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      Jessie Blaze whapped her wooden spoon on the kitchen counter and grimaced at the apartment wall where her neighbor’s headboard had been banging off and on for damn near three hours. A sexual boot camp that made it nearly impossible to study for tomorrow’s Constitutional Law test, which she was going to flunk if she didn’t get some food and serenity around here stat.

      “Whoever he brought home’s not gonna be able to walk for a week.” She leaned down to bare her teeth at Scourge, her ten-year-old Chihuahua who was sitting in his chair at the table. Scourge growled back before giving her a sloppy doggy kiss.

      The wall abuse continued, only now her neighbor’s bed buddy added vocals in an impressive soprano. Jessie rolled her eyes, but couldn’t suppress a shiver. It had been too long since she’d scratched that kind of itch, and she wouldn’t be breaking the dry spell any time soon. Being a female bartender provided loads of opportunities for sexual escapades, but watching people get liquored up and making all the same mistakes night after night had a way of dampening her enthusiasm for accepting any of the inevitable offers. And between work, school, worrying about her uncle, and taking care of Gramma and Grampa, there simply wasn’t time to get to know anyone.

      So here she was, twenty-six-going-on-sixty, trying to be responsible and study, but instead only managing to visualize herself as the one pressed up against her mysterious and well-mannered neighbor’s tall, hard body. Those sculpted shoulders rising above her, his come here I wanna bite you lips descending, her skin burning for his touch…

      Burning?

      Smoke from the pan.

      Water sizzling as it overflowed the pot of spaghetti.

      Jessie lunged for the stove, swearing. She pulled both the pan of charred hamburger and the pot of noodles off the burners as boiling water sloshed across the stovetop.

      Stupid Nate. Why’d he have to flaunt his hookup like this? She could’ve sworn he was interested in her. Especially after he’d helped her deal with her on-again-off-again date’s tumble down the stairs.

      And the mailbox debacle.

      She’d even noticed him inhaling deeply like he was appreciating a wine’s rich bouquet whenever he held the door open for her. Which was a little creepy, but his sexy smile mitigated the weird factor. She hadn’t seen him with anyone before, so she’d hoped he might be single and…

      You are so lame, Jessie.

      And unfair. She didn’t know much about him other than he had a sexed-up British accent, a smile that made her knees weak, a body that made her forget her own name, and eyes that made her slumbering right brain wake up and spout poetry. Just because he knew his way around a woman’s body—some other woman’s body, gah—didn’t mean she should take her sexual frustrations out on him.

      Maybe she should bring more JBlaze into her everyday life—her stage name when she tied on her bar apron.

      An ass-kicking, name-taking, booty poppin’ diva.

      Jessie looked down where Scourge licked a pile of noodles off the floor. She turned off both burners and picked up her dog as a new round of moaning and headboard slamming began next door. Her dreams—and worries—were bigger than a momentary heartbreak by a guy who could charm a chastity belt off a nun.

      “Looks like we’re gonna have to swing by McDonalds before hitting the library, Scourgie. You’ll have to hide in my purse again.” With only two hours before the law library closed, she didn’t want to fuss with getting gussied up. Besides, Mr. Charisma was already occupied next door, and she seriously doubted any hunky law students would be prowling the library this late on a Friday night. She shoved her papers and books into her bag, slipped on her fuzzy boots, grabbed her coat, purse, keys, and Scourge. She hustled out the door and…

      Bumped into a fantasy.

      “Whoa! Easy there, angel.” A deep voice rolled over her skin.

      A British voice.

      Hell in a handbasket.

      Nate.

      Jessie ducked her head and pushed out of his grasp because she wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup. Or a bra. Balls. Not a good call when you’re a double D. Déjà vu drifted over her from the day he’d moved in and caught her in the same predicament.

      Except that morning she’d been wearing nothing but a baggy white t-shirt and underwear.

      She pulled her book bag and Scourge in front of her like a Kevlar vest. Then noticed she’d knocked a bunch of grocery bags out of his hands when she’d barreled out of her apartment at Mach whatever.

      She and Nate bent down to the grocery bags and knocked heads at the precise moment the woman in Nate’s apartment reached her throat-ripping climax. Nate made a low sound like he was in pain, causing all the skin on Jessie’s upper body to prickle. Her gaze shot up to find his saturated blue eyes burning with intensity and his lips—oh wow—those beautiful lips just inches from her own. “Y-you aren’t home?”

      His ultra serious expression slid away as a slight dimple peeked beside his lips. Had she really spoken out loud? OMG, Jessie. Her face had to be drowning in an ocean of red. “What I mean is…” I’m so deliriously happy you’re not the one banging that chick into next week.

      There was nothing she could say that would make this less awkward, so she handed him a red pepper, wondering what he planned to make with it. “Glad the eggs are okay, and sorry to plow you over,” she managed without stuttering again.

      He ignored the jug of pomegranate juice, Gruyere cheese, and various types of produce splayed across the floor, choosing to pet Scourge, the little traitor, who’d bailed from her bag and now had his front paws on Nate’s chest. “They’ve been a bit loud, eh? Good for them. I thought they’d be finished by now. How long have they been at it?”

      Her mouth gaped for a spit second before she recovered. “I am so not having this conversation with you.” The heat in his eyes made her suddenly aware of her pointy, unprotected nipples. She rearranged her scarf over her breasts the best she could. Then she reached for Scourge and stuffed him in back in her bag. “See you around, Nate.”

      She started to rise when he grabbed her elbow and helped her to feet. “Hey, where are you going so late anyway?”

      As casually as possible, she pulled a few more strands of hair out of her messy bun to flitter around her face. All the better to hide behind because these awful fluorescent hallway lights managed to point out every imperfection on your mug. “It’s not late for night owls like me. I’m heading out for a bite to eat before I hit the library.”

      Moans started anew next door. Nate stepped closer, raising Jessie’s heart rate tenfold.

      “Oh excellent! I’m a night owl, too, so I’d like to propose a deal for you, Jessica.”

      Of course he did.

      But she’d never tried a foursome, and tonight was damn well not going to be her first. Her glance raked him over, from his scuffed leather boots, up his jean-clad, muscle-bound thighs, to the snap-front olive shirt rolled to expose his sexy forearms—doesn’t he feel the cold? It’s like forty degrees outside—to those lips, all-seeing eyes, and carelessly artful mahogany hair. Talk about a total contrast to her oversized University of Minnesota sweatshirt, UGG boots, and spaghetti sauce-splattered yoga pants. Back away from the pretty man, Jessie. “I…I’m sorry. I really have to get to the library to study. Big test tomorrow.”

      He tilted his head to one side with a lazy smile that made her anything but relaxed. “With your dog?”

      “He was at the vet for shots this afternoon. I never leave him alone in case has a delayed reaction.” She glanced down at her baby. “ I know it’s silly.”

      “Not at all. It’s quite endearing. How about you allow me to help you? In fact, we can aid one another. You’ve got to admit, I can’t possibly go in and interrupt that.” He gave her a perfectly executed wink that he had to have practiced in a mirror. “Like I said, I thought they’d be sated by now. But since they’re not, and I have these,” he lifted his grocery bags, “let me cook us a quiche while you study. I promise not to be a bother.”

      “What?” He couldn’t be serious.

      “I’ll even quiz you after a while.”

      “Quiz?” she squeaked.

      “Sure. I’ll ask questions from the chapter you’re studying, and you can answer.” How did he get his eyes to twinkle like that? “Then I’ll feed you quiche,” he said.

      “Quiche?”

      “You know, eggs, cream—”

      She squeezed Scourge so hard he yelped. Come on, Jess, full sentences. “I know what quiche is.”

      “If you don’t like it, I can make something else. Trust me, I’m an experienced cook.”

      This was just…bizarre. “I like quiche,” she mumbled.

      “I remember,” he said, his voice deep and thick, trapping her in the memory of the day he’d moved in. How she’d babbled on about quiche of all things.

      She wondered, asininely, if a face could actually melt in a physiological response to embarrassment.

      When he reached for her doorknob, she finally shook out of her stupor. “No, wait!” Why would he make her quiche? She pointed to his door. “Go in there and tell them to take their party elsewhere. Good grief, they’ve been at it for two and half hours already.”

      “Look, here’s what happened. My mate Dorian got to town and didn’t take the time to find a hotel room before he hooked up. When he asked to use my place, I didn’t realize he was so depleted. My apologies.”

      Depleted? What an odd way to describe horny, but whatever. Scourge squirmed in her bag. “Well, by now I’m sure he’s dulled the edge enough to wait fifteen minutes to find a hotel for the rest of the night. I’d kick them out if I were you,” she said.

      Nate shrugged. “I don’t want to pester them when they’re having such a grand time. Come on, Jessica. I’d love to feed you.” His eyes mapped the contours of her body from top to bottom. He smiled when his gaze made it back to hers. “I promise it’ll be good.”

      Oh, wow. This guy was a walking innuendo. TWTA: Trouble With a Tight Ass. Good looks do not preclude homicidal intentions, Jess. Ted Bundy had been a reasonably handsome guy with loads of charm, too.

      So they said.

      Did serial killers cook quiche, though?

      A tiny voice inside her head told her to open her door and hold on the for the ride. Jessie peered into Nate’s eyes looking for the tell-tale vacancy she’d read about in her undergrad abnormal psych classes. She shivered when she found the opposite of vacancy. So much depth there, she could fall right into his eyes. Her fingers tightened on her bag strap. “Okay, you can come in, but only for a little while.” Heart thumping overtime, she turned to unlock her door, then cringed when she saw the ungodly mess she’d left in the kitchen. “Crap. I forgot how I left the place. Guess this isn’t going to work after all.”

      When she turned around, he was in her space. Like right there. She tilted her head back to look at him and swallowed hard. Oh man, he smelled good. Layered notes of leather and vetiver and a vivid memory of the ocean from her childhood. One from when times were actually good with her mother.

      “Any cook worth his or her salt gets used to rip-roaring messes. You’ve got a doozy. Guess it’s your lucky day I’m here.” He tapped her on the nose and walked in.

      Twenty minutes later, the stove sparkled, the quiche was baking, and Scourge was fast asleep on Jessie’s lap as she shuffled her Constitutional Law notes on the table. Not that she’d been able to concentrate with Nate’s fine ass moving around her kitchen like he owned the place. Of course, she could always hope that osmosis worked because Lord knew she’d practically burned a hole in the pages looking at them.

      At least things had finally quieted down next door, so she’d begun to relax.

      Nate sat down across from her and handed her a glass of Gewürztraminer. “Sorry, it’s all I have at the moment.” One side of his lips lifted. “Cheers.”

      Her glass clinked against his before she sipped the wine. “It’s nice. I’m a bartender, but I don’t drink much, so this is a treat.” She gestured to the oven. “Hey, if you want to go home now, I can bring the quiche over when it’s ready.”

      “Tossing me out already?”

      “I thought it’d be more like a get out of jail free card for you.”

      He tugged on a coil of hair by her ear. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been trying to think of a way to ask you out since way before the mailbox incident last week.”

      When her pen fumbled to the floor, she was thankful Scourge was on her lap to give her hands something to do. “That was not my fault.” Her overheating face said otherwise, however. It took a special kind of stupid to get your hair stuck in a metal mailbox. “I’m telling you, poltergeists live in those little black holes. But anyway, thank you again.” She took back-to-back gulps of wine. Seriously, why was he here? She’d bet a whole week’s bartending tips that she was frumpville compared to the other girls who crossed his path on a daily basis.

      He stood up from the table, and just like that, her fairy tale was about to end. He would leave now, but that was A-okay because prince charmings didn’t compute in her world. She had bills to pay, grades to maintain, an uncle to avenge, grandparents to care for, new employers to impress—

      “Bring your glass and come here, Jess.” He held his hand out to her.

      “Where are we going?”

      His slow smile mocked her. “Do you always need to know all the answers before you leap?”

      “Yes. Prosecutors always press for the truth.”

      He winked, sat down on her couch, and patted the cushion next to him. “So, no defense law in store for you.” It wasn’t a question. “Gonna save the day as a prosecutor then. That’s brilliant.”

      That slight English accent was terribly alluring. As was the invitation to sit next to him. She chose her favorite threadbare chair instead. Scourge soon claimed her lap. “I’ve never asked, but are you from around here?” she asked. He’d moved into the building exactly forty-seven days ago. She remembered it well because it was the same day Uncle Mason had called to tell her he’d been manipulated into selling his nightclub.

      “More or less.” He swirled the sweet, woodsy liquid in his glass.

      It was the first time he’d spoken that he hadn’t looked her in the eye. Her curiosity was piqued. “Meaning you’re from Minnesota in general? Or you were born elsewhere, but you’ve been here a while?” The latter seemed more likely because of his accent.

      “I bloom where I’m planted. Now tell me, why law?”

      She opened her mouth to call him on his evasive answer, then closed it. This wasn’t Moot Court, and acting like a pit bull tended to get exhausting after a spell. Not to mention, it wasn’t the best way to get to know a guy. She drank the rest of her wine and settled back into the chair. A pleasant tingling began to wind about her legs. “I want to be a voice for vulnerable populations—battered women, children, the elderly, disabled veterans.”

      “Ah, my initial impression was correct then. You’re an angel in a world of demons.” His eyes seemed to pulse with warmth, sincerity, and…something else.

      Jessie smiled, feeling warm in an entirely nice way. She pushed her sweatshirt sleeves up and pet Scourge slowly, a delicious contentment seeping through her. “I hesitate to correct your assumption, but the only angels in my family are my grandparents, Tilly and Walt. They share a love like you’ve never seen.”

      His eyes narrowed the slightest bit. “You must take after them, though. You mentioned while I was cooking that they all but raised you.”

      “Yes, fortunately for me, otherwise my mother—” Her gaze dropped to where Scourge snored on her lap. The wine was making her tongue loose. Most people ended up finding out about her notorious mother eventually, but right now Jessie wasn’t ready for over-sharing.

      “Your mum?” Nate’s question came out soft, his eyes clear and focused. It would be so easy to spill her family’s dirty laundry.

      He wasn’t the only one who could be evasive, however. “Have you ever wondered how a child could turn out so differently from his or her family?” she asked.

      “As a matter of fact—”

      She would have loved to hear what he’d been about to say, but the wall banging re-commenced next door. Nate tilted his head back and belly laughed so deeply she couldn’t help but giggle, too.

      “No wonder you got so distracted, Angel,” he said.

      Before Nate, no one had ever called her an angel. Not even as a child. It was nice. Especially the way he spoke the endearment, slowly, meaningfully, like he was savoring each letter on his tongue.

      Moments later, his insinuation dawned on her. She glanced around the kitchen, remembering her ‘mess-interrupted’ and cringed. “They didn’t distract me with their…uh, their…”

      “Fucking?”

      The illicit word from his lips made her whole body tingle. “No!”

      “Oh, but I think they did. And they are.” His gaze was filled with heat. And he was smirking, the beast.

      “That’s not what I…You…I wasn’t leaving because I had to get away from that.”

      He shook his head. “You are a horrible liar. Apropos for an angel.”

      “Well, give me a break, that sexual marathon isn’t normal.” Scourge yipped and growled on her lap, irritated by her agitation.

      “On the contrary. It appears no one has ever showed you how much of a journey lovemaking can be.” He paused, his eyes once again tracking slowly from her lips to her breasts, lower, down to her bare toes. Her breath caught and held, frozen while her heart pumped hard in her chest. His eyes smoldered when his gaze returned to hers. “I’d be delighted to initiate you.”

      Outrageous!

      But…she liked it.

      Almost as much as she liked the way his lips slid past his teeth on that infernally slow smile. “You are curiously depraved,” she whispered.

      He stood, lifted Scourge out of her lap, placing him on the couch. “Quite. Put it on a t-shirt for me?”

      “No t-shirt big enough to fit your vainglorious ego.”

      “Be careful, big words turn me on. But tell me, since when does having an ego equate with depravity?” He leaned down to place his hands on the chair arm rests, boxing her in.

      She cleared her throat. “Since when does a metrosexual know how to cook?” Or have a brain? This guy was more trouble than a wired eighteen-year-old in a strip club.

      “I didn’t figure you for the judgmental type. Stereotypes can be dangerous.”

      “More like early warning systems for modern women.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      She blew out a breath, but it didn’t help one damn bit. “You.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I’m here because I like you.”

      But why? Why do you like me? “I know nothing about you other than you drive a beat-to-hell pickup, you’re exceedingly permissive with your friends, and by the smell of it, you know how to make a mouthwatering quiche. That’s it.”

      Next door, the man’s groans merged with the woman’s growing crescendo of staccato cries. Jessie shifted in her seat, her body achy and warm. The sounds were getting to Nate, too. She could see it in his eyes. The way his gaze kept drifting to her breasts. He straightened, his hands sliding down his pants like his palms were sweaty.

      “What else would you like to know?” His voice was gravelly.

      The woman next door had to be dying by now from the cadence of those moans. “How can anyone go on for so long?”

      “Oh, Jessie, that sounds like a challenge I can’t refuse.” He pulled her up into his arms, and her skin ignited.
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      Nate Temple hummed deep in his throat. Jessie’s tongue was raw sugar in his mouth. Two months ago, he never thought he’d find someone who resurrected his muted senses the way she did. He’d heard about the phenomenon, especially with bonded Guardian pairs, but he hadn’t cared, figuring his enhanced abilities—super-human speed, strength, and hearing—made his other numbed senses a fair trade.

      She’d even broken through his apathy.

      He hadn’t realized how much he’d been missing out on until that day he’d first seen Jessie in the grocery store, the wild pink streak in her light brown, corkscrew hair a show of defiance that he longed to touch. Her outfit that day suggested she’d returned from a jaunt to the gym, as did the provocative flush on her cheeks.

      A flush that he would pay a fortune to experience resurrected in the throes of passion.

      Somehow she’d brought his world back to living color, taste, and scent since his death during a Zeppelin bombing raid on London’s East End in 1915.

      Right now, he had to feel her entire weight in his arms. Grabbing the back of her legs, he pulled her thighs up and apart to wrap around his hips. He went in for another taste of her mouth but found layers of her scarf instead. “Stuff these bloody accessories! Why do women wear such buggery things?”

      He turned and went down on one knee to settle her on the sofa. She pulled off the offensive scarf, then grasped the bottom edge of her sweatshirt. A strangled sound erupted from his throat at her sudden bold moves after such alluring hints of shyness. And…

      Daaaamn.

      He rubbed his hands down his pant legs and inhaled forcefully. There were those soft mocha breasts he’d dreamt about. He spared a moment to take her in. Had he ever seen more magnificent breasts? He tried to speak to tell her how perfect they were, but his mouth couldn’t wait. His palms slid up her midsection to cup the heavy weight. She shuddered, her fingers threading through his hair when his tongue planted broad strokes against her tight nipples.

      The messy bun atop her head failed to constrain the curly, light-capturing strands of brown, gold, and hot pink next to an entirely suckable ear. “I fancy your cheeky hair,” he whispered.

      “I fancy your breath on my skin,” she sighed back.

      One by one, he took the pins out of her hair until it sprung down to hover about her shoulders. He pushed her knees wide and laid flush against her, pressing her into the sofa, breathing in her beachy coconut and berries scent as he took one velvety earlobe between his teeth. Her arms came around him, pulling him closer to her pillowy breasts.

      How had he ever been attracted to the willowy type? Comparing all those women to curvy Jessica was like putting a stack of granola bars next to a hot fudge sundae.

      No comparison.

      “You feel, smell, and mmm…taste so good.” He slid his fingers under the waistband of her booty-hugging pants. “I really love your ass in these trousers, but I think it’s time they come off.” His hands lifted her bottom and pulled the black yoga pants down her legs to pool around her ankles. Lacy knickers rode low on her hips. “Damn, you’re lush.” He wanted to lick her all over. She squirmed under his perusal, clamped her legs together, and pulled a throw blanket against her belly.

      He tried to slide it away. “No, I must see you.”

      “You can see me,” she insisted.

      “Not all of you.”

      “Turn off the lights.”

      “Bloody hell, no. I’ve been dying for this moment. I’m not missing anything.”

      Her cheeks were flush, she wasn’t looking at him, and this was all wrong suddenly. He tried to dispel the hard grip of lust that had him wound up tight. “Do you want to stop?”

      “No. I’d like…I would feel better if the lights were off. At least most of them.” She spoke to the floor.

      What? Self-conscious? “Woman, you’re hourglass personified. A walking wet dream.” He ran his hands up her thighs under the blanket to caress her lace thong. His thumbs dipped to press at her warm, wet center, and her head settled back against the cushions. She shifted to stretch her legs a little. Still, she didn’t release her death grip on the blanket. “Who’s the duffer who made you feel like you need to cover yourself?”

      Her eyes snapped open as she scooted up. “No one. I can see for myself what my gut looks like. Geez. If I thought this was going to turn into a therapy session, I would’ve put on a pot of coffee first.” The blanket came up to cover her breasts now, too.

      This was not the way he’d envisioned this going down. He repressed a sigh, sat beside her, and hauled her into his lap.

      “Wait!” she squeaked.

      “Oh no. I was content to worship your ripe body, but since you’re the one who started in on the lights business, we’re going to suss it out so we can shoot it down and get on with the fun stuff. Right?” Her ass was so warm and full on his lap he was going to have to concentrate on dead puppies or, hell, intestine-shredded demons to prevent coming in his jeans right now. “Blast, Jessie. Don’t. Move. Like that.” Sweat broke out on his brow. It was the closest he’d come to prematurely blowing his junk since he’d been a human teenager.

      “I’m not talking about my body issues right now. Ugh, just let me go, okay? Sorry, this is a mistake.”

      He held her fast, hugging her and kissing her temple. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. You have the most beautiful body I have ever seen, Angel. But if you want the lights off, your wish is my command.” He stood with her in his arms and strode into her dark bedroom. “You want me to stay?” Goddammit say yes.

      “Yeah,” she whispered.

      “Thank fuck.”

      As she laughed, he plunked her down on the bed so abruptly her breasts bounced, and—glory hallelujah!—he’d never been so happy to have Guardian-enhanced night vision.

      He yanked the blanket off her, his body taking its place in a heartbeat. His lips found her neck, one forearm next to her head, as his free hand couldn’t seem to cover enough of her satin landscape. “It’s dark. Feel better now?”

      “I do.” She arched her head back into the mattress, wriggled her legs apart, and gasped as his bulge made contact with her thong.

      This woman bled passion, and he was too far gone to bother with the psychology behind her sex-with-the-lights-off dysfunction. That was not okay, but he was too much of an asshole to take the high road and fix it right now.

      But he would. The challenge both rattled and exhilarated him. A sick mix of emotions he hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Her hands swiveled low on his abdomen. His gut muscles recoiled from her touch as she yanked on the edges of his shirt, unsnapping the bottom buttons. He leaned up to let her finish the job, unable to take his gaze from her face, knowing she couldn’t see him and that she assumed the same of him. He’d never seen such a look of raw hunger on any woman’s face.

      He slid down her body, teeth nipping, tongue sampling the softness of her skin all the way down to her legs. When his knees came off the bed, he pulled her ass to the edge of the mattress and dispensed with her knickers. “You want this, Jessica?”

      “I do—”

      His mouth was on her before she even finished her utterance. Her erotic vocalizations were driving him wild. He pushed her legs wider and —

      “Nate, I need you at Rapture immediately.”

      Nate groaned to hear Alexios—another member of Unholy Inc, a world-wide network of Guardian nightclub hubs for demon-hunting—speak in his head. Alexios also happened to be the first created Guardian—which meant he was bloody ancient.

      “Go away, you Spartan sod. I’m busy,” Nate pushed telepathically back at him, massaging Jessie, reaching up to palm her breast with his other hand. He could feel her body drawing tighter, pulling her up into a mass of sensations that he could metaphysically translate when he closed his eyes. Her passion manifested in a complex blast of jewel-toned colors that exploded behind his eyelids like a kaleidoscope with a hundred mirrors.

      Amazing.

      He’d gladly die a hundred deaths to wallow in these rich colors and patterns with her.

      “Ooo.”

      “Yes, Jessie. Come for me, Angel.”

      “Jinx returned from recon. Based on her intel, something’s going down on Mirage’s opening night.”

      No way should he respond to Alexios. Didn’t matter if his earlier conversation with the Guardian leader had left him uneasy. Right now, as he drank from Jessie, tasted her, her thighs were shaking, her hips bucking, and he’d never felt so overwhelmingly alive since the moment of his death more than a hundred years ago. And wasn’t that something? It was intriguing, addicting, and…

      Alarming.

      “If you aren’t at Rapture in fifteen minutes, I’m going to put you on Incubus duty for two fortnights.”

      Nate gave Jessie one more broad tongue stroke, and she careened off the cliff. She reached for him as her body calmed so he crawled onto the bed to lie beside her. She turned toward him, her hands moving toward his button fly. “Thank you for that,” she whispered. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Mankind’s loss.” His, too, because he had to leave before gorging himself on the Jessie buffet. She scooted down to press kisses against his chest where his heart beat a rapid rhythm. Fuck, he didn’t want to put her to sleep. Alexios, you’ll pay for this.

      Deep echoes of the Guardian’s laughter only reinforced Nate’s desire for petty revenge.

      “You’re beautiful, Jessica.”

      “So are you, Nate.”

      He blinked at her for a moment, his name on her lips affecting him more strongly than he could have imagined. If he would have found someone like Jessie when he’d been human, he maybe wouldn’t have turned out to be such a bastard. Everything he’d learned about her in the last forty eight days had demonstrated she was goodness personified.

      She deserved better than the likes of him. Master manipulator—an accusation he’d heard many times and in many creative iterations. He’d always worn the badge with pride because it’s how he’d managed to survive those harsh years as a child on the streets of early twentieth century London.

      Looking down at Jessie now, however…he wondered if it was possible for a tiger to change its stripes.

      His body pulsed, hungry for release as he grasped both of her lovely, wandering hands, pulled them over her head, and rolled on top of her. The kiss he’d meant as a claiming, turned out to be much softer. So much more intimate. When they were both breathless, he pulled back to caress her face, his heart heavy with an unfamiliar disquiet. His time was running out if he wanted to avoid a month’s worth of hunting fallen angels who seduced people in their sleep.

      Alexios was for damn sure going to pay for this interruption.

      He ran a hand down Jessie’s hip. “I promise I’ll be back. Until then…Somnus.”

      Jessie’s eyes drifted shut, her mind instantly asleep at his command. Have the best sleep of your life, Angel. He eased her under the covers, brushing brown and pink curls away from her face, unable to resist kissing her one more time. After slipping on his shirt, he removed the quiche and turned the oven off. Then he stepped into the hallway, locked the door, and added wards to repel not only the Incubi, but also the Rephaim and Nephilim, three classes of fallen angels who could control lesser demons—spirits who’d gone to hell and required a human host if they found a way back to Earth.

      Fallen angels took their own forms so they didn’t need a host, using glamor to walk undetected among the humans. And then there were the archdemons. As Lucifer’s children, they were at the top of Hell’s food chain, able to control even the fallen angels.

      That was Demonology 101. Nate knew it well, though he had yet to cross paths with an archdemon.

      Demons—in all their toxic manifestations—were all too real, although most mortals couldn’t see them. Protecting humanity was a pain in the ass, but it was the Guardians’ form of Purgatory because of the despicable choices they’d made while human. The only time he’d ever been honorable was his final decision to sacrifice his life for that of a stranger’s.

      One noble moment in a life built in homage to selfishness. It was true of all Guardians, except Alexios.

      It would’ve been swell if the Guardians received some sort of “play-nice” pill to help ease their post-human journey. But no. They were stuck with the same shitty vices they’d possessed their first go-round and resisting those flaws was usually harder than throwing down with the demons who managed to worm their way to Earth and inhabit a human host. And unfortunately, it would remain that way until the Apocalypse rolled around.

      Nate went down the stairs and stepped out the front door of the building, grateful for the brisk autumn air on his heated skin. He wasn’t afraid of demons, but he was unsettled about Jessie. The senses she’d awakened indicated that she was important to him in a way that he couldn’t put his finger on.

      She couldn’t be a potential soul mate because she was human. Yet there was something compelling about her. He’d have to ask another Unholy Inc partner, Jinx, if she’d ever heard of this type of connection between a Guardian and a human.

      Whatever was between them, he wanted to be with Jessie again soon.

      Alas, in less than twelve hours she’d find out who he really was.

      Then things might get a little touchy.
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      “Grandpa’s going to love that cashmere scarf. But don’t cave and give it to him before your anniversary like you did last year,” Jessie scolded her grandmother. She pulled into her grandparents’ driveway, put her car in park, and hustled out of the vehicle to assist the tiny woman. The lovely shade of pink that bloomed on Tilly Jacobs’ cheeks took a good decade off her seventy-nine years.

      “Walt can beguile all he likes. But this year, I am not giving in,” Tilly promised.

      Jessie nodded, noticing her grandfather step out the front door to collect his bride, a slight breeze catching a shock of his white hair to make it stand on end. He’d been watching out for Tilly every day for the last fifty-eight years. Theirs was a real life love story—the for richer, for poorer, through sickness and health kind.

      Not the fairy tale sort like last night with demigod Nate.

      Yeah, don’t go there right now. “Good. Be strong for five more days, Gramma. If you get weak and feel like spilling the beans early, give me a call. I’m good at interventions. Deal?”

      Tilly tucked the package under her arm and tilted her cheek for Walt’s kiss when he reached her side. “It’s a deal. Though, you may regret your offer. I have a feeling this rascal is going pester me relentlessly.”

      Tilly’s smile coaxed a wink from Walt before he turned to Jessie. “You girls have a good time?”

      His expression was far more serious than his voice suggested. “She was fine,” Jessie whispered, closing her eyes when his arms came around her. He smelled like Old Spice, love, and happy times. All her best memories included these two.

      “It was wonderful, Walt. I’ve missed shopping.” Tilly yawned and leaned into her husband. Jessie’s gaze met her grandfather’s worried one over her grandmother’s head. Just two months ago, Tilly’s doctor had advised that they start looking for nursing homes because of her failing health. Walt was devastated at the thought of living apart from her. Jessie worried they’d both go downhill if they were separated, so she was determined to find a way to keep them together. The few available options were just so damn expensive. She swallowed a lump in her throat and pasted on a smile. “I’ll take you anytime you wanna go, Gramma.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. You’re always so good to me.”

      “Good to us.” Walt angled his body to shield Tilly from the wind.

      “If I can give you half the love you guys have showered on me since…” Mom tried to throw me in a dumpster in her cocaine-induced rage over having a biracial child…

      “Jessie.” Her grandfather’s voice held a warning, but no matter how much they wanted her to forget, some things were impossible to un-remember.

      Or forgive. Even if her mother had eventually died sober—and more tolerant of the black half of Jessie’s genetics—a few years ago.

      She rubbed her grandmother’s frail arm. “Go on inside now. Some tea and a nap would be a good follow up to our shopping trip, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, that sounds nice, if a little patronizing, dear.”

      Jessie kissed her cheek. “The tough love’s gotta come from somewhere since your groom does nothing but spoil you.”

      Walt’s laughter followed her as she made her way back to the car. Though the wind continued to fuss, her grandfather’s voice carried strongly. “You’ll understand when someone becomes the very beat of your heart.”

      “Don’t ever settle, Jessica!” Tilly added, looking pale.

      “I’ll get right on that, guys. I’ll invite you to the wedding if I find any extra Disney princes in my part of town!”

      “Jessica.”

      “Just kidding!” Kinda. Nate could definitely inspire a new Disney prince. Well, the x-rated sort anyway. Jessie raised her hand in a vague wave. “Enjoy your siesta. I’ll call you later!” When she got in the car, she still had half an hour before her work meeting at Mirage, the new name for the nightclub Uncle Mason had built from the ground up. But since it would be her first meeting with the club’s new owner—the man who practically stole her uncle’s life’s work right out from under him—she might as well get there early. Good impressions and all that. She didn’t want to give people cause to believe she was responsible when the cops started investigating.

      Because she was determined to find out why the new owner had wanted the club so bad. And how he’d manipulated Mason into selling it for pennies on the dollar. Her uncle wasn’t shrewd, compelling, or smooth—qualities you associate with nightclub owners. Yeah, he had problems, but he’d been a constant presence in her life, always there to dry her tears when her mom was a post-party wreck.

      And of course, he’d been the one to stop Aurora Blaze from throwing six-year-old Jessie into a garbage dumpster.

      Now, it was Jessie’s turn to help him.

      Maintaining her job at the club would give her an insider’s look at their nerve center so she could somehow make this right for her uncle, hopefully without making it into a big news event. That would be too hard on Gramma and Grandpa after the media circus her mother had put them through.

      Jessie yawned at the next stoplight. She really shouldn’t be tired. Last night she’d had the most restful, dreamless sleep in months.

      And the best orgasm of her life.

      How humiliating that she’d fallen asleep afterwards. Especially when Nate had been so sweet about the whole thing. He could have woken her, but instead he’d tucked her under the covers and locked the door on his way out. She still didn’t understand how he’d managed that with the deadbolt on the inside, but whatever, it was a princess moment, and really, how many of those did a girl get in a year?

      At twenty-six, Jessie was only a few years older than most second-year law students, but she felt a major disconnect with females her age. Probably had to do with having a gorgeous and talented actress as a mother. A mother who’d floated in and out of rehab for almost two decades before dying tragically in a car crash at the height of her revived career.

      Yeah, that.

      And feeling responsible for her grandparents’ welfare. That kind of stuff trumped which club you were going to hit up on Friday night and what nail polish color was in vogue. Jessie looked at her hands with their unadorned fingernails, trying not to care.

      Maybe she felt older than her peers because as a bartender for the last four years she’d witnessed how alcohol was the grand equalizer. Pretty, perky blondes from the right side of the tracks puked just as unglamorously as the down-on-their-luck meth heads who were usually the victims of their own search for meaning, self-medicating their underlying fears, anxiety, pain…

      Life could be so unfair, and people could be so stupid. So cruel to one another.

      But every once in a while, life handed you a rainbow.

      Jessie shook off her morose thoughts as she smiled, thinking of Nate again. Perhaps he liked her for more than her rack. He’d certainly seemed upset when she’d been self-conscious, asking who’d made her feel ashamed. Like she’d ever tell him about the last guy she’d been with who’d poked at her belly and mimicked the Pillsbury Dough Boy giggle. She’d sent that guy packing so fast he was still zipping his pants out the door and down the hall.

      Nate was different. He seemed to understand and appreciate women in many respects. He actually had something going on between his ears. He’d even asked about her bucket list as he’d whipped up the quiche. The guy was either the whole enchilada, or a serious player.

      Why didn’t she think to ask him his last name?

      She’d ask the next time she saw him. Hopefully soon. For now, she needed to concentrate on meeting her new boss. She pulled into Mirage’s parking lot and took a deep breath. According to Uncle Mason, Mirage was now owned by Unholy Inc. What kind of business name was that? The conglomerate supposedly comprised hundreds of clubs around the world. She wondered if all of them were run by manipulative jerks. A shiver of sharks. Well, she’d have to learn to eat sharks for breakfast if she wanted to be a success in the courtroom, right?

      JBlaze sure as hell knew how it was done.

      Jessie stepped out of her car and shut the door. Her mixologist persona might not appeal to everyone, but JBlaze was a safe place to channel all her fear and insecurities. The face she put on to placate a let’s-pretend-we-have-it-all-together society because no matter how much the tabloids had speculated on it, she’d never measure up—in looks, style, or charisma—to her famous mother. JBlaze was her show, her wall, a protective force that had swooped to her rescue when the paparazzi had poured in, cameras flashing, zooming in on her grief—and painfully guilty relief—when word of her mother’s death hit the news wires.

      More people should have a JBlaze of their own. Way cheaper than shrinks.

      And of course, JBlaze was who drew clientele at the club.

      Management had told her that’s why the new manager had kept her when he’d fired so many others who’d worked for her uncle. Why he’d kept her on, even though she was Mason’s niece.

      One thing was for certain. They’d be watching her.

      Wouldn’t it be something if the reason the new manager kept her was the very thing that took him down?

      A small smile tipped her lips until, halfway across the parking lot, she looked up at Mirage and faltered.

      Nate stared down at her from a second story window.

      From the boss’s office.
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      Racing downstairs, Nate felt more out of control than he cared to admit. Watching Jessie get out of her car had fired his blood. When she’d spotted him, his enhanced eyesight had observed her eyes widening, her light coffee-colored skin paling. Then when the anger had bloomed across her lovely features, his gut had dropped into open space. He’d been wondering how to handle this delicate situation all night. She had to work for him. Her popularity as JBlaze, celebrated mixologist, would guarantee the high numbers they needed to make Mirage an instant success. A successful club meant lots of bodies, which would attract hungry demons faster than a T-bone at a carnivores-anonymous meeting.

      Unholy Inc’s nightclubs were the perfect cover for the Guardians’ work, and he was not going to be the partner who botched it up.

      So don’t let her get away.

      He met her at the door. She’d left her hair down. He loved the sexy bun she usually wore, but with the sassy pink winking in and out of her corkscrew curls today, she was a vision.

      “You’re the new manager, aren’t you?” she demanded.

      “I’m actually the owner of this particular location, but—”

      “You slick bastard! You totally played me. What are you doing driving around in a gas-guzzling old truck? Why aren’t you in a Mercedes like that black piece of work outside? Or is the truck only for slumming it in the projects with me?”

      Whoa. This Jessie was a whole different woman from the soft, self-conscious angel in his arms last night. “I happen to like my truck. I can load all manner of rubbish in the back. Besides, Mercedes aren’t my style. The shiny black number belongs to Spencer, one of my partners.”

      Her blue eyes glistened and burned. “You know everything about me because you have my personnel files. Why didn’t you say anything?”

      He brought a hand up to touch her hair, but she smacked it away. Right. This was definitely not going the way he’d hoped. “Apologies. I didn’t know who you were until a couple of days ago.”

      “And that’s supposed to make me feel better about last night?”

      “I usually don’t need to tell people I’m loaded to get them to like me,” he said.

      “Pfft. I wasn’t talking about your bank account. You’re my employer.” She shook her head, her eyes snapping and somehow…shadowed. “You’re every bit as arrogant and manipulative as Mason says you are.”

      Nate’s jaw tightened. The kitchen staff meeting was apparently over and several people were moving toward where he and Jessie stood by the entrance. “You sure you want to do this here?”

      “If I can’t confront a man for outright deception, how can I expect to get up in front of a judge and jury to argue a vulnerable client’s case? You’ve fired several good employees who’ve done nothing wrong. And for what? Just because you can.” She punctuated her delivery with a sharp jab of her finger on his chest.

      He took hold of her wrist. “Wrong. Every single person I dismissed is either a drug dealer or a user. That’s not only unacceptable, that could get me shut down.”

      She opened and closed her mouth, then frowned harder. “That’s a lie! Are you so perfect you’ve never needed a second chance? Does the power make you feel important?”

      “Upstairs in my office. Now.”

      “Hell no, I’m leaving. I refuse to sit idly by while good people get axed by a sly double dealer. But before I go, I suggest you start recruiting staff at the convent.”

      Nate didn’t know if he should laugh or give her a sound paddling. Unfortunately at that moment, Katherine Evangelista, Unholy Inc partner in charge of Aqua in Hawaii, strode toward them with controlled fury on her coldly beautiful face, her Jimmy Choos clicking ominously on the dance floor. Katherine paused at his side, looking Jessie up and down imperiously before turning to him, completely dismissing Jessie. “There’s really no point in keeping her, Nate. We want magnetic, professional, and classy. Her inferiority complex is completely justified.”

      Bloody hell. Nate felt more than saw Jessie blanch, then wind back up for a return lob. The Jessie from last night might be no match for Katherine’s ice bitchiness, but today there might be some serious bloodletting between these two. As Jessie opened her mouth, Nate squatted down, grabbed her about the waist, and hoisted her over his shoulder.

      Jessie smacked him in the ass before using her hand as a lever to lean up and yell at Katherine. “You weren’t held much as a baby, were you?”

      Bad and badder. Nate heard Katherine’s indrawn breath as his boots ate up the space to the men’s bathroom where he growled at a couple of guys who were at the urinals to beat feet. He set Jessie down and locked the door after the last man’s exit. When he turned around she slapped him across the cheek. He grabbed her wrist and got up in her face, his heart pumping at a skin-tingling rate. “Chill. Out,” he growled.

      “You used me!”

      “No, you have the facts skewed, Miss Blaze. If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll remember that I cooked while you studied, we drank, I got you off, and then I left. The. End.”

      “You’re still an asshole. You should have told me who you were. You knew you were my boss last night.”

      Jessie’s face was mutinous, her chest was heaving, and all he suddenly wanted to do was finish what he’d started in her apartment. Put his mouth on those gorgeous breasts, spread her legs and…

      Fuck. Make good choices.

      He should definitely not seduce an employee. That had never turned out well in the past. There was just something about Jessie he couldn’t resist.

      And those radiant colors last night as her taste was on his tongue…

      He ran a hand down his face. “Okay, maybe I should have told you, but I will only say this once. While I encourage and applaud irreverence while off the clock, don’t you ever run your mouth like that in front of my staff again.” The strict delivery he’d been going for failed as he imagined her cheeky mouth occupied with other things. Like licking the happy trail down from his navel.

      “Don’t worry. It won’t happen again because I’m never setting foot in this place again.”

      They stared at each other until he realized she felt the heat between them, too. The way her fingers curled into her thighs, the dilation of her pupils, the high color on her cheeks. “Why is your mouth your weapon when it could be used for much more pleasurable pursuits?” He couldn’t take his eyes from those plump lips which were now very much compressed.

      “Pleasurable oral pursuits, huh? How about singing? I’ll write you a song then—it’s called Go Screw Yourself.”

      When she tried to storm by him, he caged her against the wall with his whole body. “You’re not making this easy for either of us. That lady you insulted on the dance floor was one of my network partners.”

      “Not my problem. I’m not working here, remember?” She was short of breath and her full breasts rapidly rose and fell against his chest.

      Oh hell yeah, she was feeling this thing between them.

      He brought his hand to her cheek. Sniffed her neck. “You smell incredible. Coconut and berries. I like that.”

      Her breath caught. “B-back off.”

      He put some space between them. “Listen, I didn’t know that you worked here until two days ago when I reviewed your personnel file. The Jessie I knew before that moment was a sexy law student. Not a larger-than-life mixologist with her own show and a following from three states around.”

      “But last night! Really?”

      Visions of her silken skin made his lips curve. “What can I say? You’re irresistible.”

      “Nice line. I’m out of here.” She stepped around him toward the door.

      No way was he letting her walk away. “If you stay, I’ll make it worth your while.”

      She shook her head. “Like you made it worth Mason Jacob’s while? You gave him nothing but a bad reputation and an insecure future.”

      “He brought that on himself. You might want to reassess your loyalties, Jessie. Your uncle wouldn’t have had to sell this place if he wasn’t feeding heroin and Molly to every doper with enough cash. The bastard’s lucky we gave him a buyout instead of a court date.”

      “I plan to prove he was set up.” By you was her unsaid accusation.

      You saucy piece of work. Someone pounded on the door. “Clear off!” he hollered, then turned back to Jessie. “I didn’t set him up.” She raised an eyebrow. He brushed a hand through his hair. “Stay and I’ll raise your pay twenty-five percent. Then, for every year you work for me, I’ll pay a year of your tuition.”

      Her lips parted and her eyebrows lifted for a moment before they slammed back into full-on glare-mode. He held his breath. The sassy little thing was gonna say—

      “No.” She put a hand on the door handle.

      Nerves clenched in his gut like when he’d begged for food as a child. He took one step toward her before he forced himself to stop. “Jessica, you’d be a fool to turn this down.”

      She spun around. “You’re a bigger fool for trying to buy me.”

      Losing her was not an option. “For every year you work for me, I’ll raise your pay twenty-five percent, pay a year of your tuition, and all of your grandparents’ expenses for the year so they can remain together.”

      Her mouth dropped open, and his gut spasmed. He was treading uncharted waters here.

      “What? How do you know about my grandparents?”

      He pretended not to hear her curse him under her breath. “Keeping your grandparents together is on your bucket list. You told me last night.” The tender look on her face while she’d talked about them had made him wonder what it would be like to have someone love him that much.

      “Why would you do that?” she whispered.

      If I told you, you’d never believe me. “Because I can.”

      She remained silent for a time, and he could almost hear his partners jeering at him.

      How many excellent bartenders, DJs, and support staff had he successfully recruited and hired in the past six years? If he couldn’t keep Jessie, there’d be someone else.

      But he’d never experienced these vibrant colors, nor tasted these exquisite flavors like he did when she was around. And quite frankly, he’d lie, cheat, and manipulate the Dalai Lama before he gave those sensations up.

      She took a deep breath and frowned all over again. “What’s the catch?”

      He needed her in this club to attract the demons he was obligated to hunt. But she couldn’t know that. He looked into her beautiful blue eyes and knew this would be the best bad proposition he’d ever made.

      “Sleep with me.”
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      What. The. Hell?

      Blood rushed to Jessie’s cheeks, the heat spreading down her neck into her chest. Here she was in a men’s bathroom with the sexiest guy she’d ever met who happened to be her boss. He’d given her the best orgasm of her life without even penetrating her, and he wanted to increase her pay and fund not one, but THE two biggest ticket items on her bucket list…but only if she slept with him? “I’m being punked, aren’t I?”

      He shook his head with an inscrutable look in his eyes. No smile either. “Not in the slightest.”

      Wow. A deep shiver rocked her body. No way should she be asking for details. This was wrong on so many levels. This was like...prostitution. She was studying to be a lawyer for chrissakes. “One night?”

      A muscle ticked in his cheek. It shouldn’t have made her want to run her fingers along his stubbled skin.

      “No. One week, living with me in my new house. Basically, I want you to do anything I ask of you for the next seven days.”

      Never, never, never in a million years would she have dreamt this kind of thing could ever—like freakin’ ever—happen to her. The serial killer thing floated through her mind again. What if he hacked her into a hundred pieces and buried her in a secret chamber in his house? He could totally get away with that because he was the type of man who seemed to get away with anything. Who would take care of her grandparents then? “Pay me up front what I need for the year.”

      “Okay.”

      Whoa. Not a sliver of hesitation. “What if I spend the money and then don’t follow through?”

      His slow smile raised the hairs on her arms in a not-so-bad way. “I will find you.”

      She believed him. Besides, where would she go? She’d never leave her grandparents. Sweet juicy peaches, he was sexy. The man sure knew how to use his hands. And mouth.

      Ooo, that mouth.

      She rubbed her arms, feeling like a ninth-grade wallflower who’d been asked to dance by the hottest guy in school. This was beyond awkward, and here she was, developing quite an unhealthy hostility-cum-fascination for him. But wasn’t her future and that of her grandparents worth it?

      It’s only seven days.

      He was standing so still he seemed hewn from stone—the old, rugged kind like you find in catacombs. “Why do you want this so bad?” she asked.

      “You mean, want you so bad?”

      She tried to swallow, but her mouth was so dry it was hard to speak. “I guess.”

      He waited several moments like he was weighing whether or not to tell her the truth. “You liked me before you knew who I was.”

      His unvarnished honesty—because that’s what it felt like—completely disarmed her. And banished the last fragments of JBlaze. “But I don’t know you at all,” she said, quietly.

      He tilted his head, a boyish innocence in his eyes. “You’ll have seven days.”

      Would it be enough, though? How much would he let her see? Would she get the proof she needed to clear Uncle Mason’s name? She’d be sleeping with the enemy. It sounded like a movie slogan—dangerous and sexy. She should turn him down just to thwart him. Clearly, it didn’t happen to him often enough. If ever. But then, she’d be back to square one, trying to support herself, pay for school, and figure out how to keep her grandparents together. Besides, how else would she get close enough to dig up dirt to help Mason?

      She could find empty justifications for either response, but wasn’t that always the case for anything? Human beings could rationalize any behavior to clear their conscience. The reality was, she had bills to pay, an uncle to avenge, and this guy was offering multiple solutions on a big, bad, seductive platter.

      Nate ran a finger across her lips, his eyes darkening as her jaw parted slightly from the pressure. “Jessie, as much as I hope you’ll accept, I’m not going to stand here all afternoon waiting for your answer.”

      It was, without a doubt, the most indecent proposal she’d ever received. But if she said no, she’d always wonder what could’ve happened. Right?

      Gut churning, she looked into his eyes. “I want a notarized contract.”
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      She said yes. Nate inhaled heavily to bring some oxygen to his brain. “You won’t regret it.”

      Jessie put a hand on her hip. “…said the fox to the Gingerbread Girl.”

      He rubbed his chest where his heart pounded in giddy victory. “Where did all this cynicism come from? Every conversation we’ve ever had you’ve been nothing but a glass-half-full type of woman.”

      “That was before I learned that you lie and manipulate as easily as you charm,” she snapped.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      She threw her hands up. “I can’t believe I thought you were actually—” She stopped abruptly and shook her head.

      When she moved to go around him, he gently grasped her wrist. “Thought I was actually what?” He held his breath once again, which was absurd because he’d never cared before what people thought about him.

      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

      That might have concerned him if it didn’t make him mad first. He dropped hold of her arm. “Look, until you know someone’s background and the motivations for their actions, you’d do well to delay judgment. Isn’t that what you wanted me to do? Withhold judgment?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “It goes both ways, Jessica. My so-called manipulations generally come back to benefit both parties. You’ll see what I mean within moments of my signature drying on our contract.”

      “The contract is going to specify that I am your companion for the week. Or maybe we should make it interior design consultant, or something,” she said.

      “You are welcome to use any terminology you prefer when you draw it up, but you and I both know what the stipulations are. Do we not?”

      “I can’t become a lawyer if I have prostitution on my record, Nate.”

      “You shall have no worries on that account. In fact, why don’t you write up the contract as my companion, and I’ll increase your compensation commensurate with the extra tax load when you report your income as rendered personal services.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Think you’re pretty smart, do you?”

      Pretty desperate was more like it. He couldn’t ever remember working so hard to convince anyone of anything. “You can’t operate a successful business,” or survive a hundred years fighting demons and your own depravity, “if you don’t have some wits.”

      She stared at one of the mens’ room hand dryers like it was an object of endless mystery. When she finally looked up at him her eyebrows were fierce. “No monkey business here at work.”

      He smiled. “You mean fucking?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You have a nasty mouth. And you’re delusional if you think I’ll be dropping my panties in the beer locker.”

      “Now there’s a provocative idea. I can’t wait to hear what other ideas you dream up.” He watched her quiver. The contradiction between her heated gaze and blushing cheeks sent lust arrowing through him, though he kept his distance because he sensed her readiness to bolt. “I’ll curb my language if it bothers you so. Over-thinking leads to paranoia. When you’re done here, put your schooling to work and go draw up that contract. Katherine can notarize it.”

      His by-the-book, straight laced partner would certainly scorn any involvement in what she’d consider a sordid arrangement. But everyone had an Achilles heel, even Katherine. And she would know he’d use hers—which happened to be a tall, swashbuckling Viking she had loved and loathed in equal measure for decades—to his advantage if she tried to cock-block this agreement.

      Unable to keep his distance from Jessie any longer, Nate eased closer, backing her up against the bathroom wall once more. He bent down, bringing his mouth an inch from her neck. “Once I sign it, you’re mine for the next 168 hours—whether that’s here, the beer locker, or anywhere else.”

      Her head listed sideways, a soft sigh escaping. His teeth latched onto her earlobe while his hands slid down her sides, cupping her bottom to bring her tight against him. “I want you at my place tonight, Jessie.”

      “Too fast. C-can’t we start after Halloween?”

      “Tonight or no deal.” His voice was gruff. Would she call his bluff? She could probably call all the shots at this point, his brain so foggy with wanting her he couldn’t see straight. Don’t let her think either. He kept one hand on her full, sweet ass—damn, she was fit—and brought his other hand to her jaw so he could hold her in place. His mouth needed to mark her, the kiss lighting him up from the inside. Reds, oranges, and hot pinks flared in his peripheral vision as he pressed against her body. A sigh shuddered down her frame. His left hand snuck under her sweatshirt to palm her. It took every last ounce of self control not to peel those tight jeans down her legs, hoist her up, and—

      Pound, pound, POUND.

      One look at her glazed eyes had him licking the seam of her lips again.

      “Nate.” She tried pushing him away. Then he noticed it again. The pounding wasn’t his hips against hers. It was…

      “The door! Someone’s at the door!” Jessie hissed.

      Nate spun around, shielding her as the door crashed inward, heralding another Unholy Inc partner, