
  
    [image: Prince of Ruin]
  

  
    
      Prince of Ruin

      

    

    
      
        Bec McMaster

      

    

    
      Lochaber Press

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2021 by Bec McMaster

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        Cover: Trifdesigns

        Editing: Julie K

        Beta Read: Shelby

      

        

      
        To obtain permission to excerpt portions of the

        text, please contact the author at

        www.becmcmaster.com

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      
      
        
        Want to know when my next book is released? Want behind-the-scenes exclusives? Giveaways? All the McMasterverse news?

      

        

      
        Sign up to my mailing list!

      

        

      
        Too many emails in your inbox?

        Try my New Releases Only newsletter.

      

      

      
        
        Here are some other ways to stay updated:

      

        

      
        *  Bookbub

        *  Facebook

        * Instagram

        * Goodreads

        * Website at becmcmaster.com

        * Or join my Facebook group

        The Company Of Rogues

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

    

    
      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Promise of Darkness

      

      
        Excerpt from Promise of Darkness

      

      
        Also by Bec McMaster

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
        ‘Once upon a time, an angel loved a demon;

        Betrayal broke them apart

        and thus they named him the Prince of Ruin.

        For there was only sin and hate

        remaining in his heart,

        Only lust and desire made him whole;

        And he swore that if he ever got his hands

        on her again….

        He would shatter her very soul.’
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      Lights and sirens wailed past as Sera paid the driver and stepped from the cab.

      “You sure you want to be here, sweetie?” he asked, looking around. “This quadrant’s not the safest in the city. The demons will be out to play tonight.”

      Sera flashed him a smile. “I’m fine. Maybe if they’re lucky, I’ll play back.”

      He shook his head at her as if to say, ‘I tried,’ and then he pulled back into the traffic.

      Sera slung her purse over her shoulder, tottering in her three-inch heels. “Alright. I’m here. Let’s do this.”

      Uriel’s whisper-soft voice haunted her memories.

      I need to ask a favor.

      You won’t like it, Sera, but times are desperate.

      There’s a rumor that one of the shards of Michael’s sword has been found…. And not by us.

      “I’ll do it,” Sera had promised him. “I’ll get the shard back. Where is it? Who has it?”

      Because she’d wanted to prove that her loyalties—long questioned among the Brotherhood—were true. And because “reclamation” was her forte.

      But she hadn’t known the full truth in that moment.

      Uriel had paused, the hood of his sweater shielding half his face. His golden eyes had met hers, and for a second she’d lost herself in the power of that look. He was a broken king, ruling his territory with an iron fist, but there were times when the Fist of Heaven looked back at her, times when she could see the power of the creature he’d once been flood through him. “It’s in the Swallows.”

      Her heart had plunged through her feet as she realized exactly what he was setting her to do.

      And why he’d sought her out for this particular task.

      There was only one creature in the Swallows who might have gotten his hand on a powerful relic from a long-forgotten era.

      One demon who ruled the territory with murder and malice, and every single kind of twisted sin possible.

      And she’d been running from this meeting ever since she woke up in the mud of a new world, gasping for breath and staring at her newly mortal fingers in horror.

      The Prince of Ruin.

      If the shard was here, then he owned it, the same way he owned everyone and everything that dared cross his territorial boundaries.

      You can do this.

      He won’t recognize you.

      It’s been years….

      Centuries.

      He’s not the same.

      But the choking feeling in her chest felt the same. Call it fate, call it kismet, but she felt like flotsam in a whirlpool, desperately trying to avoid this confrontation all these years, only to find herself spinning faster and faster, toward the center of an earth-shattering collision.

      Seraphine Murdoch—according to her fake license—strode across the sidewalk, her fingers toying with the tiny purse she carried. Nerves. Not the best place to show them, but if any of the creatures that lurked in the Swallows saw her as prey, she could disabuse them of that notion.

      No prey here, demonspawn.

      But come on…. I dare you.

      The breeze caught the hem of her white silk dress. It fluttered barely three inches below the curve of her ass. Gorgeous feathered wings were strapped to her shoulders, and white fishnet stockings climbed her legs. Hardly the sort of thing she usually wore, but every thief needed her camouflage and tonight, the only way to get in and assess whether the rumors spoke the truth was to meld with the general clientele.

      Neon lights picked out the club’s name across the street: The Ninth Circle.

      Target acquired.

      She could hear the bass from here, thrumming beneath her skin like a heartbeat. Hundreds of party-goers waited outside and the bouncers hauled someone away from the door, ignoring his desperate screams of, “Please! Please! I need the kiss! I need the deal. I’ll give him everything!Anything!”

      “Damn, you look good,” whispered a voice in her ear.

      Tayla.

      No doubt sitting in the surveillance van and eating candy-coated popcorn as she slipped inside The Ninth Circle’s security feeds like a ghost and started doctoring information. “You’d better be careful. Our Prince of Ruin gets one look at you in that dress and he’s going to eat you all up.”

      Sera would never get used to the sensation of the technowitch in her head. One part psychic—enough to communicate on a mental level—and one part superhacker, Tayla was probably halfway through her second Slurpee. She needed to be on song tonight and sugar was her drug of choice.

      “Thanks, Tay. That’s exactly what I want. Just call me a sacrifice on his altar.”

      A little shiver ran through her.

      She was planning to waltz right in beneath his nose, and then out again, with—if the rumors were true—the shard of Michael’s sword in her possession. Maybe sacrifice was the right word.

      But she knew the risks.

      One wrong move, one slip, and then she’d be facing Azazel himself.

      “A girl could play is all I’m saying. Man’s got a certain rep.”

      He sure does. Sera’s painted mouth twisted. “He’s not a man. And if he realizes who I really am, he won’t be playing.”

      “Chill, my little thief. Anyway, you’re all in.” Sera had the sudden mental impression of the young woman cracking her knuckles. “One Seraphine Murdoch, uploaded into facial recognition. If they run the data, they’ll get a few hits. You’re a society girl, straight out of Nine Moons. You stumble from party to party looking for a new sugar daddy, but I’ve got your age listed as thirty-five. You’re starting to feel the weight of your mortal years. The daddies have been few and far between of late, and the facials aren’t cutting it. You woke up with wrinkles the other day—”

      “Thirty-five isn’t that old.”

      Not when you counted time in the centuries.

      “It is to Ms. Murdoch,” Tayla chided. “And you broke my monologue. I was just getting to the good part. Anyway, as I said you woke up with wrinkles and you know time is coming at you faster than a bullet. You want to stop that bitch in her tracks. You’d even sell your soul to be young and pretty forever. And so you stole an invitation to one of the reaping nights and even though you know you’re not the usual kind of offering, you’re desperate.”

      Grudgingly, she had to admit it covered the one problem they’d had with this set up. “So I’m not even going to pretend the invitation isn’t stolen?”

      “Girl, I’m good, but I’m not that good. That fucking thing is written in blood. Demon blood. They’ll know it wasn’t meant for you the second they see it. This is the best I’ve got. And when they want to know how you got it, flash some tits and desperation.”

      Usually she could sync with Tay, but it was too dangerous here. She needed to be psychically inert. This was the Prince of Ruin’s territory and if he didn’t have crawlers in the basement, monitoring psychic transmissions from any of the “humans” who entered his domain, then she was a purple elephant.

      Tay had created a wormhole in her head for these situations.

      It took nothing for the psychic to slip inside and comment, but Sera was forced to rely on vocals. She could receive incoming, and since the heat of the transmission would be echoing in a little van three streets over, nobody would notice.

      She just couldn’t activate outgoing.

      Which meant being deliberately vague in case there were listeners out there.

      Sera made her way up the sidewalk, striding straight past the long line of girls dressed in skimpy outfits. Red and black seemed to be the order of the day. Digging her mask out of her purse as music pulsed from the club, her fingers quivered nervously on the satin.

      She didn’t want to fit in.

      She wanted to stand out.

      Had to catch Azazel’s attention somehow.

      Show time.

      “Silent mode, please.”

      “Over and out,” Tayla replied. “I’m on your six. Feel free to ogle any sexy men you encounter. I need a few snapshots to add to my spank bank.”

      Technowitches. Sera rolled her eyes. “You need to get out more.”

      “I like my risk with a side of ‘no, thank you.’”

      And then the little buzzing sensation in her head went quiet.

      Still there, but if anyone went rifling through her mind, they wouldn’t pick up on the other sentience. To get to Tayla, they needed to smash through the wards shielding Sera’s inner core, and she’d been working on building those mental walls for centuries.

      If anyone did get past them, she’d never know.

      She’d be dead.

      On an enormous screen across the street, the image of a muscular blond man wearing a black suit appeared. He was Hollywood handsome with a skinny black tie standing in stark relief against his blazing white shirt, and dark shades shielding his eyes. Golden angelmarks decorated his knuckles, the light of his Grace escaping through them as if the raw power within him sought to escape.

      Raphael.

      Even without his wings, his raw presence, it was a punch to the throat, and despite the screen it was hard to escape the sheer radiance he emanated.

      The screen split and then there was an entertainment reporter saying something seriously into the camera. Probably a soundbite about where Raphael had been seen dining. Maybe he’d been snapped with another angel. Or sentencing demonspawn to death.

      It could also be something ridiculous, like whether he’d been seen with Bella—no last name needed—the latest Hollywood It girl. The last she’d heard they’d broken up, and the world seemed to be obsessed with whether they’d get back together. It had been a fairy tale romance. Photos of the pair of them gazing adoringly into each other’s eyes had been plastered over every inch of the net.

      It was such a beautiful lie that Sera herself might have believed it if she wasn’t fully aware that archangels didn’t have hearts.

      Only obsessions.

      And winning the war between Heaven and Hell was the only thing that got that cold prick hard.

      When he’d Fallen with the rest of them, Raphael had swiftly deduced that winning any wars on this mortal plane was different to waging war in Heaven.

      They were fighting for souls now.

      Human souls.

      They were fighting not to be overwhelmed by demonspawn, ever since Hell had vomited its residents onto earth.

      And setting himself up in Hollywood with the rest of his contingent was the best PR he didn’t have to pay for. Gorgeous, blond, roguish and dangerous, his smile could bring a thousand humans crawling to their knees for him. The sheer aura emanating from him—his Grace—was more mesmerizing than anything a plastic surgeon could create.

      Sera stared at that golden face. She’d spent years wondering who was powering him now that Heaven was shut for good. Their power source was gone, their Grace only a distant memory, but some of the archangels still blazed like supernovas.

      Best not to ask, Uriel had murmured when she once questioned it.

      He alone seemed to suffer as she did.

      All across the square, mortals fell to their knees.

      It made Sera’s breath catch—that even through the screen they could sense the awe and the shock of Raphael’s power. Imagine what they’d do if he was here physically? The entire city would be struck down—Angelstruck, they called it—and the hospitals would be overwhelmed by those suffering from rapture. Archangels were glory personified and while the presence of regular angels in all their blazing glory might make humans stagger and suffer from memory slips, the full power of an archangel would fry their brains in the short term.

      But she wasn’t here to observe the humans.

      No.

      She was here to revenge herself on the demons that ruled this city.

      Not everyone could be sunning themselves on a sunny beach with supermodels. If Raphael was the best recruitment the forces of Heaven had to offer, the banner boy for signing up to fight for #TeamSaveYourSoul, then she was part of the team that worked in the shadows. The invisible hand of glory.

      The cambion bouncer took a drag of his cigarette, glaring at the screen across the square, and then he unclipped the rope and gestured her forward. “Fucking golden boy. Invitation?”

      Sera tugged her clutch open and withdrew the slim slip of parchment.

      This was the moment.

      She held her breath as he scanned the invitation. The bouncer’s eyes narrowed and he fingered the expensive piece of parchment.

      “You don’t look like our usual sort,” he told her flatly, eyeing the wings she’d strapped on.

      Sera gave a winsome shrug and bit her lip. “Maybe I want to be corrupted. A good girl who wants to play bad games.”

      A hand caught her face and then she was staring into snake-slit eyes as the cambion rifled through her surface memories like a card shark flicking through a pack.

      A hotel room appeared.

      A man retched in the bathroom.

      And Sera slipped naked from his bed, shooting a glance toward the mirrored bathroom door as she rifled through the man’s possessions, finally coming up with the invitation.

      He let her go, staring at her for a long moment. And then a smile curled over his mouth, hard and lethal. “You’re in,” he said. “I think they’re going to like you.”

      Relief felt like the post-rush of an orgasm.

      “Nice work, Tay,” she whispered under her breath as she slipped past the red velvet rope. Implanting fake memories like that had taken the technowitch a solid thirty-six hours. Though she was going to have words about the tattoo Tayla had painstakingly added to her ass in the vision.

      A sign appeared as she pushed through the double doors, the wave of music and the humid blanket of pure lust hitting her like a train.

      ‘Welcome to the Ninth Circle’ it said.

      Sera took a deep breath as the demonspawn attendant came forward to check her.

      She was here for a reason.

      And unlike everyone else in this fucking building, it wasn’t to beg a demon for the precious gift of an immortal life.

      It was to take something from him.
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      The club pulsed with noise.

      The reaping nights happened once a quarter and every desperate wannabe vampire in the city threw their hat into the ring.

      Immortality.

      More heady than any drug….

      All it cost you was your soul.

      If Raphael was the lure Heaven used to draw others to their cause, then this was the bait Hell offered.

      No prizes for guessing who was winning the recruitment battle. The demons’ propaganda—that Heaven was no longer open for business—was a crushing blow. Who wanted to save their soul when there was no guarantee of a peaceful forever?

      There was no Heaven anymore.

      There was no ever-after….

      And maybe crossing to the dark side, kissing ass and cloven feet and whatever else worked, could at least earn you a reprieve.

