fireplace was his favorite aspect of his home. He’d built it himself from rocks he collected from a nearby river.

      A woman at the podium gave him a bright smile. “Are you meeting someone? Or dining alone?” Hayden recognized the look she gave him. She hoped he was alone and if she could get away with it would offer to have lunch with him.

      Hayden stuffed his hands in his pockets. “The counter is fine. I’m not meeting anyone.” There were several already in that section, as well as a dozen seated at tables.

      The hostess bobbed her head and gestured to the bar height stools. “Go ahead and seat yourself then. Marcia will be right with you. And if there’s anything I can do for you just give me a holler.”

      “Will do. Thanks.” He was about to sit at the end of the long counter when a scent caught his attention. He followed his nose to a woman that just arrived. She was watching him while she spoke to the hostess.

      The scent was hibiscus and intensified as the female passed him. He tilted his head to the side. The two guys in the seats closest to him were watching him as he stood there like an idiot. He couldn’t help it. He was transfixed by the woman as she took a seat halfway down the bar. Shifting gears, he headed for the empty chair next to her.

      Taking a seat, he inhaled a lungful of the intoxicating floral scent. He didn’t have time to think about what kind of perfume she was wearing before she turned to face him. She was stunning. Her skin was bronzed, and her black hair was almost to the middle of her back and in loose curls. Her full lips tipped up at the corners and she flashed him straight, white teeth.

      “Are you stalking me?” He was mesmerized by the raspy quality of her voice. It was a bit rough and sexy as hell.

      Hayden realized he’d been staring silently for too long and forced the corners of his mouth to lift. He hoped it looked more natural than it felt. “Not at all. I’m visiting some friends here while I try to find an officer to collaborate…uh, yeah I am.” He’d never before spewed his life story and it took him several second to realize what he was doing and clamp his mouth shut.

      She laughed. It was a husky sound that did things to his body. “Well, welcome to Fairfax. We’re mostly military folk around here on account of the nearby base, but you won’t find many better. And, you picked the right place to have lunch.”

      “Millie here is right,” The waitress, Marcia said as she stopped in front of them. “What’ll it be? We have fried green tomatoes today. Those aren’t on the menu. We never know when we will get the right fruit for it.”

      “I’ll have my usual Marcia, with a sweet tea.”

      Hayden wondered what Millie’s usual was while he looked over the simple menu. “I’ll have some shrimp and grits and a coke, please.” After the waitress walked away, he turned to Millie. “I’m Hayden, nice to meet you, Millie.”

      “You as well, Hayden. So, are you in town for business then?” Millie was watching him almost as closely as he was her.

      “Kinda. I hate focusing only on work, but I’m no good at balancing it with fun. My responsibilities are too demanding.” Hayden thanked Marcia when she delivered their drinks.

      Millie chuckled at that. “I understand that. I’m always working myself. My mother insists it’s why I’m still single.”

      “You’re young. There’s time to find someone.” Hayden wanted to tell Millie she’d found exactly who she’d been looking for but didn’t. She was human and they weren’t in a bar at the moment. It would be odd to pick her up in a diner.

      “That’s exactly what I tell her, only she insists there’s more to life than my career.” Millie scrunched up her nose and pursed her lips. Her features hint of a Hispanic descent. He wondered if she could cook arroz con grandules. It was an odd thing to think about. As if he’d be seeing her again.

      “Here’s your lunch. Let me know if I can get either of you anything else,” Marcia said as she placed the bowl in front of him.

      The dish looked delicious. “Thanks, Marcia.” He grabbed the pepper and added some to his food while he addressed Millie. “What do you do? You mentioned military.” Perhaps this gorgeous female would be his ticket inside the base.

      Millie swallowed the bite she’d been chewing and started coughing. Her face turned red as she turned away. “Sorry,” she gasped. “I, uh, am in research and recruitment. I’m not a soldier.”

      Hayden hummed low after he took his first taste of his meal. His mouth watered and his taste buds exploded. “So, are you like a scientist? I have a couple friends that are doctors and can’t imagine spending so much time in classrooms and reading books.”

      Millie sat forward and waved her hands through the air. “There’s so much to be learned in a lab. As for books, I’ve spent most of my life between the pages and can’t imagine what it would be like not to read, whether it’s for pleasure or work. So, what are these responsibilities that tie up so much of your time?”

      Hayden ate a couple bites while he considered how to respond. “Most days I feel like a babysitter. In reality I run several, uh divisions. I keep everyone in line and make sure nothing goes awry.”

      Millie set her glass down and taped her fingers on the counter. “So, you’re in charge. What company do you work for?”

      “I’m in charge, yes. I own my own company, Jesaray International. We’re in animal preservation.”

      Millie’s mouth dropped open, but she snapped it closed just as fast. “Your aversion to labs and science makes sense.”

      Hayden laid a hand on her arm. Electricity sizzled between them. Millie yelped and he drew his hand back. “I have no problem with science or labs. I don’t condone animal testing and never will, but science has furthered everything in life from medicine to makeup. Besides, I find intelligent, driven women irresistible.”

      Millie’s eyes darkened for a second before she looked down and ate more of her shredded pork. She sighed heavily. “I’d better go then. I can’t afford another stalker. Half of the police force are already assigned to watch guys that are infatuated with me.”

      Hayden barked out a laugh. “Yep. There’s nothing like a sexy, intelligent woman. Before you leave, can you tell me anywhere I can take some friends tonight? We all need a change of pace and they have no idea what’s near here.”

      Millie grabbed her purse and got some cash from inside then placed it on the counter. “There’s a bar, the Fox Hole, over on Sixth Street downtown. Great music and drinks.”

      “It’s not country music is it?”

      Millie laughed and shook her head. “No, it’s not. That’s why I like it. It’s pop rock.”

      The corners of Hayden’s mouth lifted. “Perfect. I’ll be sure to visit.”

      Millie got to her feet but paused before leaving. “If you’re lucky you’ll see me later.”

      Hayden chuckled and watched the sway of Millie’s ass as she walked out the door. “Right now, I feel like the luckiest sonovabitch alive.”
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      “Are you sure this is wise?’ Jason asked as Hayden parked in the Fox Hole’s lot.

      “We all need a break every now and then. We’re here to have fun and let loose.” Hayden slapped his shoulder. “Relax. You might even find a female to fuck.”

      Jason chuckled then he climbed out of the car. “Don’t let any humans hear you say that. They get offended. As if it’s a mortal sin to say fuck when talking about sex. I mean they act as if they don’t fuck.”

      Hayden scanned the parking lot as they walked to the entrance. “Agreed. I will never understand humans. Their actions make no sense to me.”

      Jason said something back, but Hayden heard none of it. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Millie since he met her at lunch that morning. The woman was confident, intelligent and beautiful. Three qualities he loved.

      She suggested the location and he hoped she’d show up. The bar was wall to wall people when Hayden entered. His senses were overwhelmed for several minutes while he and Jason found a table.

      There were so many different types of cologne and perfume it was enough to make his gag reflex work overtime. That coupled with the alcohol, sweat and arousal of those around him and it was not the best soup du jour he’d ever smelled.

      “You want a beer?”

      Jason shook his head as he met the gaze of a blonde bombshell at the next table. “Whiskey sour.”

      Hayden smirked as he bobbed his head. “You got it.”

      He was forced to push his way through the crowd to the bar. A female stepped into his path and placed her hand on his chest. “Omega. Nice to see you here.”

      How the hell had he missed the fact that Lydia was there. “I needed to give Jason a break. It’s dangerous when alphas don’t take breaks. Is this a popular spot for pack?”

      Lydia’s hand ran in circles over his pec, inciting Hayden’s animals. “We come here on occasion. More often than not we head to Mint Julep. It’s easier on our animals to be in a realm club, but on occasion Jackson hosts a party and invites doms and subs in the realm.”

      Hayden hadn’t known the club owner allowed the activities in his basement playroom to spread to the upper floor. He wouldn’t mind being part of that. Hayden was dominant by nature, given his mantle of power, and he liked indulging more than he usually allowed.

      “Maybe I’ll head over there if things here don’t pan out.”

      When Lydia’s hand slipped from his body, he realized he’d fucked up. Lydia was a maternal. Shifters fell into three basic categories in their hierarchy. Maternals were those that cared for others in the pack while there was a group that lived for adrenaline and action. Those often became Lieutenants in his C.L.A.W. (Core of Lieutenants Against the Wrathful). The alphas were the last group and they kept order in the various packs.

      “Well, it was good to see you, Sire. Have a good evening.” Lydia hurried away before she was even finished speaking. He watched her meet up with a couple other pack females.

      Hayden leaned on the worn wood surface and placed an order for a rum and coke and whiskey sour with the bartender. The scent of hibiscus filtered to his nose. Before he could pinpoint its location, he was jerking around when a hand landed on his bicep. “Millie. I hoped I’d see you here tonight.”

      “I wasn’t going to come, but then I thought better. After all, I wasn’t sure you’d even be here, and I had a long damn day.”

      His drinks landed in front of him and he placed cash down before giving Millie his most seductive smile. He leaned in and brought the back of one hand to her face. “I’ll make it worth your while. Let me take this to my friend and I’ll be back.”

      Millie’s head waved back and forth, and her long black hair swayed with the movement. More of her sultry scent was released and replaced the acrid scents all around him. “You go share your drink with him then meet me on the dance floor.”

      Taking a chance, Hayden closed the distance between them and laid his lips to hers. Every cell in his body lit up. And his lips tingled as electricity traveled through him. His cock went hard, and his hands shot to her hips. His heart raced and he swore fireworks went off behind his closed eyes.

      He groaned when her hands landed on his chest. For a split second he noted the way this female’s touch made him burn and ache to sink inside her dripping pussy while Lydia’s incited his protective nature.

      His eyes snapped open when he felt a gentle shove. She was out of breath and her eyes were glassy. She licked her lips and her eyes fell to his mouth. “Go to your friend. Don’t make me wait long though. You wouldn’t want me to leave.”

      Hayden got lost in her gorgeous brown eyes for a second. “I’ll give him his drink then leave. Should we meet on the dance floor or at the door?”

      Her eyes darted around the club before landing on him. She swallowed and bit down on her bottom lip. “How about the door?”

      Hayden pressed his mouth to hers one more time, this time he made it fast. He was walking away and tipping his drink back to cool his arousal. He needed to keep his shit in check. Millie was human.

      “Looked like you made a friend,” Jason quipped as he took his drink.

      “I did. I’m stepping out for a few. Lydia and a few others are over there. Hang with them. I’ll be back soon.”

      Hayden left before Jason could respond. Sweat broke out over his forehead and his heart started thumping hard in his chest. He was breathless with everything. Wiping his forearm across his face, he wondered why Millie affected him this way.

      The cool, fresh air outside was a welcome relief. He saw Millie leaning against a car to the right of the entrance. She was wringing her hands and glancing behind the side of the building.

      Hayden took a deep breath as he approached her. His steps faltered and he caught himself on her car. He drank that drink awfully fast, but that couldn’t be making him unsteady. What the fuck is going on?  As Omega nothing should affect him this severely.

      “You okay?” Her voice was high pitched and hurried.

      Warning signals fired off in his mind, but he had a hard time figuring out why. “I’m fi…fine.” He should call Jason and ask him to come out here.

      Hayden turned when he heard the bar door open and saw Jason. Thank the Goddess he came out here. The world swam when he turned back to tell Millie he would see her later.

      Several things happened too fast for Hayden to track. Jason shouted a warning at the same time a black van stopped next to them and at least six guys jumped out. They all carried guns and were wearing military uniforms.

      Hayden swung a fist, but never connected with anyone. His body fell against the van. He tried to call his animals, but nothing happened. His heart was racing so fast now he wouldn’t be surprised if he went into heart failure.

      Countless hands landed on his body and he was thrown inside the van. Whoever these fuckers were, they could hurt Millie. He threw his fists out and jerked his body trying to get away and help her.

      He stopped cold when he heard her voice. “Subdue him and secure him to the seat. We don’t know what his kind are capable of.”

      Metal cuffs wound around his wrists at the same time a fist slammed into the side of his skull. He growled and flashed sharp canines at the humans pushing him down. The van peeled out and hit something. The vehicle swerved after a loud bang echoed through the space.

      Millie’s face entered his line of sight. Since the first time he saw her, he lost his breath and wanted to kiss her. This bitch had just kidnapped him and was taking him Goddess knew where and he still ached for her.

      “I’m sorry about this, but we need to understand what you are.” Millie’s expression was pained. She twisted to the side and returned with a needle in her hand.

      Hayden barely felt the sharp prick when she jabbed it into his arm. Warmth spread as she plunged the liquid into his veins. His vision immediately blurred, and his tongue felt thick. “I’ll make…you…pay,” he snarled right before he passed out.
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      “Fuck.” Dante’s curse fell from his lips at the same time his chest constricted as if a vice had closed around his heart, and he stumbled into Jett.

      Jett growled as he spun around and caught Dante awkwardly. The warrior took several steps to steady them while scanning the area for the threat. “What happened? You okay?”

      Dante panted and clung to him while his connection to Chloe strengthened and solidified. He couldn’t respond to Jett. He was consumed with his mate. She was in immense pain. She’d picked him. That was the only reason their bond would suddenly spring into being like this. His mind blanked and went in a million different directions at the same time.

      That meant she was in serious trouble. She didn’t think she had long to live. Her agony was unlike anything Dante could fathom. Rage boiled his blood, making him want to raze the entire planet and eliminate the demon cell by cell. Acting on instinct, Dante reached out and tried to take Chloe’s pain from her while searching for where she was. He had to get to her, and fast. They were almost out of time.

      “He’s killing her.” It was impossible for him to catch his breath as he took some of the pain into himself.

      Jett’s eyes went wide and he stared at Dante for several seconds before he pulled his phone from his pocket and called the others. “Dante has a bead on her location. Meet us on Fifty First street.” He wrapped an arm around his waist and nudged him to a nearby alley. “Can you walk?”

      Dante ran a hand over his face and sucked in a deep breath. A coughing fit shook him for several seconds. Everything hurt like hell. “I’m okay. I’m taking some of her torture hoping she will live through this. I can’t lose her now that I’ve found her. We have to get to her.”

      Dante was breathing hard and found it impossible to stand there and wait for backup. He needed to get across town and rescue her. Now!

      Jett leaned him against the dirty brick wall of the building a couple feet inside the alley and pinned him with a hard look. “I know I haven’t exactly been welcoming to your mate, but we will do everything to save her. The others will be here in no time and we will go to her, but I need you to get your shit together. You won’t be able to help her if you rush in there like this.”

      Dante braced himself on his knees as he listened to Jett and sent reassurance to Chloe at the same time. “You’re right.” He shoved the pain to the corner of his mind and continued taking from her. He heard pounding footsteps and knew the others were close. Standing up straight, he allowed the knowledge that Chloe accepted him and their bond to bolster him.

      “Let’s go.” Dante stepped out of the alley with steady feet and determination fueling him. Zander, Lucas, Izzy and the others turned the corner a second later and Dante headed to the nearest subway station.

      Zander ran his hand through his hair while watching his daughter. Dante understood how frightened he was for Izzy, but he also knew the Vampire King could never send her away. To do so would completely devastate the Princess. And he would never do that to her.

      Zander shook his head and turned to Dante. “Can you sense anything aboot her surroundings?”

      Dante closed his eyes and was greeted by a bright gold thread linking him to Chloe. Her torture and discomfort came through on the heels of her regret. She loved him and wished she’d handled things differently.

      None of that mattered. He was on his way to her. She just needed to hold on. Concentrating, Dante tried to get an idea of what was around her, but nothing came through.

      Opening his eyes, he shook his head. “All I get is that she’s in a lot of pain.”

      Zander sighed and pulled his phone out then pressed a contact. “Jace.” Dante’s ears were sensitive enough that he could hear Cailyn cooing to Liam, their son, on the other end. “We need you to portal to Jessup House. We’re on our way to rescue Dante’s mate. She’s been hurt. He’s taking some of her pain, but we doona know what condition she will be in when we find her.”

      Dante heard Jace’s response. “Right away sir. I’ll be there when you arrive. Gerrick and Rhys can come with me if you need.”

      Zander’s head bobbed as he paced the train car. “Bring them. We doona know what we will encounter. I’ll be in touch.”

      Dante missed the rest of their conversation as his body lit up. They were close. “We get off here,” he informed them as the Subway pulled into a station. Dante slipped through the doors before they fully opened.

      He ran up the stairs and followed as his gut to lead him down this street and across that one. A few minutes later, he paused outside a large apartment building. “She’s in the basement here.”

      Zander stopped next to him. “He’s in a populated section. We need to be careful. This could blow up on us in a big way.”

      Dante snarled and entered the lobby. The archdemon was trying to bury their ability to sense his presence by surrounding himself with countless humans. It was brilliant and would only work in a city like New York. Thank the Goddess for his bond to Chloe, or he would never have been able to find her here.

      Bypassing the elevator, Dante headed down a short hall and found stairs that lead to the basement. There was no hint of demonic magic, but he knew she was there. On sure feet, he continued until he was in a large area with cages that acted as storage areas for residents. She was nowhere to be seen.

      “Shit. There has to be another door.”

      Jett glanced back from the other end of the space. “Are you sure she’s here? I don’t sense anything demonic here.”

      Dante lifted one corner of his mouth and ignored the asshole as he searched for another door. In the far corner he found what he was looking for. As soon as he opened the panel, her hibiscus scent hit him in the face along with the coppery smell of her blood.

      He was running before he knew it, pounding down the stairs in front of him. Curses echoed behind him. Dante burst through another door at the bottom and his racing heart stopped ground to a halt.

      Chloe was on a table face down. There was so much blood everywhere. Her back was nothing but a series of open wounds, tangled tendons and exposed bones. She wasn’t moving.

      His feet carried him to her side. Movement out of the corner of his eye made him duck as a scavenger demon came at him. He didn’t slow, trusting his friends would take care of them. He had to reach Chloe.

      He lifted a shaking hand to her battered face. Her eyes were swollen shut and her face covered in cuts and bruises. “I’m here, evergreen. I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “Unngh.” Chloe’s body jerked and she made this awful keening sound.

      Dante ran gentle fingers over her scalp. “Don’t move. I’ve got you, love.” He removed his shirt and laid it over her back, wincing when she cried out. He couldn’t take her out of here like she was.

      Rolling her over carefully gutted him. He would be haunted by the sounds of her agony for the rest of his life. A scan told him there was no “safe” place to pick her up, so he put one arm under her neck and the other under the back of her knees. It took every ounce of his will to keep hold of her when her body started writhing and the screams started again.

      Dante cooed to her and bent to kiss her forehead. When her cries calmed, he took a breath and turned around. A sigh of relief left him when he realized he wouldn’t have to fight his way out. Zander and Izzy were at his side when he left the building. Zander took care of humans when they shouted about him carrying a dying woman in his arms.

      When he reached the street, he was shocked to be greeted by a van. Izzy sent him a smile and shrugged her shoulders. “I ordered it as soon as I saw her. We need to get her home.”

      Dante could kiss her. Instead, he climbed inside followed by Zander and Izzy. He met Jett’s gaze. “Keep searching for the archdemon. He was just there. I’d bet he’s inside one of these apartments. I will be back to help once I know Chloe is stable.”

      The warriors nodded their heads and Jett shut the door then banged his hand on the outside of the car. The driver pulled into traffic and sped down the road. Dante’s throat closed and his gut roiled.

      Chloe’s breathing was choppy and shallow. There was so much blood everywhere. He lifted his head to Zander. “You’ve got the driver? This is going to make a mess I can’t spend time wondering how we fix.”

      Zander squeezed his shoulder. “You doona need to worry aboot that. Concentrate on your mate.”

      It seemed like it took forever to reach Jessup House. Izzy had the door open and Dante was rushing up the stone steps nearly the second the van stopped. Zander was there opening the front door.

      Jace met him in the entryway with Cailyn and Liam. The little boy was a clone of his father as he clung to his mom’s hand. Dante turned pleading eyes to Jace. “I need you to heal her.”

      Jace gestured to the parlor on the left where Dante had first taken Chloe after he rescued her from the subway tunnels. “Put her down there.”

      Dante reached the sofa in three strides and set her down on the blanket that was laid across the leather. He fell to his knees and held one of her hands. His heart felt like a vice had closed around it and their bond flickered in his chest.

      He couldn’t lose her now. Not when he just found her. Dante was on the balls of his feet when warmth radiated from Jace’s hands. Chloe was pale, bruised and barely breathing. Within seconds some color returned to her face and her facial features relaxed their grimace.

      “She’s going to be fine,” Jace assured him. “Tell me you got the fucker that did this to her.”

      Zander stood behind the sofa table with his arms crossed over his face. He relied to Jace before Dante could think about anything except the fact that his mate was going to live. “No’ yet. Arsehole was gone before we got there.”

      Jace’s mouth pursed and his eyes turned black with his anger. “Then get out there and kill him before he finds other supes to torment. I’ve got Chloe.”

      Dante pressed his lips to Chloe’s gently then got to his feet. “I’ll go because she will feel safer knowing he’s dead. I expect you to call me the second she wakes up.”

      Jace nodded and continued working while Dante marched toward the door. He was on the street with his phone in hand when fabric hit his face and bounced off. Glancing up, he narrowed his eyes at Izzy.

      “What was that for?” To his surprise the Princess merely stared at him with one eyebrow raised. She was her parent‘s daughter alright. Not many could hold their own in the face of the anger that was flowing from every pore.

      She pointed at his chest. “You’re covered in blood. Humans will react and I’d rather not spend time erasing memories when we have an archdemon to confront.”

      Dante sighed and tugged his shirt over his head then tossed it on the stoop of Jessup House. By the time he had the new one on, Zander and Izzy were halfway down the street.

      The second he caught up to them they took off running. It didn’t take long for him to follow suit. His phone buzzed in his pocket and he retrieved it as they went. “They’ve got the demon in the basement.”

      “I see that. This arsehole will pay for harming one of ours.” Dante’s chest warmed at the fact that Zander had already welcomed Chloe and was ready to seek vengeance on her behalf.

      That’s what you did for Fated Mates. Even when they weren’t your own. Dante had been involved countless times in missions to protect the other’s mates. After the Tehrex Realm suffered through the mating curse for seven centuries, they knew how precious the gift of one was.

      They were back at the building and descending the stairs ten minutes later. Dante’s blood danced in his veins at the same time his vision almost zeroed in on the Daeva demon bound to the table.

      One corner of the demon’s mouth lifted in a sort of smile. “What’s this? More have arrived for the party?”

      Dante chuckled. It was a dark sound full of menace more than it was a laugh. “I’m here to make sure you cease to exist for laying a hand on my mate. You fucked with the wrong angel.”

      With that promise, Dante yanked two of the four blades piercing the demon’s body. They were keeping him from teleporting away. His hands slashed out and sliced through the handsome features then moved lower and cut his chest.

      The image of Chloe lying on this very table bleeding out flashed in his mind and he yelled as he cut and punched with the knives clutched in his fists. He was consumed by the need to eliminate this piece of shit. Blood, flesh and organs flew around his head.

      Arms banded around his middle, stopping his next strikes. “Enough. We canna send him back to the Underworld. He is an archdemon, so Izzy can make sure he ceases to exist.”

      Dante’s chest was heaving as he stared down at the mess he’d made. The demon was in pieces. Gasping for breath with his black heart exposed. There was nothing recognizable about the being in front of him.

      He bobbed his head up and down. And took a step back. The warriors surrounded him along with Zander and Izzy. “I should have asked why he targeted Chloe. Damn, I fucked this up.”

      Zander lifted one eyebrow. “But do you feel better? Because I verra much doubt this vile thing would have told us anything close to the truth.”

      Some of the tension riding Dante lifted. “You’re right. And ultimately, it doesn’t matter if he was trying to free Lucifer and get his jollies. There will always be creatures like him crossing to our realm to do one or both of those things.”

      Zander nodded and turned to his daughter. “Are you ready to do your thing?”

      “Yes.” The word came out a snarl as the young Princess turned eyes filled with hatred on the demon. It was easy to forget Izzy had yet hit her transition and come into her full powers. If the princess hadn’t moved to Khoth she would barely be six years old. Time there runs differently than in the Tehrex Realm, so she was now nineteen years old.

      Izzy approached the archdemon and laid her hand on the strip of flesh that was the least bloody. Nothing happened. She closed her eyes, but still nothing. Her face scrunched up and Zander approached her side.

      A few seconds later, Izzy turned around and started screaming and throwing shit. Zander lost his shit and started pummeling the bloody mess of a demon. Izzy stopped screaming and stepped in front of her dad then shoved him away.

      Dante noticed anger, fear and doubt cross her features. Rage settled and stayed there as she once again placed her hand on the demon. Whatever she did worked because the demon turned to stone then ash within seconds.

      Without a backwards glance, Dante left the basement and headed back to Jessup House. He needed to tell Chloe she was safe. And that he loved her and wanted to complete their mating with a ceremony. He could hardly believe how far he’d come in the past few days. Life was no longer an endless eternity of meaningless sex. He had his other half. Someone to love and cherish and have at his side through everything.

      It didn’t get much better than this.
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      Butterflies took flight in Chloe’s stomach. Somehow Dante pulled off a miracle and her parents and siblings were here for her mating. She had no idea how he managed that. Surely there was no way Abraxos, Araton and Ayil had done him a favor and convinced her family to come down for the ceremony. Right?

      Chloe had forced herself not to think about them for too many centuries to count. Now, her mom stood there with tears rolling down her cheeks. Tris finished pinning Chloe’s hair up and dabbed under her eyes where her makeup had smeared.

      Her mom wiped her eyes and smiled at her. “You look gorgeous, sweetie. You’ve made a good life for yourself. I’m sorry it’s been so long since we’ve been in contact. I looked at first…”

      Chloe held up her hand, cutting off the explanation. “Not today. It’s my mating ceremony and I don’t want to think about mistakes I made. For the first time, I have no doubt I am where I am meant to be. And, I’m happy. I hope I will see you again and we can catch up. I have a lot to apologize for, but I don’t want today tainted by my past.”

      Her mother sniffed and wrapped her in a hug so tight, it healed some of the broken pieces inside Chloe. “I’m sorry. You’re right. And yes, we will be around. Now that we’ve found you, we won’t lose you again. For the record there were a lot of mistakes made back then. There are countless choices I would change if I could.”

      Chloe’s throat tightened as her mom let her go. “Stop, mom. That’s in the past.”

      Her mom cupped her cheek briefly. “Now, let’s get you mated. Your dad and brothers are waiting for you. And, so is your cambion.”

      Never before would Chloe have guessed her parents would accept a cambion as a mate for her. Then again, Dante had been part of the group that entered Hell and saved Illianna, one of her mother’s friends. Everyone in Heaven had given up hope of ever finding Illianna after she’d been missing for over a century. It was three cambions that risked everything and rescued her.

      Chloe’s dad beamed at her when Tris opened the door. “Oh my. Look at you. I’ve missed you. I was going to ask if you’re happy, but I can see how much Dante means to you.” Before she could say anything, Chloe was wrapped in his arms then each of her brothers followed suit.

      Chloe wiped her eyes and smiled at her dad. “I’ve never been happier. Dante is my everything. He’s the best thing to ever happen to me and I love him.”

      With that, she ran her hand down the side of her white gown. She went with a poufy, satin wedding gown she’d seen on a magazine cover. She’d lived in the human world as much as she did the supernatural one and it represented everything she found with Dante. Love, acceptance, promise and devotion.

      The last few weeks were a blur of staying in bed with Dante, meeting more Dark Warriors and moving to Seattle with him. Relocating had been a tough choice. The entire experience with the archdemon and finding Dante brought her so much closer to Tris, and she found it painful to leave the first person that had become her friend in thousands of years. Apparently, Tris felt the same and ended up moving to Seattle, as well. While Dante would travel around a lot, he would be there most of the time.

      It was awkward to be walking through Zeum with her family and Tris. She’d only been there for visits occasionally, but this was where Dante wanted to have the ceremony. It was a second home to him. These people were his family and would eventually become hers. After living a lonely life, she welcomed all the changes.

      Elsie, the Vampire Queen met them at the base of the massive double staircase. “That dress looks stunning on you. Dante is waiting for you on the patio. I’ll meet you out there.”

      Chloe beamed at Elsie. The female had gone with her and Tris to pick it out and endured the long process of trying on countless gowns until she settled on this strapless number. The bodice was covered in intricate beadwork and was fitted to her body while the skirt flared from her hips in layers of shiny silk.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      “My pleasure. Welcome to the family, officially.” Elsie embraced her briefly then headed through the kitchen doors.

      Chloe was right behind her followed by her family and Tris. Her breath caught when she saw everyone dressed to the nines, waiting for her. It wasn’t the fact that the supernaturals were beaming that shocked her. The angels that filled the space were the most shocking. She hadn’t expected anyone there for her aside from Dante and Tris.

      As she looked from Illianna to her brothers, she noted the thousands of twinkling lights strung throughout the space. And the flowers. There were so many hydrangeas, ranunculus, and roses. The effort everyone went to for his mating ceremony touched her beyond words.

      A gasp left her, and her heart picked up its pace at the same time her mouth went dry. Dante was standing in the center of it all smiling from ear to ear. And he looked gorgeous in a black tux. Good enough to eat. But, most of all he looked healthy and happy for the first time since she’d known him.

      She hadn’t realized before how close to having his inner demon take over he’d been. The dark circles under his eyes and the sunken cheeks had disappeared. His skin glowed and his eyes were bright. And that hair of his? It was thick and luxurious, and she was jealous. No male should have hair like that. But he was hers.

      Her heart swelled in her chest and her eyes swam when warmth engulfed every cell in her body. The smile that spread over her face was the first real one she’d had in her life. Her steps quickened and she was by his side, grabbing his hands before her parents had taken three steps.

      Dante leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. Like he had the first time he’d kissed her, her body became a live wire at the same time fireworks exploded and it seemed as if the Heavens were singing. In a flash, she was turned on and aching to be alone with Dante. Unfettered joy washed through her as she pulled back and saw everything, she was experiencing reflected back at her.

      Zander approached them followed by several angels. This wasn’t the first time a cambion and angel had mated, and it seemed they already knew how to proceed. She hadn’t given it much thought because she assumed this would be the mating ceremony all beings in the Tehrex Realm got.

      “Friends, and family, please form a circle around the couple.” Zander gestured the group forward. Chloe saw Izzy standing with Elsie and her brother, Cian. The little toddler looked exactly like his mother with brown hair and clear blue eyes, but his expression was as serious as his father. His tiny eyebrow even lifted to his hairline as he watched everyone move into place.

      The rustling of wings distracted her from the royal family. Her jaw hit her chest and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. Raphael and Michael had just joined the event. What were the archangels doing here? Were they there to stop the proceedings?

      Dante gripped her hand in his. “Are you here to stop this?” His words echoed the fear consuming her attention.

      Michael shifted his gaze from her to Dante. “No. We came to support Chloe.”

      “And offer her wings back. You can have your position back. If you want it,” Raphael added.

      Ramiel chuckled and clapped the archangel on the back. “You really do have a thing for mating ceremonies. Don’t you, Raphael?”

      Raphael shook his head as he smiled. “I told you, uniting a couple in love is one of the greatest blessings in life.”

      Chloe’s mind spun in a thousand different directions while the angels bantered. Dante cleared his throat and addressed Raphael. “Can we discuss this after the ceremony? This is something my mate should think through and right now I want her focused on nothing but us.”

      The corners of Raphael’s mouth twitched, and he inclined his head. Her father and brothers were joined by Raphael and Michael. Together, they formed the five points of a star with her and Dante in the center. The Angels spread their wings, so their tips touched, enclosing them in a colored cocoon of red, black, and white.

      The second the multicolored wings joined, Chloe felt energy flow through her and watched as a veil snapped into place just outside the open patio. Dante lifted their joined hands to his mouth and kissed the back of hers as the energy built around them. Each of the Angels surrounding them held out a hand and called a weapon of Light to their palm. Chloe’s heart was full at the same time she ached from the loss of her wings so long ago.

      Raphael extended his weapon above their heads and each Angel touched their Light to his. A flash of white light blasted throughout the sky, bringing tears to her eyes.

      Holding Dante’s gaze, Chloe bared her feelings for all to see. “Fate brought you to me when I thought I’d lost it all. From day one you captured my heart. It took nearly dying to make me realize I love you and wanted to make you mine. Now that I have, you have me, heart and soul. I hid from my mistakes for so long I forgot what it meant to truly live. You walked in and jolted me back to life. I want to say I’ve learned my lesson, but I wouldn’t change a thing if it meant not finding you. I love you, Dante. You are my choice.”

      Dante wrapped his arms around her and kissed the life out of her. Her mind swam with desire for him while her heart raced in time with his. Her body liquified and she was a second from collapsing in a puddle.

      Zander cleared his throat. Dante pulled away from her and they watched as the Vampire King lifted his hands. “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.”

      Bhric parted from his mate who was cradling a very pregnant belly. His twin sister, Breslin joined him. They’d been introduced to her as the Fire and Ice twins. With a flourish, fire shot forth from Breslin’s outstretched palm.  It streaked to the ceiling with the angels’ power. Chloe cringed wondering if the massive house was going to catch fire, ruining her mating ceremony.

      Before her breathing reached hysterical levels, the flames arched over their group and down the side to flow around the outskirts of the circle then outside. The fire rose from the earth in the clearing to join the star-filled sky above. Bhric smirked at his sister before he raised his hands and water shot straight up through the center of their group, sizzling as it touched the Light weapons before zipping outside and fell in a sheer waterfall, extinguishing the fire.

      Zander thanked his siblings before they moved back to their places in the circle.  “We call to the Goddess Morrigan and invoke her to bless this mating.” The Vampire King held out his hand and Dante handed him their mating stone. Dante had explained to her that the seemingly normal piece of granite would act as a symbol of their bond and unite them.

      “Dante, Chloe your hands.” Zander took Chloe’s right hand and placed her palm over Dante’s where he clutched their stone. She drew in a breath as electrical pulses crawled up her arm when they touched. “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.

      The magic emanating from their stone enveloped her and Dante. Emotion was shining in her mate’s stunning blue eyes. A sparkle was there that she’d seen each time he looked at her. It was proof of his love for her.

      Zander removed his hand, leaving theirs clasped together around the stone.  Dante lifted Chloe’s free hand and placed it on his pec, over his heart, before placing his over her heart. The rapid thumping beneath her palm matched the rhythm pounding in her chest.

      “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 throughout the room.

      Chloe felt a tugging in her torso followed by heat that built between their hands in their mating stone. She gasped as she felt part of her flow into the rock. Dante’s expression shifted to one of peace a second before a rainbow of light flashed between their fingers, making her skin tingle with the magic. Instantly, the bond with Dante exploded through every cell of her body, bringing that piece of her back and consuming her as it raced through. She wasn’t the same angel when all was said and done.

      Their connection became a thick, gold ribbon that wrapped around her heart and ran to his, entwining them. When Dante gasped and his eyes went wide, she wondered what was going on. His lids lowered and she swore he was growling. It was a low rumbling that vibrated her entire body.

      It set off a chain reaction of need that coursed through her. She wanted to strip the tux from his muscular body and take him right there on the patio. It was her desire to celebrate with her family that stopped her from dragging him away.

      She lifted a few fingers and stared at the biggest aquamarine stone she’d ever seen. It matched her cambion’s eyes perfectly. Before she could think more about the magic that transformed the granite to something that she would cherish the rest of her life, her ears rang, and she was engulfed in Light energy.

      “I’ve had my eye on you a long time, Chloe.” Who was speaking into her mind? Her heart raced and she couldn’t catch her breath. She would worry, but there was nothing malevolent about the essence surrounding her.

      “To answer your question, it’s the Goddess Morrigan. I wanted to thank you for opening your heart to one of my favorite sons. Dante has more than earned happiness. As have you. I will leave you to celebrate this occasion with one final blessing. Your mating stone will protect your Weapon of Light always. No one will ever take it from you again.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. She never imagined being given such blessings. “Thank you for creating him for me. The stone is icing on the cake.” She knew the Goddess heard the thoughts she sent her way because warm arms embraced her then disappeared.

      Emotion swelled in her chest. She had to take a few deep breaths. She wasn’t a sensitive person and had no idea how to deal with everything flowing through her at the moment. One smile from her mate and that all melted. She was ready to celebrate. But, before the festivities began, she had one thing to deal with.

      “Raphael, Michael,” Chloe called out.

      The leader of the archangels and the leader of the Warrior Angels stopped. “Yes.” They spoke in unison then paused to allow her to share her thoughts.

      Chloe couldn’t suppress her smile as she held her mate’s hand. “I wanted to talk to you about your offer.”

      “You want your wings back.” Raphael made the comment, assuming he knew what she wanted.

      She shook her head from side to side. “Not exactly.”

      Michael lifted one eyebrow in question. “Then what is it you need?”

      Tugging her hands from Dante’s, she twisted both of hers together. “I don’t belong in Heaven anymore. I made the wrong choice centuries ago. I know that and accept it, but I am hoping to have my sword of Light back. It will make killing demons so much easier.”

      Michael and Raphael shared a look before turning back to her. “Not many truly accept the consequences of their decisions. That you have speaks volumes about you. Then you add that you want to continue your mission of killing demons. I’m speechless,” Michael admitted.

      “But, I’m not. You cannot wield a sword of Light without having Heaven’s blessing which means you getting your wings back.” Raphael pulled her into a hug. She was about to push him away when his large palms rubbed her back. Her scars stretched painfully as the muscles and tendons twisted and grew. The pressure was unbearable as wings formed then extended through the slits. Her breath left her body as the additional weight pulled her shoulders.

      “Holy shit,” she breathed unsure what just happened. Her family and friends started cheering and before she knew it drinks were passed around.
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        * * *

      

      Dante had never been happier or felt better in his life. His heart now beat for Chloe. He’d heard stories about what it was like when you mated, but words couldn’t accurately describe the depth of the love and need that sparked to life the instant that connection formed. And from the moment that gold ribbon bound them together, his inner demon seemed to be completely tamed.

      No one mentioned that to him. This was something all cambions needed to know. To live without the threat of their inner beast taking over and making them do unspeakable things to others was a gift he could never repay her. And, would create a mess when cambions searched high and low for their other half. Better they didn’t know the effect mating had on the dark side.

      Dante kissed the back of her neck and unzipped the sexy wedding dress. It fell to the ground leaving his angel in a strapless bra and barely-there silk panties. The bra fell to the floor a second later. It seemed the reappearance of her wings sliced through the material.

      They were in the master bedroom of his house. Before he left for Zeum, he’d set a romantic scene for them, complete with candles, chocolate and wine. Dante picked Chloe up and walked her to the bed. He leaned over her still stunned when he looked down and saw massive red wings resting beneath her body.

      He ate her up with his gaze. “It took every ounce of self-control to keep from ravaging you. That dress shows just enough cleavage to turn me into a mindless sex crazed demon.”

      The way her eyes sparkled at that moment entranced him as much as her body. His highest priority now was to make sure she always smiled. “Don’t blame your other half for wanting me. I know I’m irresistible. And even sexier now that I have my wings back.”

      He bobbed his head up and down. “I can’t wait to see you riding me with your wings extended.”

      She glanced around the room. “We’re going to need to renovate this room.” The laughter and joy in her tone made his heart soar. He might not have been the one to give her wings back, but he’d asked Abraxos to tell her parents and the archangels. His goals had been to invite her family back into her life and show the archangels respect by informing them.

      The last thing he wanted was for them to try and force her to Hell if they discovered her. He’d lost sleep over his decision to reach out, until her parents informed him they’d be there.

      Chloe moaned and shifted her legs. She lifted her hands and ran them up his sides then lifted her lips. His mouth lowered to meet hers as if they were made of steel and hers magnetic. The energy between them fed the fervor of their need.

      Dante’s lips burned and a groan left him when she licked the seam of his mouth. Taking one of his favorite moves, she took the opportunity to slide her tongue inside his mouth. The way their tongues danced in an erotic rhythm made his cock hard as stone.

      His mouth devoured hers, and his hand went between her wings on her back. She started writhing on the mattress. Every movement she made pushed her breasts against his chest. Her hard nipples teased him through the cotton of his shirt. Gods, he needed to taste her hard nipples.

      Dante broke the kiss and rolled her over. He ran his hands over the flesh between her wings then teased the insertion where her wings left her body. This close he saw the downy feathers beneath the larger ones. Everything about them was miraculous and stunning. So fucking addicting. His fingers played with the sensitive skin until her hand dipped between her legs. She was moaning and writhing.

      “Oh God that feels good. How have I never experienced this before?” Her hips were moving faster now, so he grabbed her hand and pulled it out of her panties.

      “You ready for more, evergreen?”

      “God, yes. I need you, Dante. I hurt,” Chloe panted and arched her ass. He couldn’t help but plant a kiss on each cheek before he bit one them along the edge of the waistband. Using his mouth, he removed them from her body and tossed them aside.

      He quickly unbuttoned his shirt. By the time he pulled the sides apart Chloe had turned on her back again and bit her lower lips while she watched him shed the rest of his clothes. Her hibiscus scent intensified, filling the air. Kneeling on the bed, his fingers dipped between her legs and slid through her arousal.

      “Pain is enduring hours of small talk with your mate’s parents while your dick is hard and aching to sink into their daughter.”

      She spread her legs, putting her wet slit on display. That was all it took to make him lose all semblance of going slow and savoring every moment with her. “I can think of several things that will make it all better.”

      Dante was transfixed as he ran his finger up one leg until he reached her core. Her heat scalded his flesh. Rubbing her clit, he lowered his mouth to her breast and took her nipple in his mouth.

      “I have a few ideas of my own,” he said around a mouthful.

      “Mmmm. I can’t wait,” she encouraged. There was no hesitation as her hips lifted and moved. He loved how she rode his hand, taking what she needed. There was nothing more attractive than a female taking her pleasure. A groan rumbled out of him when her arousal flooded his hand and her core clenched around his finger. She was close to the edge.

      Sucking her other nipple into his mouth, he pumped his fingers in and out of her as he pressed the heel of his hand against her clit. Her chest arched off the bed right before she cried out his name. Her climax exploded from her in a rush.

      “I need more,” she panted.

      “I’ll always need more.” Dante grunted when Chloe’s grip wrapped around his cock.

      Glancing down at her, he saw her licking her lips. Goddess, he was tempted to fuck that mouth of hers before sinking into her pussy. Another time, he promised himself. His dick jerked in her grip despite the fact her fingers didn’t meet when she wrapped them around the base.

      His breath caught in his throat at the heat in her eyes. Liquid pooled between her legs, evidence to how aroused she was. Nudging her legs apart, he pushed her hand away and positioned his cock at her core. Before slamming into her, he slid it through her folds, coating his length in her arousal to ensure she wouldn’t feel any pain. The contact sent them both moving into each other which increased the pressure between their bodies.

      “I love you, evergreen.”

      “I love you, too.” Chloe writhed, pushing him closer to her entrance with every shift.

      Dante pressed his lips to hers as he thrust balls deep into her core in one stroke. He nearly lost his seed when the head of his shaft pounded her cervix. The way she shouted fueled his movements.

      And that was all the permission he needed to give himself over to the urgency of their combined need. He pulled out and thrust back in, settling into a fast rhythm. No doubt about it. He was addicted to this female. Sweat broke across her skin as their bodies moved together.

      Wanting her to experience more wing pleasure, he withdrew and flipped her over. Her eyes were glazed over and her body arched toward him. Before she protested the separation, he was back inside and thrusting into her welcoming body. He stroked the flesh along her wings. Her reaction was a thing of beauty as she bucked uncontrollably. Dante tilted his hips which changed the angle he entered her at. The head of his shaft pressed deliciously against her G spot while he continued to tease her wing slits and pound into her. He quickened his pace, chasing after what they both desperately needed.

      Her body tensed around his cock, sending delicious sensations roaring through his body. No experience compared to the pleasure he found in Chloe’s arms. It sated his beast like nothing else and left him in a dazed stupor.

      “I choose you to be my mate,” she panted as he surged in and out.

      For a second Dante wondered if she was reliving their ceremony. Not that he objected. But then it hit him. They needed to complete their bond. “And, I choose you to be my mate. You are my world.”

      He reached over and grabbed the ceremonial dagger from the bedside table and sliced a thin cut in his forearm before nicking her neck. He shoved his wrist against her mouth before she thought too much about the blood exchange. His mouth was on her neck licking the wound while she sucked his wound.

      A sense of completion filled him followed by a flare in energy in his mate brand. It was quickly followed by soothing cold. Next thing he knew her love filled his heart. He thrust in and out of her returning her love.

      A second later she shouted her release and yelled Dante’s name. When her core clamped around him, his spine tingled, and his balls drew up tight. Dante groaned above her seconds later when his orgasm blasted from him. His movements slowed and he bent to kiss the flesh between her wings at the same time his semen shot into her in hot streams.

      His entire body vibrated with the power of their vow to one another. This ritual sealed them together. Nothing would ever come between them again. They belonged to each other for eternity.

      Their bodies trembled as their releases continued and their connection solidified. He withdrew after her tremors abated. He rolled onto his back intending to allow her to rest, but Chloe straddled his still-erect shaft and sheathed it inside her body. She was as voracious as he was. And they fit each other perfectly.

      “Do you have any chocolate sauce? I’m famished.” Chloe purred as she licked her lips. Her hips never stopped moving up and down on his shaft.

      “Are you feeling naughty?”

      Chloe’s eyes blazed down at him and her expression took on a wicked glint. “Always.”

      Dante chuckled and picked up his mate to take their activities to the kitchen. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I will be thanking the Goddess for the rest of my life.”

      There were details they needed to work out, like if she needed to return to Heaven occasionally and if she was tied to their whims now, but he didn’t give a fuck about any of that. They could work through anything that arose. He would endure being flayed alive daily and wouldn’t care because he had her by his side.
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      Emmie released me and wiped a tear from her eye as she looked around the grounds. “I can see why you don’t want to leave here. This place is amazing, mom. Well, aside from the eerie cemetery and mausoleum. Knowing how much you love it will make being so far from you completely worth it.”

      I squeezed my oldest daughter’s hand and bobbed my head in agreement. I never imagined I would feel this way when I came to England to say goodbye to my grandmother. “For the first time since your father died, I feel like I’m home here at Pymm’s Pondside. The only downside is not being able to hop in a car and visit you and your brother and sister.”

      “We don’t mind coming to you, mom. You’ve done more than enough for us. It’s about time you have something just for you,” Skylar, my youngest daughter told me as she jumped into the conversation. She was leaning against the white picket fence that surrounded the massive garden my grandmother kept in pristine condition.

      Greyson turned from the pond at the front of the property I’d just inherited and rolled his eyes at his twin. Skylar was my sensitive one where Emmie was the responsible one of my three kids and Greyson was hotheaded. “Stop sucking up. Mom isn’t going to fly you out to England every time you’re home sick.”

      My head started throbbing with the familiar argument. Emmie had been away at college for two years, but the twins just started. And being my sensitive one, Skylar came home nearly every weekend. The three-hour drive didn’t faze her at all where Greyson almost always remained on campus. By remaining in England, I will be taking that choice from them all.

      I am a horrible mother because leaving my kids without their home base close by didn’t make me change my mind. Every fiber of my being screamed this was where I was meant to be. I’ve lived the past twenty-two years for someone else. Now was my time.

      I wrapped one arm around Greyson and the other around Skylar. “What have I always told you, Grey? It’s your job to take care of your sisters. They do enough for you. I expect you to make time for her as we all adjust to this new set up.”

      Greyson’s head dipped and he took a deep breath. “Sorry, mom. You’re right. I won’t get lost in myself.”

      “I won’t let you,” Emmie added. “I never thought I’d be happy to move back in with you nutjobs, but I’m actually excited.”

      Dust billowed into the air as the car I arranged to take them to the airport turned down my dirt drive. Emotion clogged my throat and my eyes burned with tears. I’d lost so much in my life, it felt like I was losing them now, too. “I’m going to miss you guys.”

      Skylar squeezed me tighter. “We will miss you, too, but this isn’t forever. You never know. We might decide to move back here after college.”

      I released the twins and embraced Emmie next. “Now, remember you guys are closing on your house before term begins. The agent will be contacting you, Emmie to set up the date and time, but all three of you need to be there.”

      The second I stepped foot onto the property I called a real estate agent in Salisbury and arranged to sell my house. I swear the Gods are on my side because it sold before the week was out. Emmie was all too happy to find a house for her to move into with the twins. In no time the three found exactly what they wanted. Using the money from the sale of my house, I put in an offer for the kids on the one close to their campus.

      “I’ve got it handled, mom. Don’t worry about us. We will be back next summer.”

      “If you need anything call me.” I hugged them each once more then sent them on their way.

      Turning around, I took in my new home. Pymm’s Pondside was the name for the white cottage. When I visited as a kid, I thought it was neat that they named their homes here. But to call it a cottage was misleading. The thing was nearly as big as my house in Salisbury, but it had charm coming out of the eaves.

      The brown roof reminded her of a thatch design. Every angle was rounded, creating a soft, inviting look to the five-bedroom home. The shutters on the windows matched the brown of the roof and the ivy growing up one side was idealic.

      To the left of the structure was the family cemetery. Yeah, it’s super creepy but also pretty neat. I mean, I had my own graveyard. I have always loved cemeteries, especially the old ones with mausoleums.

      In front of that the garden I had spent days wondering if I should remove. I’m starting a new life now. I have no desire to weed the damn thing. I was reluctant to actually pull the plants up. They’re a part of the place’s charm.

      I headed to the pond and smiled as I looked at the large watering hole. I’ve seen deer, rabbits and small bears drinking late at night or in the early morning. The entire property was surrounded by woods. The area was lush given the rainy weather in Northern England.

      Opening the small gate in the fence around the garden, I went in search of some basil to add to my tomato sandwich for lunch. There were so many herbs and plants and I knew what maybe a third of them were. Rosemary and mint were the most obvious. The rest I would learn in time if I don’t lose it all to weeds.

      I found what I was looking for in the far corner closest to the cemetery. My gaze shifted to the fresh grave. My vision blurred when I read my grandmother’s name. A pinging started up in my head. That was the only way I could describe it.

      There was something hitting the walls of my skull. Almost like a bee trapped under a cloche. I’ve never experienced it before in my life. The stress of the past month must be getting to me.

      I took a deep breath and thought about my grandma. Isidora Shakleton was unforgettable and an integral part of the town. Most of the residents of Cottlehill Wilds showed up for her service.

      The pinging was gone by the time I turned away and walked back to the house. The inside was just as cozy as it appeared on the outside. The back door went right into the kitchen where I dumped the basil before I headed through the small living room and up the stairs to my bedroom.

      The patchwork quilt my grandmother made was still on her bed. I was having my clothes and a few of my favorite mementoes shipped to me. The rest was going to the kids.

      I really do need a new comforter. And sheets. I made plans to head into the city so I could pick up a nice Down quilt and maybe a new mattress. I swear there were more lumps in the thing than there were on my butt and thighs. And that was saying something.

      Being my age, it was shocking if you didn’t carry an extra fifteen or twenty pounds. I know I certainly had the extra cushion. Along with aches and pains, I thought as I bent to pick up the towels Skylar left on the wood floor.

      That was one thing I will not miss. The kids, like my late husband never picked up after themselves. And, boy did that get on my last damn nerve. I spent my entire life caring for others. Both at work and at home. It’s in my DNA.

      After graduating with my bachelor’s degree in nursing, I worked full-time in the ICU at a local hospital for twenty years then took care of Tim at the end. Perhaps that was what was so inviting about my grandmother’s house. There was no one here for me to take care of.

      After washing the toothpaste from the sink, I turned and yelped. “What the fuck?” My mouth got away from me when I noticed the towels back on the ground. Where they hell had they come from? I just picked them up and put them in the laundry basket.

      I headed into the other bedrooms and stripped the beds before straightening the covers over the mattresses. When I finished with the room Greyson was staying in I tripped over the sheets that were no longer in their neat little pile.

      Pausing, I thrust my hands on my hips and glanced around. Was someone there messing with me? I didn’t find anything out of the ordinary, so I picked up the pile and added it to the basket then carried my load downstairs.

      When I entered the tiny room at the back of the kitchen where the washer and dryer were, I stopped short when I noticed the soap tipped over on its side. “Alright, grandma, if you’re haunting the place to scare me, there’s no need. I’m not going to make too many changes.”

      It felt almost as if the house sighed around me. Shaking my head at my idiocy, I put a load on then entered the kitchen. The sight of the scuffed wooden stool sitting at the butcherblock island reminded me of all the days she used to sit there as a kid and listen to her grandmother tell her stories about Fae and witches.

      I envied her creativity. I never could come up with the elaborate ones she did. When I became a mom and my kids started asking for stories, I used my favorites from the ones she told me.

      Skylar loved one about a pixie that sought asylum with a witch from a vicious beast that had been hunting her. The pixie barely evaded the beast and barreled through some woods when she came up against a barrier. She pounded her tiny hands on the barrier, begging for help. The witch helped and provided the pixie with some woods to live in and the pixie gave the witch fresh flowers in return.

      Emmie’s favorite was about a gnome family that was escaping from some barghests while Greyson preferred stories about dragon shifters that needed to get away from the vile King that created them to ravage and kill.

      My mind swimming with memories, I made a sandwich and was turning away from the window when movement caught my eye. I sucked in a breath and immediately started choking on my food. Smashing the food in my hand, I raced for the back door and burst through.

      I was still coughing when I dashed down the steps. After a couple more hacks, I managed to clear my throat. I hated swallowing down the wrong pipe. “Can I help you?”

      The woman paused with her hand on an herb in the garden and looked up at me. She looked like she was in her late twenties, maybe early thirties and had stunning red hair. My hands smoothed down my pink t-shirt when I took in her crop top and flat stomach.

      She lifted one hand and smiled. “Oh hi. You must be Fiona, Isidora’s granddaughter. I’m Aislinn. I thought you’d be on a plane home by now. I saw the car leave hours ago.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, smearing mayonnaise over my left boob. I was a hot freakin’ mess, but I didn’t care at the moment. I have no idea how my grandmother did things, but I don’t want people wandering on my property whenever they wanted.

      “This is my property and I have decided to stay. Listen, I’m not sure what arrangement you had with my grandmother, but I would like a heads up before you go prowling around stealing my stuff.”

      Aislinn’s eye bugged out of her head and her hand dropped to her side. “I apologize. Like I said I figured you’d be gone. I just needed some thistle for a potion and Isidora has always allowed me to grab the few ingredients I need in exchange for helping with upkeep in here.”

      That brought a smile to my lips. My hands dropped and pieces of tomato fell from between the bread. “In that case, you are more than welcome. Honestly, I was thinking about getting rid of the garden. I swear I have a black thumb. Besides, I have no idea what all this is, or what it is for.”

      Aislinn chuckled and cut a couple sprigs of the plant she’d been holding. “If you’re Isidora’s kin you’ll be able to keep things alive, but I am happy to help. This has become my therapy since my husband left me a year ago. Is your husband not staying with you?”

      I shook my head side to side as a lump formed. Anytime I talked about Tim I was close to losing my shit. Enough time had passed that I should be beyond this by now. “My husband passed away a couple years ago. Cancer. My kids went back home to college. They will visit, but they won’t be living with me.”

      “I’m so sorry about your husband. You’re starting over. That’s good. It’ll help to create a life that is removed from him. That way grief won’t suck you under every time you turn around.”

      My jaw dropped open at the young woman’s insight. I never would have expected her to be so wise. “honestly, I never thought about that. I had the hardest time letting him go. Despite how much it hurt to eat at our favorite restaurant and go to our park, I ignored it because it felt like a betrayal to do anything else. It wasn’t until I got here and felt this sense of belonging that I started giving more thought to my desire to create a new life for myself.”

      Aislinn exited through the gate and stopped by my side. She was at least three inches shorter than my five-foot-five frame and skinny as a rail, but she exuded this green aura. I must be thinking that because she enjoys gardening.

      “As a Shakleton you definitely belong here. I need to get home to make this potion, but if you ever need anything, I work at Phoenix Feathers. In fact, you should come in sometime for a drink. On me.”

      I extended my clean hand and shook hers. “Thank you. I will be in touch I’m sure.”

      I watched her walk away. I missed where she turned off my driveway because standing on the otherside of the path was a man. He was muscular and intimidating. I wouldn’t say he was gorgeous. He was too scary for that, although his beauty was undeniable.

      I lifted my hand and waved at him. “Hi. I’m Fiona. I just moved into my grandmother’s house.” The guy didn’t say a word as he stood with his feet braced apart and his arms crossed over his chest while he narrowed his brown eyes at me.

      I wanted a few minutes before realizing he was not going to introduce himself. Swallowing hard, I turned back to my house. By the time I got inside the kitchen he was gone. Maybe I would ask Aislinn who the attractive, yet angry man was.

      Pymm’s Pondside was turning out to be more than I bargained for when I turned back to the kitchen to see silverware strewn over the island. A familiar determination settled over me. This was going to be great. There was no other choice.

      I quit my job, sold my house and moved to another country. I couldn’t exactly pick up where I left off. That life was in the wind now.
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      Review are like hugs. Sometimes awkward. Always welcome! It would mean the world to me if you can take five minutes and let others know how much you enjoyed my work.

      Don’t forget to visit my website: www.brendatrim.com and sign up for my newsletter, which is jam-packed with exciting news and monthly giveaways. Also, be sure to visit and like my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/AuthorBrendaTrim to see my daily posts.

      Never allow waiting to become a habit. Live your dreams and take risks. Life is happening now.

      DREAM BIG!

      XOXO,

      Brenda
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