      The club promised everything Heaven couldn’t.

      A sea of emotion pressed against her skin; lust, greed, envy…. Semi-naked bodies grinding against each other. Sex and sin beckoned.

      Seraphine pushed her way through the crush, before fetching up at the bar. She’d have been marked for observation already—thanks to that stolen invite—but the point wasn’t to enter unobserved.

      The point was to draw attention.

      And the wings were doing that.

      Everyone here was dressed in black. Leather. Lace. Chains. Red lipstick. It was a desperate attempt to fit in with what the humans thought of demonspawn.

      To wear these wings was like a fuck you to every demon in the place.

      She knew they’d get her the attention she needed—to carry out her theft, she needed to be targeted, not glossed over in the crowd. She needed to be chosen as one of the initiates. She needed access to the dark halls upstairs, where Azazel ruled with his merciless whip.

      And there was nothing the denizens of hell desired more than corruption.

      A hand clamped down over hers, pressing her palm to the sticky bar as she fanned herself with a handful of ten-dollar bills.

      “Pretty girls like you shouldn’t come to places like this,” said a voice in her ear.

      She fought the urge to drive her elbow back into the bastard’s throat.

      Not the kind of attention she needed.

      “Or what?” she asked over her shoulder. “You’ll spank me?”

      A human stared back at her, a spiked collar around his throat. “Is that what you want?”

      “Ugh. What is up with the creeps in here?” Tay asked, flaring like a beacon in her head. “I thought you promised me some hot demon ass. Stomp him, Sera.”

      As much as she would have liked to, that wasn’t the sort of attention she was looking for.

      Sera ignored him as the bartender—an imp—turned her way. “I’ll have an Angel Fuck, thanks.”

      “Naughty,” Tay whispered.

      The imp leered at her, his forked tongue wetting his lips. “I’ll bet you would.”

      “Hey.” A hand caught her chin, forcing her attention back to him. “I was talking to you.”

      No. You were treating me like a dog. She pasted a smile on her lips. “Does this attitude work on the ladies here? Or are you trying to play tough guy for the boss men?” She pushed at the human’s chest, using a little of her supernatural strength, and he staggered back. Shocked. “They’re not going to pick you. So crawl off back into your little hole and choke on that collar.”

      His eyes seethed.

      But help came from an unexpected source.

      “You heard the lady,” said the imp. “Choice is choice, you little glob of camel spit. Fuck off and let her drink her drink.”

      The creep slipped back into the crowd. If they’d been alone, she might have had to deal with him a little more roughly, but he was a coward at heart.

      They always were.

      Sera gave the imp a slow nod as he leered at her. She took her drink, slapped a pair of tens on the bar and then sucked at her straw.

      “You enjoy your drink,” he said, before turning back to tend someone else.

      The reaping was a contract between demon and human.

      It couldn’t be forced.

      No mortal could be coerced to join Hell’s ranks. The battle between Heaven and Hell was all about choice.

      Demons weren’t interested in rape. Seduction was the game. Temptation. Sin. There was no fun to be had in force, not for sex. No, the best drug for a demon to feed on was surrender. Lust. Lies. They’d choke you in it, if they could.

      “Yay, imp?” Tayla asked dubiously.

      “Yay, imp,” she repeated. “Now… to find a certain dark lord.”

      “Ooh, on it. Let me hack the camera feed. I will track that lecherous piece of ruin-on-a-stick. Give me five.”

      Sera leaned on the bar to wait.

      What the mortals in here didn’t know was that the Chosen had most likely already been whittled down to a list of ten. Finances would have been picked over; private lives torn apart; wives and children and mistresses surveyed…. For all that demons liked to twist humans into knots of guilt with temptation, a guy who cheated on his wife was not someone they’d pick to turn vampire.

      They wanted loyalty.

      They wanted someone who was strong enough to resist temptation.

      They wanted someone who would sell their soul to become a vampire, and sign away one hundred years of service of their newly immortal lives and mean it.

      Five humans would sign that contract tonight. They’d be led into the back rooms where—she presumed—Azazel offered them the final kiss that stole their souls.

      Of course, it wouldn’t be as pretty as it was made out to be.

      More fucking propaganda.

      The kiss of afterlife….

      She’d seen those words blazing across a dozen billboards in the city. More like the kiss of a knife across your throat as you were pinned over an altar, the demonic contract still wet with your blood. To become a vampire was more than just signing over your soul. You had to die first.

      That was always in the fine print.

      “Holy shitballs. I have a problem,” Tay breathed as her attention returned to Sera.

      “What?” Every inch of her came alert.

      “You know how I said I liked working for #TeamSaveYourSoul and couldn’t see why anyone would actually want to join #TeamKissHellsAss?”

      It had been Tay who had coined such terms.

      “Ye-es.”

      “I found our Prince of Ruin.” A squeak echoed in Sera’s head. “Sera! He’s…. He’s….”

      “You’re starting to see the attraction?”

      “Attraction? Where do I sign? I would do a lot of things for a piece of ass like that. I mean, what’s a soul?”

      “You do know this is the point? They dress themselves up in flesh suits designed to appeal to your basest nature.”

      “I know.” The little witch practically orgasmed. “None of that matters. My brain is short-circuiting. My wires are fried. I’d like to hack that system, if you know what I mean? I can’t help it. My panties just got drenched.”

      Sera flexed her knuckles.

      She knew what her friend was doing.

      “Hang on,” Tay muttered. “Rodrigo is saying something. Apparently…. Rodrigo would like you to know that if he has to listen to another word about wet panties, he’s going to jump off a bridge.”

      Sera spared a thought for the poor bastard who’d been assigned to Tay as her security for this mission. He’d hear everything.

      “Apparently, he did not sign up for wet panties. I’m trying to work out what’s the male equivalent for wet panties. Rodrigo? Do you know?”

      “How much sugar and caffeine have you had today?” Sera murmured.

      “Hey! Rodrigo asked me the same question. And the answer is lots,” the little technowitch breathed. “Get me an IV stat.”

      “Then focus. Where’s… Azazel?”

      “Look up.”

      Sera’s gaze lifted. An enormous gallery hugged the walls upstairs, and opposite it was a wall of glass. Private quarters where you could watch the dancefloor beneath you without being seen.

      She sipped on her drink and tried not to choke on her heartbeat.

      A shadow appeared behind the glass.

      Tall. Broad shouldered. Hands clasped in pockets.

      She couldn’t make out the demon’s features, but her eyesight was good enough to pick out the cut of his suit. He stood there like a promise of sin. She could feel his eyes pick her out in the crowd and it was almost as if the smoked glass between them evaporated. The world faded away from her in that moment. The two of them were the only things that existed.

      The impact hit her like a kick to the chest. There was that whirlpool again, sucking at her stomach, trying to drag her into his orbit.

      Breathe, Sera. Just breathe.

      “God, you’re so pretty.” The words were like the jarring screech of a record player. They drew her back into the room. “Wanna go somewhere and fuck?”

      Sera blinked and found a new guy staring at her, his arms around her waist.

      “That’s a no from me.” She pushed away from him, slurping at her drink.

      When she looked up, Azazel was gone.

      Time for the reaping.

      He’d have noticed her.

      He had to have noticed her.

      The spotlight lit up the white sequins on her dress like Christmas in Times Square.

      And there’d been that look, right on the verge of a soul-gaze.

      She couldn’t have been the only one who felt it.

      She just hoped he didn’t know why a quiver had run through him when their gazes clashed.
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      Azazel made her wait and when his evil henchmen—as Tay called them—put in an appearance, she couldn’t see him anywhere. Maybe he was too good for this. Maybe after all these years it bored him.

      Maybe he hadn’t seen her, after all.

      Five names were called. Five screams of joy cut through the sudden low groan of desperation.

      She wasn’t chosen. But neither was ninety-eight percent of the crowd.

      Damn it.

      Sera shot a glance toward those double doors in frustration. She needed to get through them. Somehow. But that was the same thought half the crowd clearly shared. They pushed and shoved, hands imploring for a chance as the demons dragged the Chosen away and slammed the doors shut.

      A scan of the room showed an overseer, watching by the DJ booth. He sucked back on his cigarette, clapped a hand on the DJ’s shoulder and said something, then pushed toward a smaller door near the stage.

      Access.

      Sera planted herself in his path.

      The demon froze.

      Tall, hard, lean. His suit cut of expensive Italian silk. His eyes were like the dark pits of Hell—this was truly one of the Fallen. Not just an underling. Not just an imp, or demonspawn. But an angel who’d chosen to fight at the Morningstar’s side.

      Her heart skipped a beat as she stared into his eyes. He wouldn’t recognize her—not in this form—but she wanted to hide any hint of her power deep within her.

      “Hell yes,” Tay whispered in her head. “Now that is one pretty fuckboy. I want visuals on his ass, please.”

      They were all beautiful.

      All the better to tempt you with.

      She wondered what Tay would say if she caught a glimpse of his true form.

      “I need to get back there,” she told him, letting her desperation fill the air.

      His gaze slid down her body. “Prince’s orders. He’s picked his five. You’re not on the list.”

      Sera slid her hand up his chest. “Mmm. Maybe I don’t have to be an offering to the prince. Maybe… I can be your offering.”

      Now she had his attention.

      Loyalty, lust and fear warred within him. Nobody crossed Azazel. Nobody. But he couldn’t help looking at the white silk of the dress and then his gaze strayed to her wings, molting feathers all over the floors.

      The wings had been a good choice.

      “Fine,” he said, grabbing her by the upper arm and hauling her through the steel doors. “But don’t think it’s going to get you what you want. You keep your mouth shut—unless I tell you to open it—and you stay where I tell you to stay. I’ve got a few little jobs to do first, but when I come back for you…. You’d better be on your knees.”

      “I promise,” she whispered.

      Glory’s sweet kiss, she was in!

      And better yet, she had a distraction for cover.

      Five souls were on the table. None of the demons would be watching her. No, they’d be salivating over the reaping. The screams would cover her tracks, and if she let Tayla work her magic, nobody would ever even know she wasn’t sitting docilely wherever he chose to leave her.
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      A scream cut through the inner sanctum as Sera tapped her toe against the floor.

      She’d been shoved into a side room and told to sit on the red velvet sofa.

      “Move and you die,” the demon had told her, before he’d slid a hand over her breasts. “I want this off. I want everything off. Everything but the heels and wings. Then get on your knees and press your forehead to the floor. And wait for me.”

      And then he’d vanished, in order to finish “a couple of things.”

      “Earth to space girl,” Sera murmured.

      “Here.” Tay said. “I’ve just been trying to quietly not think about why they’re screaming.”

      Sera had to be extra careful now she was in the inner sanctum. Extra vague. The music had covered her voice below, as the screams would now, but there were cameras blinking as they watched her.

      “So,” Sera murmured, trailing her fingers along the wallpaper as she circled the room. “He wants me naked except for the wings, and on my knees.”

      “On it.”

      She could almost sense Tay’s fingers on the keyboard.

      “Maybe we should give him a real display.” Sera turned back to her handbag, and bent over in front of it, reaching for her lipstick. She painted her mouth in her reflection in the tiny mirror, and then dumped both on the sofa.

      “Three seconds,” Tay muttered.

      Sera straightened and toyed with the tiny sword pendant hanging around her neck. The cloaking spell within it shimmered to life, but she didn’t activate it entirely. Not just yet.

      The lipstick melted in its tube.

      A little gush of bright red slag spread across the sofa as the spell embedded in it activated.

      “Two.”

      The mirror went blank.

      “One. Freeze.”

      Now.

      Sera twisted the hilt of the tiny sword pendant and then stilled.

      Both of them held their breath.

      And then she caught a glimpse of an image in the mirror.

      A woman reaching up to unpin her golden curls, shaking them down around her head as she stepped away from where Sera was standing. Two seconds later, the woman’s fingers were on the zip of her corset and she slid it down, inch by tantalizing inch. She shimmied the dress over her hips and stepped out of it, leaving a slick of white lace between her thighs. A set of spectacular breasts eased from their confines, and the woman sighed, cupping them as if it was a relief to get the corset-dress off.

      Those breasts were almost a great advertisement for enhancement, but imagine trying to swing a sword with them?

      Really, Tay?

      She was going to have words with the technowitch after this was done.

      “Fuck, I am good.” Tay laughed in her head. “Okay. You’re good to go. Nobody’s watching you. Or, I mean, the real you. Not the conjured version.”

      Sera slipped out of the shoes, and padded toward the door. The wings might be a problem, but there was a limit to what Tayla could make vanish to the camera.

      “Okay, I’ve got building schematics right in front of me. Head left. You’re looking for a long gallery. It’s where Azazel keeps his collectibles.”

      Sera headed left, listening to Tayla’s directions.

      Gallery was the first choice.

      She found the double doors leading to it and stared between them. Open. Yeah, right. Demon princes were as trusting as cats walking between a dozen caged Hellhounds. This was more welcome to my parlor said the spider to the fly….

      Come on and take the bait….

      Glass cases lined the walls.

      Light gleamed on their contents.

      A golden suit of armor hung within the first case on her right. Sera’s breath caught as she recognized it. Remiel’s. Well, that answered that question. He’d been missing for years, but nobody had ever truly accounted for him.

      There was a scroll of parchment in another case.

      Jewels. Ancient knives. A small golden cask that made her left eye strain just to look at it.

      “State of the art tech,” Tay whistled under her breath. “Look up.”

      Sera looked up. She had to keep telling herself that until the spell in her necklace wound down, she’d be invisible to cameras.

      Not the naked eye, though.

      “Okay, I’ve got laser across the door. Laser on the cases. Pressure sensors by the look of it. Three cams that I can see. And probably a fourth in that corner I can’t see. The spells in your necklace will take care of the cams, but the protective spells on the room are the kicker. Sweet baby Jesus. Sera, this is some heavy-duty shit. You walk in that room and you might not walk out. They’re built to trap a fucking Prince of Hell. Or an arch. Someone’s loaded for bear. No. Someone’s loaded for dinosaur.”

      “What’s the read?”

      Silence. And then: “Power levels are on the astronomical scale. Something in that room is vibrating enough to make all my equipment hum, even from here. But… I have to admit I was expecting more. I was expecting my equipment to blow. How powerful is this shard? I was expecting off-the-charts, equipment-whining, can’t-calibrate, that sort of thing.”

      Angelic power was like a surge of nuclear, but Michael had been on an entire other level. “You’d know if the shard was there.”

      “Yeah, maybe. It’s a piece of Michael’s sword and therefore a conduit to his power, but it is broken. My assessment is: Uncertain. Could be a decoy. You need visual confirmation.”

      Sera flexed her knuckles as Plan A turned to shit.

      Getting in that room was going to be like setting off a bomb and hoping it didn’t bring every demon in the building running. If Tay had given her two thumbs up, she would have legged it, snatched the shard, and then fought her way out.

      But uncertainty….

      Uncertainty would get her killed. A moment of hesitation would bring her down.

      “Okay, let’s go with Option B,” she whispered under her breath.

      She needed a look at all the cases.

      Getting in was never going to be the problem.

      “Sera….” Tay had never sounded so quiet.

      “I’ve got this.” She’d known what the risks were.

      “Sera, he’s a bad, bad demon prince. If he gets his hands on you….”

      If he got his hands on her, then maybe she could distract him. If the shard wasn’t in that room then it had to be elsewhere, and suspicion said that somewhere would be his bedroom.

      But every demon prince had their weaknesses.

      And she’d just brought Azazel’s into play.

      Time to look that fucker in the eye and deal with the past.

      “Let’s kill Jilly Bean,” she said.

      Silence.

      And then she could hear the echo of Tay’s fingers on the keyboard. “Done.”

      Somewhere back there, the naked angel on its knees was evaporating like clouds of mist.

      “You’d better hope your wards are good.”

      “They’re the best. See you on the flip side.”

      “I love you.”

      “Love you too. And tell Rodrigo the equivalent of wet panties is a tent popper.” She’d heard the others in the Brotherhood joke about it, though she’d never gotten up close and personal.

      Something in her heart just wouldn’t let her.

      Tay vanished.

      But this time it was for good.

      Sometimes a bull in a china shop was the best cover. Nobody would ever suspect they had a master thief on their hands if she just blew their wards like a rookie.

      Sera strode straight through the laser beams.

      “Wow,” she said, spinning around and looking up at the art on the walls. Enormous marble columns supported the ceiling. “Holy fuck. Is that a Michelangelo?”

      Long dead, but then, his soul had to be somewhere.

      And demons could sometimes hijack a mortal’s body, plug in a long-dead soul, and force it to create new masterpieces for them.

      After all, there’d always been rumors that Michelangelo had sold his soul—and any information he could offer to his new masters once he was inside the papal palaces—for the gift of his art.

      Lucifer stared down at her from the painting. She could see immediately that it was Lucifer’s Fall. A thousand stars streamed through an inky black sky with the former angel. A thousand angels, who served as his bannermen.

      It took her breath all over again. The First of the First. The Morningstar. The most beautiful. And with him, all the others who’d fought free of their chains of Grace and Glory.

      Staring at the painting was starting to make her eyes water.

      She felt that call again, felt that moment when she’d stood on the edge of Heaven and reached out her hand toward Azazel—though he hadn’t been known by that name then.

      “Don’t go. Stay. With me.”

      “Come,” he’d countered. “Come with me.”

      Heaven cracked in that moment.

      The damage was so immense it took centuries to repair some of the harm. And when the last fight had begun, those stopgap seals had torn open as Lucifer and his minions broke Michael’s forces upon the wretched earth, and brought about the Fall.

      “A strange piece to stop a thief in their tracks.”

      The whisper froze her heart.

      Sera slowly let her gaze drop from the painting. She spun around, but there was nothing there.

      Only shadows and whispers.

      Showtime.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “I’m not a thief.”

      “No?”

      There, further into the gallery.

      Sera strode toward the patch of shadow, but it was gone again. And as she turned, she caught sight of a glass case in front of her. The one with the cask.

      But right beside it, out of the corner of her eye, lay a single broken shard from an angel blade. Golden runes traced the blessed steel—it was fucking real—but she couldn’t get close enough to see if they belonged to the Sword of Grace, and she didn’t dare let her attention focus upon it.

      “That cask holds one of the seals of Heaven,” said the voice, from behind her. It sounded amused. “Tell me again that you’re not here to steal it.”

      Sera backed away from the seal. If she touched that thing, she’d level the building. “I’m not here to steal it. What is this place? What are these things?”

      “Relics of power.” A sliver of sensation worked its way down her spine, almost as if a fingernail traversed the same path. “Who are you?”

      His whisper stirred the small hairs at the base of her neck, and she knew he’d stepped out of the shadows and appeared, right behind her.

      “Who are you?” she whispered back, half-turning her head to try and see him.

      “Don’t you know?”

      “No.”

      Her breath caught in her chest. So close. So fucking close. She was dying a mortal death here.

      “I am all your sins, wrought into mortal form. I am every wicked dream you’ve ever had, conjured from the night. I am your death, your despair. Your everything.”

      A fist curled in her hair. Sera gasped as she was shoved forward, her hands slamming onto the glass case in order to save herself. The case remained inert. There was nothing. No kick of power. No jolt. No like calling to like.

      A decoy.

      It was fake, after all.

      He brought his face close to her ear and held her there, his lips brushing against the shell of her ear. “I am your ruin, little angel. And if you’re not careful, I’ll tear these fucking wings right off you.”

      A hand captured her jaw and he turned her face to-and-fro into the glare of the spotlights. She couldn’t see him. The light was in her eyes. All she could make out was the heated flash of dark, dark eyes….

      “You’re the angel,” he said, “from the dancefloor. You looked at me. You saw me. How?”

      Sera’s heart kicked behind her ribs like some sort of Morse code from Uriel urging her to get the fuck out of there. Abort, abort, abort….

      But Azazel wouldn’t recognize her.

      He couldn’t recognize her.

      She’d been reforged into a different body, after all, one with blonder hair and curves, and a heart-shaped face punctuated by wide blue eyes. She looked like every man’s wet dream of an angel, even if the truth was as far from the blaze of glory as it could possibly be.

      And the little Grace she’d been left with was wrapped small and entwined around her soul, contained by the tattooed runes she’d marked into her skin herself.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered back. “I just… I could sense you.” Sera bit her lip. “Let me see you.”

      Sera turned as he released her, the glass case cutting into her back. He stepped forward, letting light finally fall over him as his shroud of shadows slipped to the floor. A hand slid down her neck, pausing at the base of her throat. Just lightly, just a threat.

      He gave her no room to breathe, no space to move.

      Every inch of him was hard, and lean and lethal.

      Azazel’s beauty was as sharp as a blade. Eyes as black as polished obsidian locked on her, and all the breath left her body as she waited, waited for some kind of recognition to light him up. His dark hair gleamed like a raven’s wing, and his olive skin made her yearn to touch it.

      He’d Fallen long ago, losing his Grace in the process.

      It didn’t matter.

      Where humans might have fallen to their knees at an angel’s feet, prostrating themselves in their glory, they would have stopped dead in their tracks if they beheld him.

      She could feel herself spinning, spinning out of control.

      Because she’d loved him once.

      Loved him with every inch of her heart and soul, until the moment he began speaking of the forbidden.

      “Come with me, Sariel….” Those words haunted her every day and night.

      “I’ll ask again. Who are you?” It was barely a whisper, but the shiver of it slid over her skin, even as his grip tightened a little cruelly. Smoke wreathed from his lips as he lowered his other hand—and the cigarette burning there.

      She tried to tear her face from his grip. “No one.”

      “I had my men run a scan. Your license says your name is Seraphine Murdoch, but I find I don’t believe you.” Azazel’s gaze slid lower, his expression tightening as he caught a glimpse of her breasts. A demon in full control of himself, but still male in all the ways that counted. His gloved thumb brushed against the curve of her breast.

      “I am Seraphine!”

      “That one tasted a little bit like truth. What are you doing in the gallery?”

      “I was walking.” She breathed the words. Glory’s kiss, what was he doing to her? One touch and a shiver ran through her, curling like a hot, wet fist in her abdomen. It had never felt like this before. “That demon told me to stay put, but I wanted to see more. I wanted to find you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because… I wanted you. Not him.”

      “Lies.” He crushed the cigarette against the floor and pushed her back until her back hit the wall.

      “They’re not lies.”

      “I can taste it all over you.” He fisted a strand of her hair and brought it to his nose. “Every inch of you is a lie, from the tips of your pretty little toes to the ends of your bleached hair.”

      “I’ll have you know the hair’s real,” she snapped.

      “Truth again.” His mouth twisted in a mocking apostrophe. “But I want more of it. Careful, little angel. This is going to hurt.”

      He stared into her eyes and all the world was stripped away.

      This was no gentle touch, no velvet glove.

      Instead, it felt like a man yanking the curtains down from a dusty window. Sera cried out as he stripped outer wards away, stripped her raw.

      This was what she wanted.

      Vision rose, planted under the base levels of her wards by Tayla.

      A hand sliding over her knee in a shabby club.

      A promise, whispered in her ear. “I want you to find something for me. If you find it then I’ll give you what you want. I’ll give you immortality. True immortality.”

      “You’ll give me the kiss?”

      A hand slid between the crevice of her breasts. “Only if you find what I want and bring it to me.”

      “What is it?”

      “This.”

      And all of a sudden, she was staring at the glass case featuring the small golden cask.

      Azazel stepped back. Let her go. “You filthy little liar. You are a thief.”

      Sera collapsed to her knees—as any mortal would after having their outer wards shattered—and sought to suck back her sobs.

      It hurt. It hurt as if he’d cut her open with glass, and yet, he’d bought the false memory as if he’d paid for it in cash.

      Thank you, Tay.

      “Find out who she works for,” Azazel said, turning to walk away. “Then throw what’s left of her into the streets.”

      She hadn’t even realized there were others there.

      “Wait!” Sera pushed onto her knees as a pair of demons strode toward her.

      Azazel stilled. “You dare?”

      Uriel’s words echoed in her head. “What price are you willing to pay for redemption?”

      Everything, she’d breathed.

      Well, everything was right here in front of her.

      And pay it, she would.

      “I’ll do anything,” she whispered. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” Their eyes met. “But only you.”
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      “I’m waiting.” Azazel poured them both a scotch, vapor curling off the ice as the liquid hit.

      They were in the private room overlooking the dancefloor. The glass was thick enough to stifle the music—or warded—but she’d caught a glimpse of hundreds of people throwing themselves around in ecstasy.

      It was miles away from this moment.

      Miles away from the deals and punishments that were clearly meted out in this room. She hadn’t missed the scars on the enormous desk of polished walnut that stood in the center of the room. Razor straight lines that had to have come from a knife.

      “I… met a man. I don’t know his name, okay? Just… it’s been hard to pay the rent this time of year, hard to keep the bastards from knocking at my door, and he promised me a huge reward if I brought him the golden box in your gallery.”

      “Immortality.”

      “Exactly.” She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to play the innocent. “You don’t know what it’s like to be human. I just wanted… a chance. I wanted to be the strong one. I wanted to be the predator for once.”

      Merciless eyes watched her as he sank into his chair and rubbed his knuckles over his thigh. A little smile formed. “You’re a fool if you believed he’d pay you thusly.” Lazy lidded eyes glanced to the left. “And only a demon could promise you such a thing.”

      There were hundreds of true demons in the city.

      But only a few who would dare take on the Prince of Ruin.

      “What are you thinking?” she whispered.

      “That you don’t send a girl like you to steal a dangerous weapon.” He brushed his thumb across the fullness of his lower lip. Thoughtful. Dangerous. “No. You send her to be a distraction.”

      Sera swallowed. Hard.

      He was buying this.

      She turned away, pacing two steps to the right. “Then you think this was a setup? You think he played m— Oh.”

      The painting stopped her in its tracks.

      She’d raked the room for danger the second they entered, but her entire focus had been locked upon him the second she’d marked it as clear. Not the furnishings.

      This wall dwelled in shadows as if he wanted to hide the painting.

      But it was her.

      Her.

      In her real form, light blazing from her eyes and fingers as she wielded her burning sword. A warrior. An angel. Bloodied and anguished, lifting her sword one last time as if to ward off a blow—

      “What’s wrong?” Soft footsteps stalked her, like a hound on the scent of something. Maybe he could scent the lies twisting off her. “Something catch your eye?”

      He knew.

      “I just….” It was hard to find her way back to the story. What had she been saying?

      “You just?” He stood behind her and Sera froze. “What do you see?”

      “She’s on her knees.” The detail floored her. “She’s backed into a corner, desperate, trying to save herself from some unseen punishment.”

      Is this how he saw her?

      Is this how he wanted to see her?

      “The interesting thing is that you shouldn’t be able to see it,” Azazel whispered, and the second he let his fingertips trail down her spine, she knew the mistake she’d made.

      The painting had been warded.

      There were only a few beings that could stare right through those wards without being distracted by them.

      She tried to spin around, but he held her there, hands harsh on her hips.

      “Once upon a time a demon fell in love with an angel.” His voice was like velvet over her skin, but she could sense the threat within the words.

      It took all her strength to swallow down the rush of feeling those words conjured. “Love? Can a demon truly love anything other than himself?”

      Those gloved hands brushed against the curve of her hips. “You know nothing of the world, little one. Loves makes us all fools. But only once.”

      “What happened?” she whispered, because a part of her needed to know.

      His breath whispered over the back of her neck. “It ended. Badly. She betrayed him and left him for dead.”

      That wasn’t how the story went.

      Sera closed her eyes. A shiver ran through her.

      “He swore vengeance.” Those hands shifted up, caressing the softness of her breasts. “But she had vanished and when Heaven fell, her body was nowhere to be found.”

      “You looked for her?”

      “Oh, I looked for her.”

      Sera stared at the painting, her stomach churning. Not with dread. Heat melted between her thighs. “Maybe there was a reason she betrayed him.”

      “Because she was a filthy, rotten liar.”

      His fingers found her nipple and pinched.

      Sera gasped, clapping a hand over his. But she didn’t pull away.

      She couldn’t have, even if she’d wanted to.

      “You remind me of her,” he breathed, his hand skimming up her throat.

      Sera took a sharp breath. He couldn’t know. He couldn’t.

      But what if some part of him sensed the truth?

      “Do I?”

      His hand curled around the base of her throat in a silken threat. “Yes.” His lips brushed against her cheek. “You do. You’re so fucking pretty. Just like her. This lying mouth is just like hers—”

      “I’m not lying—”

      “You’re full of shit,” he growled, his thumb caressing her carotid.

      Her heart burst into thunderous applause, but then the pressure was easing. The threat was gone, no more than a silken whisper as his hand stroked lower, palm scraping against the silk that covered her breast.

      Sera shivered. She’d volunteered for this mission—if Azazel had managed to get his hands on one of the shattered remnants of Michael’s blade, then he couldn’t be allowed to surrender it to Lucifer’s forces—but maybe some part of her had also wanted to see what became of him.

      Or maybe she wanted to know if what she’d felt all those years ago was just a trick of her memory.

      “Beg me for mercy,” he breathed.

      “Is that what you want? You want to see her beg? Do you want her on her knees? Do you want her dead? Or do you just want her under your thumb?” Sera bit her lip, arching into his touch. Here came the dangerous part…. “What if I could be her, just for one night? What if you could do to me everything that you wanted to do to her?”

      His fingers stilled.

      He spun her around.

      Captured her chin in one hand.

      And a daring, reckless thought speared through her. “I could be, you know? I could be anything you want me to be. Would you like that? Would you like me to be her?” Another twinge. Just this once…. “I would.”

      And then she pushed forward and kissed him.

      It shocked him.

      He stilled beneath her mouth. Him. The demon who’d broken a thousand hearts, and ruined hundreds of others. She didn’t want to think of those others. She knew what he’d become. What she’d made of him. She knew it, and in this moment she didn’t care. Because this moment—crystalline and clear—belonged to her.

      He belonged to her.

      Everything she’d never been able to take.

      All her long-secret desires, bursting free of her chest in a dizzying rush.

      Sera’s hand slid behind his neck and then she hauled his face toward her, their mouths clashing as the resistance in him died.

      It was a yes.

      His tongue thrust inside her mouth, and suddenly the tables were turned. She wasn’t the one in control of any of this. Hard hands captured her hips, and then his fingers dug in, leaving bruises. He hauled her against him until she could feel the brutish weapon in his slacks grinding against her.

      It broke her concentration. Sera gasped against his mouth, struggling to keep her balance. This body might have come with an entire new set of instructions and strange desires, but she’d never given into it. There’d never been anyone that made her heart skip a beat, like he did. She was as virgin as they came, and this was the first time she’d come face-to-face with a cock, so to speak. Desire burst to life within her like an explosion, stirred by the lash of his tongue. It was overwhelming. An assault of the senses. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. She just wanted some sort of ending to this tension within her. It felt like her skin contained every inch of raw desire until she wanted to burst.

      Or maybe that was just her heart, skipping beats like a schoolgirl jumping rope, and the fact she was finally fucking kissing him.

      Azazel’s hand slid over her ass and he hauled her against him. Grinding there, hard flesh digging into the slickness between her thighs.

      He broke the kiss and shoved her back on the desk, his eyes blazing.

      Sera gasped as she stared up at him. “What are you—?”

      “Like I said….” His smile was cruel. “It ended. Badly. Innocence is a mirage. Love is a lie. And betrayal is the kiss of death. Even a demon can be fooled. Once.”

      The word was a knife through the room.

      He knelt on the desk between her thighs, leaning forward onto his knuckles. “So don’t get your hopes up, sweetheart. I don’t believe in mercy.” Fingertips stirred the hem of her skirt higher, until her breath caught. “But maybe you can earn it. Up.”

      She barely dared think her way through the motion.

      He slid his fingers under her skirt, tangling them in the strings of her G-string as her hips lifted. A single fierce pull and they were gone, torn in two. The sting of it marked her flesh.

      “Maybe we should lay some rules,” she said, a little nervously.

      A hand slid up her abdomen, slamming her back against the desk. “Maybe there are no rules.”

      “Isn’t this—”

      “Part your thighs.” He nudged forward, between them. “Part them and show me how much you want this. I promise you’ll like this, little angel. You want to be her? Then be her, just for one night. I will break you with pleasure. I will make you scream with need. I will do to you everything that I ever wanted to do to her.”

      She had a fist in his shirt. “You won’t hurt me?”

      Glory’s kiss, what had she gotten herself into?

      His hard gaze shuttered. “Only if you beg me to.”

      There was a wealth of meaning in those words, ones she was afraid she understood.

      Sera nodded, and her voice came out in a small whisper, “Okay.”

      He must have sensed her sudden nervousness.

      Knuckles brushed between her thighs, the leather of his gloves sliding slick against her clit. It was shocking. Deliciously gentle. And she was so close to the edge that she didn’t think it would take her long to break. Not like this.

      Sera gasped.

      “Reach back,” Azazel insisted. “Grab hold of the handle on that drawer. And don’t let go. If you let go while I’m eating your pussy, I’ll throw you out of this club.”

      “And if I don’t let go?” She complied, the wings digging in a little as she caught the handle.

      Their eyes met.

      He palmed her thighs, forcing them as wide as they could go. Her skirt slid up, and she was fairly certain she was bare to the world.

      But he didn’t look. He merely stared through her, as if this was the moment he’d remember once this was all done.

      “They say that angels taught humans the truth about love,” he breathed, his head lowering over her. She could almost see the outline of his wings—shrouded in shadow—and the power of his beauty as he crouched between her thighs hit her like a truck. Greedy eyes dropped to the wetness between her thighs. “But demons taught them how to fuck.”

      Looking up the line of her body, he buried his head between her thighs. The first stroke of his tongue was a lash. The second slower, nuzzling into hot flesh. He suckled at her until she was desperate and gasping.

      “Please!”

      It was just as punishing a kiss as the one he’d bestowed on her mouth.

      But where that had been a claim, this was a brand.

      A tongue speared inside her, hard fingers curling into her ass. Sera screamed as pleasure broke through her. She wanted to reach down and grab a fistful of his hair, but the thought of losing any chance of this made her fingers curl around the handle.

      Don’t let go.

      Her hips wanted to lift. She ground herself against his mouth, begging, little desperate cries that spilled from her lips and broke over him….

      And then she was collapsing against the polished walnut with a gasp as he lifted his face.

      He pressed a gentle kiss to her slick pussy as her sensitive flesh twitched, and Sera pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and bit hard, to try and force her way through the rush of sensation overwhelming her.

      “You let go,” he whispered.

      “After you finished,” she gasped, curling her fingers into a fist.

      How was she ever going to survive this night if this had been just the start of it?

      Azazel tugged her skirt down, a dangerous little smile curving his mouth as he wiped the glistening wetness of her flesh from it. “What a wicked little angel you are. You taste like sin, my love. And I think you need to be punished for taking that hand off that handle.” He hauled her up, a fist curling in her corset. “But I think we need to go upstairs for that.”
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      Sera staggered inside his bedroom, wrapping her arms around her as Azazel shut the door with a quiet click.

      It had been easier downstairs, with the desk between them.

      But the bed here was shockingly large and draped in red silk.

      There was no hiding what she was here for now—what he’d do to her on that bed.

      “Here’s the door, Angel.” His voice was hard and cutting as he leaned back against the door, watching her take in her surroundings. “You don’t want this, then you use it. Now.”

      “I want this.” The words blurted from her lips, and even she could hear the truth singing in them.

      Maybe this was why Uriel had sent her. Because he knew that no other angel could catch Azazel unawares. He was a master of lies. He was cold, murderous, violent, and barely leashed. She’d seen the others in the Brotherhood shudder when his name was mentioned.

      But the shudder within her was a thousand miles away from theirs.

      No, hers was laced with forbidden need.

      Hers was threaded through with all the things she’d never been able to do when she loved him.

      The primal sin.

      Need. Hunger. Desire.

      It was written all over her, and she could see it reflected back in the merciless black of his eyes.

      His dangerous laugh abruptly echoed in the air.

      “You do want this.” He took another step, and then there was nowhere else to go, nowhere to hide. Only him, and the heat curling off his skin. “Understand this, little angel.” His claws captured her chin, and his gaze held her hostage. “You made this choice. From now, until the moment I’ve tired of you, you belong to me. You are mine, and I own every inch of your body. I own every inch of your soul. You will obey me. You will please me. And you will beg for mercy from me. Do you understand?”

      She captured his wrists, fighting to breathe past the tension in her chest. “I understand.” And then she dared. “But maybe you should know this…. You might own my body, but I’ll claim yours too. You might shackle my soul, but I’ll steal yours in return. And if you dare try for my heart, I’ll brand myself on yours. Kiss me. Fuck me. Lie to me. Love me. I’ll return each and every favor.”

      He stilled. His thumb caressed the side of her jaw, almost curiously. “What’s your word?”

      Her heart hammered in her chest. They were really doing this. And she needed a minute—fuck, she needed forever—but there was no escape. “My… what?”

      “A single word to end this.” His fingertips brushed her golden hair behind her shoulders, and she could feel the tickle of his black claws. “A single phrase to tell me when we’ve hit your boundaries.”

      Oh, right. She wasn’t thinking fast enough. Tendrils of smoky allure wrapped around her, fogging her brain and promising pleasure. She wanted more of it. She wanted to breathe it all in and gorge like some sort of junkie.

      “Forever,” she whispered.

      Azazel froze, and she could almost sense him thinking back, back…. Remembering those days when he’d promised her he’d love her forever.

      She brushed her mouth against his. Lured him into another slow, lazy kiss.

      “Done,” he purred.

      And then he captured her by the throat and hauled her sideways, tossing her down on the bed in a mess of silk and outflung legs. Sera caught herself, one of her wingtips digging into the mattress. Feathers tore loose, spilling over the bed.

      “Get rid of the dress,” he said. “But leave the wings on.”

      It was difficult to maneuver the dress around her wings. Sera bit her lip as she drew the zip down, revealing everything. With a little shimmy, she wriggled it over her hips and looked up at him.

      His expression smoldered. For a moment, she thought he was going to grab her and kiss her again, but then he mastered himself.

      “On your knees.”

      Sera complied.

      Azazel leaned down, a gentle kiss spilling from his brutal lips. It stirred against Sera’s lips. A kiss of heat and sin. A promise of sweetness and seduction.

      A lie.

      One hand fisted in her hair, and then he was jerking her up until their mouths clashed.

      He didn’t just kiss.

      He devoured. She could taste the spice of his cigarette, the smooth glide of his whiskey, the tang of her own body. The scent of burned cinnamon was in her nose. Him. Hell. All the wickedness her thoughts could conjure.

      And she was so fucking angry with him.

      You lied to me.

      You promised me forever, and then you went behind my back and started plotting with Lucifer. You couldn’t wait. You couldn’t love me from afar. You couldn’t be content with what we had.

      You Fell.

      You left me.

      You broke me.

      She poured everything she had into this kiss. All her anger. All her hate. All the broken shards of her love.

      And it was infuriating to feel her new body react to him in a way it never had. They’d been denied this pleasure in Heaven, trapped in cold, emotionless angel-flesh. But she felt it now, pouring through her like her skin ignited beneath his firm hands.

      A new truth dawned in her heart: She hadn’t accepted this mission because she wanted to bring him down.

      She’d accepted it because she wanted this.

      She wanted just one night to fuel her dreams for the next five hundred years.

      She wanted to know, just once, what their love could have conjured.

      Azazel broke the kiss, breathing hard. His hands were clasped on either side of her face, his claws threatening to dig into her cheeks.

      But it was the look in his eyes that made her breath catch.

      Because there, for just a single, desperate second, was the angel she’d loved.

      And then his gaze shuttered, dark lashes hiding that moment of vulnerability, before he stroked her cheeks with both thumbs.

      “You play a good role,” he whispered. “You almost taste like innocent desire.”

      He tore his coat off and cast it aside. The shirt and tie went next, revealing a heavy slab of a chest, painted with writhing tattoos. Smoke demons. Golden angelmarks were obliterated by their hungry mouths.

      Hands dropped to his zip, but Sera brushed them away.

      “Let me,” she whispered.

      He was wearing nothing beneath his slacks. They dropped away from solid thighs, carved with muscle, but it was the heavy jut of his cock that entranced her.

      All of a sudden her heart was beating fast again.

      Because he was huge.

      The glint of steel caught her eye. A piercing. Before she could explore, he wrapped her hair around his fist and drew her onto her hands and knees.

      This wasn’t for her.

      This was punishment.

      “Open that pretty mouth,” he told her.

      She knew what he wanted of her.

      Her lips slid over the swollen head of his cock. He tasted like salt and sin. She curled her hand around the base of him, encouraged by the sharp intake of breath that he made, and then swallowed him whole.

      Or as far as she could get.

      “Fuck.” It was the first time she’d seen a crack in his composure. His fist clenched in her hair. “More.”

      Sera’s eyes watered as he tilted her head back and slid deep. A row of little barbells brushed over her tongue—he was pierced all the way beneath his shaft—and then she was taking all of him. She couldn’t breathe. All she could taste was cock, and just before she began to choke, he withdrew again.

      She could see herself reflected in his eyes as he glanced down.

      Heels still on. Thigh high stockings torn in places. Lipstick bleeding around her mouth. Broken wings.

      A picture of innocence ruined. His cock flexed, and her breath caught. This was what he wanted of her. This was why he’d taken one look at her in the gallery and been unable to walk away.

      This was the key to ruining him.

      Sera dug her hands into his ass and urged him toward her.

      Go ahead. Ruin me. Try and fuck me from your soul. Lock your heart away, and let it bleed.

      The next thrust came harder.

      Faster.

      Then he was fucking her mouth with cold, callous thrusts.

      He wasn’t here. Not with her. She could see it in his eyes, see it in the way he threw his head back and drove forward, a little harsher.

      Maybe he was the master of seduction between the two of them, but she needed to reach him.

      See me.

      Sera slid her tongue along the bottom of his slick length, flicking it against the arrow-shaped groove beneath the head of him. Cold metal danced over her tongue, and he glanced down.

      Their eyes met.

      The next thrust was not as deep. Sera slid her hands down the back of his thighs, digging her nails into the hard muscle. Azazel pinned her there, his hands clasped around her head. His lip curled in a silent snarl, want and need warring with the desire to control the moment.

      Sera suckled hard, and stole another gasp from him.

      She’d been on the receiving end of enough of Tayla’s enthusiastic endorsements of this act to have some idea of what she was doing.

      There was no finesse. There was no need for it. Desperation and urgency made up for her lack of experience. His piercings scraped over her teeth, and she sucked and licked and choked on that thick length, loving every second of it.

      Azazel shuddered. “Stop.”

      No. She could sense him there, right on the edge, and she gave him as much mercy as he’d shown her. One hand fisted tight in her hair. He was thrusting now, fucking her mouth, his spine arching.

      He swore under his breath. “So be it.”

      He forced himself deep until she was almost choking. Hot gushes of seed wet the back of her throat. Sera coughed, her eyes widening as she sought to breathe through this moment. A tingle of heat slicked its way between her thighs. Her own dirty little secret. Some part of her liked being used by this.

      She wanted more.

      She wanted him inside her, fucking her like this, pinning her to the bed….

      It was like coming alive and staring her own demons in the face.

      Azazel’s fingers stilled in her hair, and he bent forward, gasping now. The caress of his thumb against her cheeks was oddly gentle as he let her draw back, swallowing the rest of his cum.

      Their eyes met.

      She’d stripped him of every inch of that cold, controlled façade. Staring up his body, she saw the demon in him. Wild. Dangerous. Flushed with the glow of orgasm. The heated nature of his stare felt like fingers sliding through her pussy. It was as though he could see right through her, see the truth she’d only just revealed to herself.

      “You liked that.” He leaned down, kissing at her mouth. Sharp little nips that stung. The pull of it throbbed all the way through her. “Do you want more, little angel?”

      “Yes.” She slid her hands up his chest, but he captured her wrists and drove them back to the bed.

      “No. I touch. You obey.”

      “Damn you. I just want to feel you!”

      “You will.” A roughened laugh broke through his raw throat. A finger stroked over her thigh. “What’s wrong? Does it ache?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He shoved her onto her knees, facing away from him, capturing her hands behind her back. The movement forced her wings together, the thin wires cutting into her arms. Sera bit her lip, but she couldn’t, for the life of her, have complained.

      “Do you see her?” she whispered.

      His hands paused. “Who?”

      “The woman you loved.”

      Such stillness. It wasn’t that of a creature caught by surprise. No, this had more to do with a jungle cat stalking its prey. Trying to decide whether to play her games, or tear her throat out for daring.

      “You said you’d let me be her,” she whispered. “Is this what you want of her? One night. Just one night. And you can do anything you like to her.”

      Those words finally set him back into motion.

      Azazel captured a fistful of her hair and bent her back until her spine arced obscenely. “A dangerous request, little angel. Because if I had her for one night only, then I would ruin her.”

      She felt the wetness between her thighs, the intolerable ache. Maybe it was punishment she sought, because she wanted to make the rest of her ache as much as her heart had.

      “Then ruin me,” she gasped. “Punish me. Make me scream. Make me beg.”

      Hard fingers drove into her from behind.

      Sera cried out as she felt them penetrate her to the knuckle. Forbidden fantasies stormed to life; everything she’d ever pictured as she slipped beneath her blankets and slid her hands beneath her waistband.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” he whispered, and then he curled those fingers within her, finding just the right pressure spot.

      She saw stars.

      Curling his palm around her from behind, he eased those fingers back and forth, stroking her, stealing a gasp from her lips. Animal need broke through her. His knees pushed between hers, spreading her wider. Exposed to everything. Cool air slicked her skin, but it was the sensation of those fingers working within her, stretching her, filling her….

      Again he brushed that spot.

      And then his fingers slipped free, taking her own wetness and smearing it all around her clit. In a second, his touch went from light and torturous, to firm and ruining.

      “That’s it,” he whispered.

      They filled her again.

      Breaking back and forth. Leaving her empty and writhing, or filling her to the hilt.

      “Please…. Please….”

      His cock slid between her thighs as he returned to tracing her clit. Sera couldn’t stop herself from stilling. It was a threat. A promise. She wanted him inside her, but she’d seen the length and girth of him. It would hurt.

      First time always did, they said.

      Her nipples hardened. She wanted to be owned by him. She wanted that pain, that promise, that pleasure….

      The thought pushed her over the edge.

      Orgasm blew through her like a storm, wild and electric.

      And for the first time in her life, it came from someone else’s fingers.

      “Hell, you’re so fucking sensitive.” He bit her shoulder and Sera cried out as the sensation unleashed another cascade of pleasure within her.

      One hand curled around her throat, drawing her back into his embrace. Her wings were crushed between them, the thin wire points digging into the back of her thighs. It hurt. It felt like jagged little lightning bolts beneath her skin.

      “You’re such a filthy fucking liar,” he whispered in her ear. “An innocent face and a merciless heart. You want this?”

      Something hard and brutish found her from behind, and he teased her with the tip of his cock, stroking through her slick folds.

      Sera bit her lip. This body came with its own frustrations. She was no longer an angel, no longer wrapped in her Grace; so powerful and somehow insulating. She could feel everything now. Lust. Desire. Fear. Pain.

      But the longing had never changed.

      “Yes,” she cried as he breached her.

      Just an inch. Not enough.

      But for virgin territory, it was new and dangerous, and driving her mad.

      “Lie to me,” he breathed, his fingers firming on her chin and forcing her to arch. “Tell me you love me.”

      “I loved you.”

      Growling deep in his throat, he locked his other arm around her waist, and then he drew her back down, forcing her hips to arch back until his cock impaled her. Her wings were trapped between his chest and her back. “This is what you get for telling lies.”

      Hauling her back, he forced her to sink down, down, until her ass met his thighs. Sera cried out as he filled her to the hilt. Her thighs trembled, the muscles in her groin flexing to take her weight. She could barely breathe. He was huge. Enormous. Filling her from the inside out, and she wasn’t sure if she’d have to cry mercy after all. Pain lit through her like wildfire. Or maybe pleasure. It was a fine line.

      One hand pinned her throat, the other slid from her waist, firming around her breast. Fingers found her nipple and pinched, and then she arched back, moaning again.

      It was wrong.

      So wrong.

      Then that treacherous hand slid lower, spreading her wide, his fingertip fluttering lightly against her clit.

      “Come for me,” he whispered in her ear. “You can’t fake that. You can’t lie here. Ride it. Fuck my fingers.”

      Somehow she forced her hips to move, an obscene glide. Locked in place against his chest, barely able to undulate. Pleasure sparked with every grind against those fingers. But so did frustration. She couldn’t get close enough. She could feel it flickering within her, a firefly of heat, trying desperately to ignite.

      He withdrew his hand and slapped her there, the shock of it ricocheting through her. “I said come.”

      Fingers speared through her wet folds, and when he touched her there again, it was like he pulled the trigger.

      She couldn’t stop herself. She couldn’t hold herself together. She was soaring again. Flying. Arching her spine and reaching behind her to clasp the back of his neck, her nails digging in as his brutish cock found that sweet spot inside her, and sent her spinning off orbit. He ground within her with torturous slowness, riding her through orgasm. She half turned her face. His lips were so close. She wanted them on hers, wanted to steal some part of himself in this moment, and not just his body….

      “I don’t think so.”

      A hard hand between her shoulder blades forced her down, onto her hands and knees. Sera screamed as he drove within her again. The angle was deeper, harder. She couldn’t think.

      There was no mercy in this moment.

      Only fury and pleasure, knotted tight around each other.

      “All that chastity.” Azazel drove her forward, capturing a fistful of her hair again. “All of that purity. You reek of it. Lie to me. Lie to me.”

      “I love you,” she gasped.

      He ground her cheek into the silk sheets, thighs slamming against hers.

      It was too much. Not enough.

      She couldn’t catch her breath, could hardly find purchase with her arms bound behind her. It felt as though he was piledriving into her, his cock searching for her very heart.

      “I love you.” Tears burst into her eyes as her body clenched around his. “I’ll never stop loving you. Never. I promise on my soul.”

      His thrusts slowed. Hard fingers curled in the flesh of her hip, and then he gasped, jerking within her.

      A growl of need traced shivers down her spine, and then Azazel finally collapsed over her.

      “You lie so sweetly, I almost believe you,” he whispered, fingers brushing back and forth over her thigh. A laugh tore from his throat. “Indeed, you’re doing such a good job, I could almost believe you were her.”
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      The blood was the problem.

      It slicked her thighs, drying sticky between them. Sera tried to drag the sheets up to hide it, but he caught her wrist, his expression freezing when he saw the mess there.

      Azazel’s heated stare cut right through her.

      “You were a virgin.” He said it the same way one would say “there’s a tiger on the lawn.” Slightly shocked. A little unbelieving. Lashed with traces of denial.

      Sera gave a shaky laugh, jerking her hand free and finally yanking the sheets into place. “I told you…. I was waiting for you.”

      This time when his eyes narrowed, it wasn’t because he didn’t believe her. No. He was picking his way through the words, trying to pinpoint the truth.

      Because it felt like truth—the words rang like a crystal bell—and yet, even as he shook his head she could see he didn’t want to believe it.

      “You are a mystery,” he said. And then he pushed to his feet, the sleek glide of olive skin riding over those long, lean muscles. “Stay here.”

      He disappeared into the bathroom.

      Sera collapsed back on the bed, grinding the heels of her palms against her eyes. He’d let her remove the wings, but her stockings were still caught around her thighs. She was almost afraid to let her breath burst from her as if the dream would collapse around her.

      Her skin held the memory of every moment of that encounter.

      It had been rough. Raw. Mind-blowing.

      She didn’t know what to think, except that the connection that had always lurked between them was still there.

      Only… he would never let her unearth it.

      A tap turned, somewhere in the bathroom. Sera rolled onto her side and stared at the door, wincing a little as a gush of seed flooded from her body. What was she meant to—?

      The door opened, Azazel’s body highlighted in stark relief against the lights within.

      Her breath caught once again, because he was beautiful.

      Hauntingly beautiful.

      And so damned untouchable she could barely think.

      “Here.” He knelt on the bed and drew the sheets back, despite her sudden rush to rescue them.

      “What are you—?” Her voice squeaked out as the warm washcloth in his hand traced between her thighs.

      No, he was not.

      He was.

      He cleaned her tenderly, even as she pressed her hands over her face to try and hide her utter mortification. The washcloth left her skin, and then his breath stirred between her thighs and he kissed her there. Gently.

      Sera tore her hands down as he looked up. His expression in that moment was unguarded. Not quite as unreachable as she would have suspected.

      “None of this makes any sense,” he told her, slipping under the sheets and hauling her back into his arms. “Least of all that. You were a virgin.”

      His tone said, explain.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Everything about you is,” he said, and the mockery in his voice was aimed entirely at himself. A hand slid down over the curve of her hips. “But try to explain.”

      “Okay, fine.” She shivered in his arms. “I was a virgin.”

      “A rarity in this day and age. Saving yourself for someone?” He kissed the edge of her shoulder, teeth scraping there.

      “Yes.” A little gasp worked its way loose. Surely he wasn’t—

      He was.

      His hand slipped between her thighs again, gentle and curious. “And yet, you gave yourself to me. Tell me about him.”

      “I loved him.” Those fingers circled her clit like a pack of hungry wolves. They stilled momentarily at the words, then resumed. “I loved him more than anything. But we couldn’t be. We were torn apart. He chose… his path. I chose mine. I’ve never….” She gasped again. “I’ve never wanted another.”

      “Until me.”

      Sera bit her lip as a dangerous mouth traced the smooth muscle of her shoulder. This was the velvet glove, but there was still steel inside that glove. She knew what he was doing. “Until you.”

      “You gave your innocence to a demon,” he whispered, his fingers dipping inside her. “Does it make you feel dirty? Did you think it would assuage your guilt?”

      “No.” She turned and glanced over her shoulder. “Maybe I wanted to pretend too?”

      There was a look in his eyes that she’d never seen before.

      He was troubled.

      And not by the thought that she’d replaced him in her head with some imaginary lover.

      If he only knew the truth….

      Sera rolled and slid her hand through his hair. He caught her hips, but he allowed the kiss as she hauled his face down to hers.

      “Let me pretend you’re my love,” she whispered, stealing little pieces of his soul with each punctuating kiss.

      “And what would you do if I was?”

      “This,” she said, pushing him flat onto his back and straddling him.

      She leaned down and kissed him again, as lazy hands stroked up and down her spine. Sera ground herself along that hard, rippled ridge between them. The caress of several piercings almost made her come.

      “I would make love to him,” she said, biting his bottom lip. She clasped her fingers through his. “I would promise him forever.”

      “More lies.” But he tilted his head back, yielding his throat to her. “I’m surprised you don’t choke on them.”

      A little nudge as he breached her again. But this time, it was up to her how far they took this.

      Sera drew his hands up, placing them on her breasts. Darting a hand between them, she tried to fit him inside her.

      He cursed under his breath, and stole a hand from her breasts, wrapping it around the base of his cock. “Like this.”

      She sank down, aching muscles stretching to envelope him. It hurt a little. She hadn’t thought it would.

      Azazel didn’t take his eyes off her the whole time.

      Sera shuddered. From this angle, she could feel those piercings riding over something inside her. Pain melted into pleasure. It softened her, left her vulnerable. She rode him with soft, slow rolls of her hips, her fingernails digging into his chest.

      He curled a hand around her neck, and hauled her mouth down to his. “Tell me more,” he breathed as he stole a kiss from her lips. “Maybe we’ll both believe it for a moment.”
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      A knock came at the door.

      Sera blinked awake, but Azazel moved first, slipping from the sheets and striding across the floor, careless of his nakedness.

      The glint of morning light peaked under the curtains. She dragged the sheets up to hide herself, trying to catch a glimpse of who was at the door. The rumble of voices was too low for her to hear anything.

      Azazel returned, bending low to steal her breath with another heated kiss.

      “Stay here,” he whispered, caressing her face. “I have to see to something, but I promise that we’re not done here.” His voice roughened, the pad of his thumb digging into her cheek. “Don’t leave this bed. Don’t get dressed. I plan on having you again when I return.”

      “Did something happen?”

      “Nothing that concerns you.”

      And then he was gone.

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      Sera moaned into the sheets, finally letting go of everything she’d been holding within her. She’d survived. And now she was right where she wanted to be, but the worst thing was, a part of her didn’t want to leave this bed.

      “Tay?” she whispered. “Still there?”

      It took a while. Tay had well and truly shut the wormhole behind her, and it took several mentions of her name to catch the technowitch’s attention.

      “Hey, girlfriend.” The words were tentative, filled with concern. “How you doing?”

      Sera sat up, wincing a little as all the new aches in her body made themselves known. She was naked, bruised, and in Azazel’s bed. She knew how this looked.

      “Well, they don’t call him the Prince of Ruin for nothing.” She tried to breathe a laugh to cut the tension.

      “Sera?”

      “I’m fine. Maybe….” Sera bit her lip. It wasn’t the sort of thing you admitted, but she had no one else. Tay was her backup, her bestie. She wouldn’t go running to Uriel with this. “Maybe better than fine, if you know what I mean?”

      “Your choice?”

      “My choice.” And one she’d made the second she walked into the club.

      It would be easy to hide behind the mission. I will do whatever I have to do to get the shard of Michael’s sword back. But that only made the lie in her heart ache fiercely.

      You loved him. Once.

      You wanted this to happen.

      You needed it to happen.

      And now it had and she could walk out of here with all the demons of her past—ha, ha—laid to rest.

      But she needed to move.

      He wouldn’t be gone forever, and if he returned, then who knew how long he’d keep her here.

      “Comms and video out?”

      A little buzz of magic sank through her as Tay sent out a surge. “Nothing to take out. Guess the prince likes to keep his pleasures private.”

      That didn’t sound like the demon who’d fucked his way through half of New Purgatory’s population.

      “Alright. Give me what you’ve got,” she said. “Anything here? The shard in the gallery is a fake, which means he’s keeping it elsewhere.”

      “Maybe it was never real in the first place?”

      “It’s real. He’s got it. I know he’s got it. But I think he knows someone else wants it too, which is what this entire fucking setup is about. And I think someone just crashed the party, which is why he had to leave so abruptly.”

      “Give me a minute,” Tay replied. “I’ll see if I can hack into the main comms and see what’s happening.”

      But who was he trying to trap?

      There were two other ruling princes of Hell in the city—Samael and Astaroth. Each ruled their own quadrant and there was a treaty in place to keep the city from spilling over into war.

      Did he… did he know Uriel was here?

      Uriel was the one she’d run to when Azazel had first offered to steal her away from Heaven. Her heart had been filled with so many doubts, and she’d wanted to find some way to save him. Instead, she’d thrown him to the wolves.

      So yeah, if he knew Uriel was in the city, he’d be more than interested in setting a trap.

      Sera slipped from the bed, trying to find her dress.

      Ruined.

      Well, fuck.

      She hauled the skirt of it on, hoping the zip held and slipped inside his wardrobe, breathing in the scent of fine suits and silk shirts. Tugging a shirt from its hanger, she slid it over her arms. The scent of him was already on her skin, his teeth imprinted in her flesh. Her heart skipped a beat. To wear his clothes felt like she was drowning in him.

      She’d keep it though.

      Maybe, after this was all said and done, she’d be able to lift his shirt to her face and smell that scent and think of… maybe.

      The buzz was back. “Holy shit. Okay, yeah. I think you’re right. Someone else made a play for the gallery last night. There’s glass everywhere. Blood. One of the newly-made vampires, by the look of it.”

      So she was right. Someone else was trying to get the shard.

      “Where’s Azazel?”

      “Um, let’s just say he won’t be a bother for the moment. You’ve got time to get out.”

      “Tay. Give it.”

      Tay dumped the entire cam feed into her head.

      Blood. Screaming. A knife, trailing down the vamp’s face as Azazel grabbed his chin in his gloved hand and leaned close to whisper something to him.

      And then the vision was gone.

      Sera slowly released her breath. She knew what he’d become. He’d been a warrior once, honed to war. Endless violence between Lucifer’s agents and the angel host had turned his heart—or what had ever existed of it—to stone.

      Clearly, the Fall had done the rest of the damage.

      Or maybe that had been her betrayal.

      Because there was nothing left of the angel she’d once loved.

      Nothing? She was suddenly back in bed, with his lips skimming over her breasts and his dark eyes locked on her as if he could see right through her. There’d been a moment where he’d looked at her, and she saw the angel she’d loved.

      Her treacherous heart wanted to defend him. He was there, he was still there. Or parts of him, anyway.

      Sera forced herself to take that recalcitrant organ in hand. Even if there’s still a piece of that angel left, he’ll never share it with you. Not after this.

      “Earth to Sera?”

      She shook the doubts away, buttoning his shirt down her front. “Have you got an escape route for me yet?”

      “I’ve got something better.” Tay’s voice vibrated with even more enthusiasm than normal. “Sera. I just found some hidden schematics. There’s a secret room, right on the other side of the wall in front of you. And it’s as big as the gallery.”

      A secret room.

      Located right in the heart of the club.

      It would be layered in so many wards it would feel like wearing cobwebs over her skin if she entered. Azazel was distracted, but he’d feel it. She knew he would.

      Sera found her shoes and tugged her skirt down. She was as bare as a newborn beneath it, but her panties had vanished sometime between his desk and the bed. A quick scan located a Glock in the side table. Magazine fully loaded.

      “You got a way out, yet?” she asked.

      “It’s risky.”

      “We always knew that. Set up the car. Get the others into position.” She took a deep breath as Tay dumped the new schematics, including her escape route, into her head. Great. Right out of a window on the top floor. “And then give me five before you kick off the Big Palooza.”
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      Getting into the secret vault was harder than the gallery had been.

      The lock on the vault was first grade, and blowing it would only bring the entire house down on her head. He’d thought of everything.

      In the end, it was Tay who came up with the answer.

      “I think I can get us through the retinal scanner,” the little witch said. Her words were coming thick and fast now, as if she was dialed in so deep into the internal hardware of the building that she was mentally miles away.

      “How?”

      “Think back. You were looking into his eyes at one stage, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then gimme. I need to tweak the computer’s recognition sequence so that yours matches, but to do that, I need his eyes to work with.”

      Tay was asking for her heart, her soul. There was no one else she’d trust with that, but still….

      Sera closed her eyes and plunged herself deep. She could see him again, pinning her to the bed, fucking her with hard, sharp thrusts…. It had been the one time he’d had her on her back, and he’d kept his fist in her hair, his face buried in her throat for all but one moment….

      She’d captured his face in her hands, desperate to connect on some level. Desperate to see if he was still him.

      Their eyes met.

      “That’s it. Freezeframe.”

      Sera drowned in those eyes. She fell into them, and it was like that moment she’d stood on the edge of Heaven as he reached a hand toward her and asked her to jump. For a moment she’d seen his soul.

      “Please,” he’d said. “I love you. I want to be free to love you. And this entire fucking war is going to be our downfall.”

      Yeah. Memories. Good times.

      “You done yet?” Sera didn’t think she could hold it much longer.

      “Done.”

      The image dissolved.

      “Sera, you want to talk about it?” Sympathy flooded through her. “I’m getting an enormous read of emotional energy from you right now.”

      “No. I don’t want to talk.” She cut the image. There was a single tear sliding down her cheek. “Old boyfriend, okay? Bad breakup.”

      Silence blossomed as Tay chewed on that. “Okay. We’re going to go out dancing when you get back. Tequila is on me. You want to spill, then you can spill. But I’m about to upload your eye scan and override his. You ready?”

      Sera took a steady breath.

      The shard was all that mattered.

      Preventing a new war was all that mattered.

      “Ready.”

      “Let’s blow the vault then.”
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      Get in. Get the shard. Get out.

      She had a minute, at best, before he came for her.

      Sera blew through the vault doors, the Glock up and covering the room just in case there was another nasty surprise coming at her.

      “Let there be light.” Tay laughed a little maniacally in her head. Lights flickered through the vault. “Okay, he’s aware. He just looked up and froze. Move, Sera. I’m going to create a little mayhem downstairs.”

      There were no glass cases here, but the treasures were intense.

      A sword, suspended on an elegant display stand. A set of wings, nailed to the wall. Jewels beyond compare.

      “Ooh, hello. Someone’s just realized I’m in the mainframe.” Tay laughed her ass off. “Too late, bitch boy. I own your ass. Pew. Pew. Kicking firewalls down like I’m Godzilla….”

      “You’re having way too much fun with this!”

      Music throbbed from down below. Sera caught just a hint of the little witch’s intensions—sprinklers deployed, music raging, lights cut. There were sparks everywhere as the water got into the electrics.

      “Just call me DJ Tay!”

      Sera ignored it all, opening her senses up.

      Power hummed through her veins. There. Right at the back. Sera ran toward it. She could feel the vibration of that power through her skin even from here, like something radioactive. It had to be the shard. She’d prostrated herself in Michael’s presence, barely able to lift her head to look at him. She could feel the same radiance now.

      “There it is!”

      There was a single glass case back here, warded nine ways to Hell. But the wards were inverted—meant to try and contain the raw power inside the case. A shattered length of steel lay flat on a nap of black velvet. Golden angelmarks imprinted the steel. Glory. Power. Strength. Truth.

      “Heaven’s glory,” she whispered. “This is it. This is a piece of Michael’s sword. It’s real.”

      “Sera, I’ve lost him! He just fucking vanished. You need to get out now.”

      But something else had caught her eye.

      Right beside the glass case was another broken sword, set onto a little altar as if it were precious. It was just the hilt, and the first two inches of a shattered angel blade, but she could feel the hum coming off it as if it recognized her.

      Sera froze.

      Her own blade, broken in that last storming of Heaven.

      She’d lost it in the melee, and when she’d been torn from Heaven, she hadn’t been able to find it on earth. Her heart began rabbiting in her chest so fast, she felt like Tay was mainlining sugar directly into her.

      It was right there.

      Her blade.

      Her angel blade.

      Why the hell had he kept it? How had he found it?

      Had he… had he come for her that day in Heaven, when Lucifer’s forces breached the city? Had he been looking for her? Had he desired revenge?

      She looked at her blade, nestled so carefully in it’s display. Pride of place. Even the shard was shunted off to the side as if it were of the lesser importance.

      “It all starts to make sense,” said a dangerous voice behind her. “How desperate you were to have me.”

      Sera’s heart kicked into her throat and she spun around.

      Damn it. She’d hesitated. She’d let herself get distracted, and now she was caught.

      Azazel stood in the doorway, one arm resting against the frame as he watched her with those merciless eyes.

      There was no sign of the angel she’d loved now. No sign of the demon who’d branded himself on her skin last night. Not even a hint of the softness that he’d shown her. Blood dripped from his gloved fingers.

      “Sera?” Tay whispered.

      “Get out,” she told her friend. “Get out, right now.”

      Because if he sought to crush her mind, then he’d take Tay with her.
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      “Who’s your master?” Azazel looked down and began tugging his gloves off, one finger at a time. “I couldn’t get it out of your little friend downstairs, not before his brain melted out of his ears, but I’ll have the truth out of you. Don’t doubt me.”

      He wasn’t even making a move toward her, so certain in his victory.

      “We weren’t working together.”

      “How’d you know he existed then? Tsk, tsk, sloppy of you, little angel.”

      Sera licked her lips. “I’ve got a technowitch inside my head. She’s… she was pulling info for me.”

      Dark eyes flickered up. “Ah.” A dangerous smile. “Even more interesting. But that doesn’t answer my question.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” she blurted, inching back against the wall as he started toward her.

      At every step, the lights in his section cut out. It looked like a wall of shadow at his back, like black wings flaring behind him. His eyes were darkening, shadows stealing through his irises.

      Gone.

      Her lover was gone, and now she was face-to-face with the ruling Prince of Ruin.

      “But I want to do this,” he whispered. “You see…. The thing I despise most is betrayal.”

      Sera ground her teeth together. “Because of her.”

      His expression turned hard. “Don’t mention her. Last night is done. I’m trying not to be violent.”

      Maybe she needed to push at him a little. Maybe she needed to break through the hard wall he had locked himself behind. Maybe she needed to confront the fucking monster in the room between them. “Did you ever think that maybe you betrayed her first?”

      He froze. “What did you just say?”

      “You said she loved you. You said she ruined you. But what did you do to her? What did it cost her?”

      His lip curled. “That bitch crawled back to her master, Uriel, and betrayed all the plans I was making for us. She cast me at the feet of a merciless monster—”

      “Maybe she was trying to save you.” The words came in a shout. “What you wanted was reckless!”

      Azazel’s stare locked on her.

      There was a certain amount of incredulousness in his face. A slowly dawning sense of horror.

      “No,” he whispered. “She died.” There was no emotion on his face—as if he’d just slammed the door shut between himself and his feelings. Something ugly swam through the depths of his eyes—a rage so deep and violent it threatened to consume him. “You think this is a fucking game? Who owns you?”

      “No one!”

      “Someone fed you those lines.” He stalked toward her. “Someone planted such pretty poison in your head. You want to play, then let’s fucking play.”

      Sera took another step back, but there was nowhere to go. Only her hip nudging against that stone altar, rocking the wooden display that held her sword. “I don’t want to have to hurt you. I’ve never wanted to hurt you. I don’t want to play these games. I don’t want to.”

      “That’s not what you were saying last night in my bed.”

      “So you’re going to throw me in your dungeons and torture the truth out of me?” Her hand was groping, groping, for something to use as a weapon.

      His eyes lit up. “No, my lying little angel. Maybe you’ll be in chains, but you won’t be in my dungeon. Maybe it will be torture. Maybe it’ll be punishment. Maybe you’ll beg me for mercy—there’s more than one way to win the truth from someone—but you will break. You will give me the answers I need.” His eyes narrowed. “Now get on your knees and beg.”

      There was no way out.

      Not past him.

      There was no way to convince him she wasn’t here to hurt him. He’d never trust her. He’d never believe her.

      “I just wanted to stop a war,” she whispered, “and if I let you keep the shard, then thousands will die.”

      “You’re so fucking compassionate,” he mocked. “But you’re just the tool. Give me the one who wants to wield it, and maybe I’ll be a little kind in return.”

      He wouldn’t be kind.

      She would see it in his eyes.

      And maybe there was some part of her that wanted his brutal touch. Maybe a little part of her felt like she deserved it.

      But she didn’t want to shatter the memories she had of him.

      If he got his hands on her, she would beg, and she would break, and maybe she’d even enjoy it, but it wouldn’t put the shattered remnants of her heart back together.

      “I loved you,” she said as she reached for the hilt of her shattered angel blade. “I want you to know that. Know my truth. See it, if you won’t fucking believe it from my lips.”

      Please, please let this work….

      An angel blade was forged for one hand and one hand only.

      You could break them, but given enough juice, they could be reforged.

      Her hand curled around the hilt.

      Truth. Hope. Love. They’d been the sigils she’d insisted were etched into the blade. Every angel marked their own blade, to remind them of the mission they’d sworn. Sera forced the tiny little bit of Grace she had left to surge within her.

      Truth.

      Hope.

      Love.

      Please….

      The blade ignited. White-hot flames licked off the steel, forming into an enormous fiery sword. A small detonation of force exploded outward, blowing out all the glass in the room and sending Azazel sprawling. The walls rumbled. Scorch marks blackened the floor.

      And Sera gasped as she whipped her angel blade forward, holding him at bay.

      Maybe there was some bit of hope left, after all.

      Azazel stared up at her from the floor as part of the door fell on him. “Sariel?”

      It was a whisper.

      It was a prayer.

      It was horror, and anger, and grief, and love, all bound together in one wretched word.

      She reached for the shard, feeling the hum of its power envelope her as her fingers curled around it. “You saved my life once. Now it’s my turn to repay the favor. Raphael is coming for this, but I won’t let him take it from you. Let the arch’s duke it out.” Her lips twisted in a wry smile as she repeated his long-ago words, “They’ll only crush us beneath them.”

      And then she leaped over his prone body and vanished into his bedroom.
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      Sera made the window.

      Throwing herself through the glass—she had a demon hot on her heels—she somersaulted in the air and landed in a squat in the alley. Her left heel broke, spilling her onto her knees, but she was still riding high on the power of Grace.

      Her muscles flexed and she lunged into a sprint, pushing off the pads of her toes.

      Nothing could stop her now.

      She was power and glory and speed, a whip of light moving through a darkened night.

      “Tay!”

      A car screamed out of nowhere, and Sera lowered the blade as Tay’s wide eyes flashed behind the window. “Get in!” the technowitch screamed as the back door of the car flung wide open.

      Sera wasted no time. She threw herself in the car and yanked the door shut behind her. “Drive!”

      Her heart was still hammering; a mixture of adrenaline and shock. Power thrummed through her, but it was no match for the kick of her heart every time she pictured his face when she’d picked up the sword.

      I wanted you to see me.

      I wanted you to know it was me.

      She’d hoped to bury all those long-ago feelings. It had been time to look him in the eye, confront the past and let it die.

      She’d wanted this crushing sensation in her chest to wither.

      Instead, it felt like she’d struck a match and tossed it into gasoline.

      “What happened?” Tay threw over her shoulder as Rodrigo kicked the car into reverse. “Have you got a fucking lightsaber in your hand?”

      You need to pull yourself together. They hadn’t escaped, not yet. She had the shard. And Azazel would never let it go so easily. “Long story.”

      She absorbed the power in the blade and it died down, leaving just a hilt in her hand. Not restored then. Just not… entirely shattered.

      “Is Azazel dead?” Tay’s eyes boggled out of her head.

      “No!”

      “Wounded?”

      “No!”

      “And he just let you walk out of there?”

      “It’s complicated!” she yelled, then screamed as the car hit the gutter. “Jesus, Rodrigo! This is not the time to blow a tire!”

      The tall warrior spun the wheel. “I wasn’t—”

      One second she was staring at the back of his neck. The next thing she knew, she slammed into the back of Tayla’s seat and the car catapulted forward.

      Fire bloomed around them.

      She hit hard. Bounced. Rolled. Vision flashed past; of the street outside. And then the car screamed to a halt on its roof, droplets of flame dripping from the undercarriage.

      Sera lowered her arms as the car rocked.

      It felt like wading through treacle.

      Her Grace flickered… and died.

      What—? Where—?

      She was on her back, lying on what had once been the roof of the car, and half of Tay’s technical equipment was smashed into her ribs. Everything hurt. Everything. But her mind started to kick back into gear, screaming back into function as it filled in the gaps.

      An explosion.

      The car was on fire.

      “Tay?” she croaked.

      Nothing.

      Sera pushed upright, shoving equipment off her. She might have had her connection to Heaven torn from her by the maelstrom Lucifer kicked into place when he broke the city apart, but she was still enough of an angel to survive unscathed. Given enough motivation she could die, but even now she could feel the bruises and contusions starting to reknit.

      Tayla and Rodrigo, however, were both human.

      Finding the hilt of her sword, she kicked out the side door. It blew off the car, even as heat bloomed within. Sera scrambled out, then turned and ripped the front door off.

      Tay lay like crumpled linen inside. There was no time to be gentle about this. She grabbed her unconscious friend beneath the arms and hauled her out, before returning for Rodrigo.

      He slapped at his burning jeans, kicking the pavement as if trying to help her get him as far away from the car as possible.

      “The package?” he gasped.

      Sera patted her chest, where the shard was stashed in one of Azazel’s pockets. “Safe.” She pressed her hands to Tayla’s chest, trying to sense for pain or damage. There. A hard knot on her friend’s head. Maybe some minor bleeding and burns. But nothing that would kill her.

      Thank the Father.

      And then she froze as a figure slowly stalked toward her.

      He was enormous, his bat-like wings spread in a menacing pose. Sera saw the blond hair and tailored suit, and her heart shriveled into a prune until she realized Lucifer was still locked away.

      Not Lucifer.

      Not the First of Hell.

      But just as fucking deadly.

      Samael.

      “What have we here?” he purred. “An angel.”

      She’d dropped all her wards. The ragged remains of her Grace was enough to give her a power boost, and he could see it.

      It was nothing compared to the power oozing from him.

      When they’d chosen to Fall, they’d taken all that force with them. They were just as powerful as they’d been in Heaven, though Michael had cursed their wings to bleed black so that all should know them for what they were.

      Sera scrambled to her feet and wielded her blade. It was so pathetic. Broken, jagged, flickering with faint light that died the second Samael smirked at her. “Go!” she yelled at Rodrigo. “Get Tayla out of here!”

      She knew what she was signing up for.

      She wasn’t walking out of this, but if she could sacrifice herself in order to give her friends a chance….

      Samael laughed. “Such a pretty little angel. All alone…. I’m going to have so much fun with you. I’m going to start by plucking all your feathers until you scream such pretty songs for me….”

      He flexed his hands and sulfuric flames whipped around her. Sera screamed, but they died down as if they were snuffed, leaving her whole and undamaged. She panted in relief.

      “But she’s not alone,” called Uriel.

      He walked out of the shadows, clad in his army green hooded jacket, his dark skin gleaming in the flames.

      “Sera, you have it?” he asked, never taking his eyes off Samael as Rodrigo carried Tayla toward him.

      Others appeared in the shadows of the alleyway behind him. The Brotherhood.

      Maybe there was a chance.

      And then Azazel killed it.

      “Interesting,” his voice murmured. “Two thieves in my back alley. Two thieves trying to take what is mine.”

      Demons poured out of the alleyway that serviced the back of The Ninth Circle.

      Demons hissed and slunk out of the shadows behind Samael.

      And right in the middle, the car burned like holy fire.

      She’d seen a thousand paintings plucked right from the pages of Dante’s Inferno, but this was the cinematic version of it.

      Sera was stuck in the middle of all three of them, but she couldn’t take her attention off him.

      And the way he looked at her—suddenly she was back in the past, staring at him as Heaven burned.

      She could see the knowledge in his eyes.

      You’re with Uriel.

      You’ll always go running to him….

      “I’m sorry.” The words broke from her lips.

      The look he gave Uriel was cold, flat, merciless… and almost thoughtful.

      And then he turned his attention to Samael. “You’re breaking the city’s treaties. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Once this is done, I don’t think any of the other ruling city heads will care. They’ll be trying to keep me from their throats.” Samael clicked his fingers and vampires and demons began pouring out of the streets. Some of them climbed the walls of the buildings—just your friendly neighborhood vampire!—and others scuttled along on all fours. Fangs flashed as one of them grinned at her.

      Sera found herself backing away.

      The numbers weren’t in their favor.

      Azazel walked toward him, his hands still in his pockets and the faintest of smiles on his lips. There was no mercy in that smile, and she could tell, from the way Samael’s demons tensed, that fear radiated from him like a menacing shadow.

      What was he thinking?

      He was dozens of feet away from his demons. Samael could drown him in vampires with a snap of his fingers.

      “Sera,” Uriel called, gesturing sharply. “Come here.”

      The two demons faced each other.

      And while Sera knew she ought to get out of the way, she couldn’t make her feet move.

      “Azazel!”

      He cut her a look. “I’ll deal with you later.”

      Arrogant fucking demons.

      Sera tugged the shard from within her shirt.

      Suddenly, everyone froze.

      “Here,” she called, tossing it to the archangel.

      Uriel batted it out of the air with his sleeve and it landed in a muddy puddle by Tay’s feet. “Sera!” The look on his face would have been comical if the situation wasn’t so serious.

      She hadn’t even thought the action through.

      If he’d touched that shard it wouldn’t have just ignited, the detonation would have been catastrophic. Maybe the entire quarter would have burned.

      “Sorry. I’m a little on edge.” She wrapped both hands around the hilt of her broken sword. I need you now. I need you….

      But there was nothing but cool steel in her hand.

      Only the whisper of Heaven’s power brushing back against her, searching for the truth in her heart.

      An angel’s blade was a dangerous weapon. It needed belief to fuel it, and she was so fucking wrung out and tired that her quotient was low.

      “It looks like you’re outmatched,” Samael mocked Azazel.

      “You’re a fucking coward.” Azazel sneered, and then glanced back toward his demons. “You can’t even meet me one-on-one.”

      Sera was close enough to see rage flicker in the Prince of Wrath’s eyes. And just that easily, it was gone, blighted by a smile.

      Shadows swept around him. Samael conjured a sword of pure darkness. Demonsteel. Tainted and forged in blood. As he lifted it, it whined through the air, the shriek of it like a thousand souls screaming, driving it directly toward Azazel’s unprotected back—

      “No!” Sera screamed, lunging forward with her own blade lifted. There was no hope she could prevail—her steel could never match his—but it was the only way to protect Azazel.

      The flames finally ignited. Every inch of her lit up in pure radiance, driving the shadows back.

      Love.

      The sword of darkness swung down, cutting through that light and then their steel met with a clash of thunder.

      BOOM.

      Time froze. Light pulsed like a strobe, waging war against darkness, and the weight of Samael’s fury rose over her like a tide prepared to sweep her out of his way—

      And then the detonation blew them apart.

      She slammed backward, her head cracking against the wall of a building. Heat and pain and fury….

      She collapsed forward onto her knees, and from there, to the asphalt.

      The world blinked in and out.

      “Sera!” Uriel screamed, but the word sounded like there was a glass pane between her and his voice.

      “Sera!” There were hands turning her over, slapping at her cheeks.

      She couldn’t move. Her ears still rung. All she could see was fire. Every inch of her felt burnt.

      “Sera! Sera, look at me.” Azazel grabbed her chin. “Look at me.” His voice slid through her. “See me. Come back.”

      It was so calm here.

      Peaceful.

      She floated on a tide of darkness, slowly sinking below those depths.

      “No.” A furious growl chased her through the waters. “You don’t get to escape me. Not like this. No. Come back, Sera.”

      A spark appeared in the darkness.

      She didn’t know how she knew, but it was him.

      Reaching out, she captured that spark and light bloomed in her chest, her lungs suddenly heaving in air. Sera jerked her eyes open as pain speared through her. Life. She came to, back in the alley.

      Azazel hauled her into his arms, and she flopped there, broken in some ways.

      It hurt to breathe.

      But she could see the effect of that single blow.

      Entire buildings collapsed. Vampires screamed as they burned. Demons tried to drag Samael away, stamping out the flames that licked at his coat. He snarled and shoved them off, pushing to his feet as he glared at her.

      His sword was broken.

      Broken.

      Jagged edges of shadow evaporating as she watched.

      And hers lay unblemished, the light of its flame burning as hot as a welder’s torch.

      “How did I…?” It hurt to speak. She clutched at Azazel’s sleeve as he shushed her, but the question was seared into her head. How did I break his sword? He’s a demon. A prince of Hell. It should never have happened.

      “Love,” Uriel whispered, squatting by her side and reaching out to brush his fingers against her cheek. They glowed and then the cool glide of a healing swept through her. He looked up, meeting Azazel’s eyes. “Love unbroken. Love unquenched. A love that will never fade, no matter how many wounds it takes. There is no greater force.”

      Azazel ground his teeth together.

      But he held her.

      Held her and rocked her.

      The world was growing dark around the edges. Maybe she was still dying. Maybe sleep was beginning to suck her down.

      “What will this cost me?” Azazel whispered.

      Sera trailed her fingers down his sleeve. So hard to think….

      “You know what it will cost you,” Uriel replied.

      And then they both vanished.
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      Sera blinked back to consciousness, staring at a strange ceiling.

      Luxurious silk draped her skin, and there was a bandage wrapped around her waist, but nothing else.

      She had the hell of all headaches. What had happened? Where was she—?

      It all came back in a rush of fire-tinged memories.

      Stealing the shard. The confrontation in the alley. A sword of light rising to meet a blade of pure darkness—

      Sera sat up with a gasp and the sheets tumbled around her waist, along with the ragged remains of her curls. The ends had been burned on the right side.

      But then she began to recognize her surroundings.

      The room. The bed. The red silk sheets.

      Azazel—

      Azazel stared at her from the doorway, his hands buried in his pockets as he leaned against the doorframe. A dark smoldering shadow that watched her with hungry eyes.

      And Sera couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.

      She dragged the sheets up over her breasts. “I—"

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” The words were cold enough to flay like a whip. “I needed him to strike me. I needed him to break the treaty first. And you thought, what? That you were going to save me?”

      “You turned away from him,” she yelled. “What was I supposed to do? Watch you die? You’re not invincible. And he was wielding demonsteel!”

      “I’m not invincible, no.” He looked disgusted. “I didn’t have to be.” He stirred a finger in circles and a second Azazel stepped out of his body until they stood side by side. The two of them prowled toward her. “It wasn’t real, Sera. I was never in any danger. I needed Samael to break the treaty. I needed witnesses. I need him to try and kill me, before I could crush him.”

      And then the second figure evaporated like a cloud of smoke.

      A single tear caught her by surprise. “Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that. Forgive me for caring. Forgive me for trying to save your fucking life.”

      More followed and she dashed them away with a flurry.

      She’d spilled enough tears over this demon over the years.

      And then Azazel was there, offering her something to wipe her face.

      She clung to his arms, fingers clenching in his shirt. He knew the truth now. She didn’t know where that left them.

      He kissed her temples, her hair, breathing in the scent of her shampoo.

      “Six months of hard work,” he whispered into her hair, his hands clasping her head between them, “and you fucked it. A year of searching for that fucking shard, laying rumors, trying to push Samael to come for me, and you took one look at all my plans and went stomping all over them.”

      “I’d apologize, but I’m not sorry. Not even a little bit. That shard belongs with the angels.”

      “It’s not the worst thing you’ve done to me.” He tilted her chin up so she could see him. And he actually looked like he was searching for the right words. “Do you remember what happened in that alley?”

      Sera rubbed at her chest. Something hurt inside her. “Fairly certain I went toe-to-toe with Samael and—”

      She still couldn’t put it into words.

      A prince of Hell was so far above her on the power scale that his sword should have cleaved her in half.

      Instead—

      “Won.” There was something dangerous in his eyes. “You won.”

      Sera shivered. “I shouldn’t have—”

      “No.” He kissed her again, but this time he sought her lips. It was hard and fierce and formed of nothing of pleasure. Desperation, perhaps. His hands shook a little. “Your love wasn’t enough to save you. You were dying.”

      She could remember the firefly glow, that sudden intake of breath—and the burning sensation in her chest.

      “What did you do to me?” she whispered, because she was starting to understand.

      “Ruined myself.” His thumbs stroked down her cheeks and this time, when their eyes met, she could see his whole soul. “I showed the world my weakness. I showed my immortal enemy my… my heart.”

      “You saved me.”

      “I gave up half the light in my world to save you.”

      Half the light in his world….

      There was power in a soul, after all.

      That was how the demons were winning this war. Consuming the souls of others, powering up with each and every raw recruit.

      But his own soul….

      He’d offered it up to her, binding them together so that she would live.

      Sera bit her lip. There were so many things left unsaid in such a statement.

      “Why am I here?” she whispered. “Where’s Uriel? Where are… my friends?”

      “He threw you away,” he replied. “He gave you to me as payment. I let him keep the shard, and he let me keep you. You were no longer important to him.”

      Sera let the words sink in, but in retaliation, another whispered sentence beckoned in her memories.

      Words that were imprinted on her soul, from when Uriel had plunged them through her wards as she lay unconscious: “Remember, Sera. No soul is ever truly lost. You fight the hardest battle of all now. You fight for his redemption. And while you may think I am throwing you to the wolves, I do this with purpose. He couldn’t let you die. He chose you over the shard. I never thought I’d see the day a demon faltered, but there’s still enough love in his twisted heart to betray him. Use that love, Sera. Save him. Save him from Hell. Tay will be in touch.”

      She stared at Azazel, breathless with the fading command. “But I was more important to you than the shard.”

      Oh, he didn’t like that.

      His flaws laid bare. His weakness exposed. He eased her onto the bed, so, so carefully, but the look in his eyes incinerated her. “You betrayed me.”

      “I saved your life,” she pointed out. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.”

      Dark lashes shuttered his eyes as he glanced down. His gloved fist curled in the sheet, and he hauled it toward him with slow deliberation.

      It whispered over her skin until she was naked. Sera could have fought for it, but she didn’t bother. She drew her legs to her chest, but the pose was just as evocative in some ways.

      “I will punish you,” he said, and their eyes met as he leaned closer. “I will break you in so many ways.”

      “Yes.” She nibbled on her lower lip.

      A gloved hand caught her chin. “You belong to me now, Sera.”

      “Sariel,” she dared.

      “Sera.” His voice was flat and brooked no protest. “You will never be Sariel again. You will be Sera. My Sera. And I will make you suffer for all your sins.”

      “Is that why you bound us together?”

      He paused, his lips a bare inch from hers.

      “I know you did,” she whispered. “I can feel it. That’s what you did to me, isn’t it?”

      Two souls, bound together as one.

      Azazel laughed a little, under his breath. “You have always been my ruin. You have always been the only one who could flay me bare. Yes.” Their eyes met. “I bound you to me. You walked into Hell, little angel. Think you can survive it?”

      No going back.

      Not for her.

      But maybe it was time to face the future and deal with the past, once and for all.

      “I think,” she whispered, grabbing a fistful of his shirt. “That I’m not the one who has to worry about surviving. Kiss me. Love me. Ruin me.”

      “And you shall do the same.”

      Her smile held a multitude of sins.

      “As you wish,” he breathed.

      And then he leaned down and kissed her.

      A kiss to burn for all eternity.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoyed Prince of Ruin.

      

        

      
        This story came about when a group of friends invited me to join an anthology all the way back in 2020.

      

        

      
        The problem? I was a fantasy romance author, and they were very much contemporary romance authors. Think mafia romance, MC romance, erotic etc.

      

        

      
        The only thing that I had that might possibly fit was this dark little story idea that had been lurking in the back of my head for over ten years….

      

        

      
        The problem was that the story I’d tried to write several times (yes, there are several half-finished attempts at it) were all too long for an anthology. But while I had written about what-happens-next I had never truly dived into the night Sera and Azazel first re-met.

      

        

      
        Why am I telling you this?

      

        

      
        In short, because, while I have often wanted to dive back into this world, I have a lot of other series competing for my (and my readers) attention.

      

        

      
        And while this novella can stand alone if need be, there is definitely more to explore.

      

        

      
        If the interest is there….

      

        

      
        So I guess what I am asking is: Did you enjoy this novella? Would you like to see more of this world? Of Sera and Azazel?

      

        

      
        If yes, then tell me!

      

        

      
        * Feel free to email me at:

        becmcmaster@bigpond.com

        *Or join my Facebook group,

        The Company Of Rogues and

        join in the discussion there.

      

        

      
        In the meantime, I hope we meet again between the pages of another book!

      

        

      
        Cheers,

        Bec McMaster

      

        

      
        P.S If you love dark heroes and fantasy romance, and you’re looking for something to read, why not try PROMISE OF DARKNESS? Turn the page to find out more….

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      
      
        
        READ NOW

      

        

      
        Princess. Tribute. Sacrifice. Is she the one prophesied to unite two warring Fae courts? Or the one bound to destroy them?

      

        

      
        In a realm ruled by magic, the ruthless Queen of Thorns is determined to destroy her nemesis, the cursed Prince of Evernight.

      

        

      
        With war brewing between the bitter enemies, the prince forces Queen Adaia to uphold an ancient treaty: she will send one of her daughters to his court as a political hostage for three months.

      

        

      
        The queen insists it’s the perfect opportunity for Princess Iskvien to end the war before it begins. But one look into Thiago’s smouldering eyes and Vi knows she’s no assassin.

      

        

      
        The more secrets she uncovers about the prince and his court, the more she begins to question her mother’s motives.

      

        

      
        Who is the true enemy? The dark prince who threatens her heart? Or the ruthless queen who will stop at nothing to destroy him?

      

        

      
        And when the curse threatens to shatter both courts, is she strong enough to break it?

      

        

      
        A fairytale twist inspired by the Hades and Persephone myth.

      

        

      
        Keep reading for an excerpt from Promise of Darkness….

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from Promise of Darkness

          

        

      

    

    
      “A kiss once a day, for the next three months. No more, no less, unless you initiate it.” Prince Thiago says.

      “My oath upon it,” I agree.

      He graces me with a dangerous smile. “Come here.”

      He hasn’t specified where, or how passionate it has to be. I can get through this and keep my dignity, and he’ll be forced by his own words to honor the pact.

      Fine. Letting the borrowed cloak fall from my shoulders, I saunter toward him.

      The prince reclines in his chair, watching me with those darkly amused eyes.

      This is the enemy.

      But this is also the price I’ll pay to keep myself safe.

      I rest a hand against his chest, leaning down to brush my lips perfunctorily against his.

      Soft lips brush against mine, but he doesn’t lean into the touch. Tension radiates through him, his hands curling around the arms of his chair as if he’s fighting to restrain them. It’s a heady feeling, knowing I hold all the power. He cannot reach for me. He cannot touch me. Not without permission.

      “Well?” Thiago tilts his face to mine, breath whispering over my lips.

      It’s the faintest of caresses, barely a kiss, and we both know it. And yet it holds a taste of the forbidden, a reckless, pinwheeling sensation that feels like I’m skating on ice without knowing how thin it is….

      His thumb brushes against the inside of my wrist, and I swallow.

      Hard.

      All it would take would be for him to pull me down into his lap, and then I’d be at his mercy. It’s a heady feeling, knowing how much power I could wield with a simple “yes” or “no.”

      And it is a no.

      It has to be.

      “You have your kiss.”

      Thiago releases me, smiling slightly. “Is that what you call it in your mother’s court? Oh, Princess…. What I could teach you about kissing….”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Want to know more about the fat Prince of Evernight?

      

        

      
        Click here to keep reading.
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kidnapped by a dread pirate when she was a child, USA Today Bestselling Author BEC MCMASTER was raised on myth and legend, and offered her younger siblings to the goblin king many a time. Unfortunately, he did not accept.

      

        

      
        Now she writes epic fantasy romance with a dark and sexy twist, which is almost as much fun.

      

        

      
        Bec has a secret weakness for villainous heroes, wicked fae princes and dangerous vampires, though in all her daydreams, she’s the one rescuing them.

      

        

      
        She lives happily-ever-after with her very own hero and princess-in-training in the wilds of Australia, where she can often be found drinking tea or curled up with a good book.

      

        

      
        Escape the ordinary at

        www.becmcmaster.com
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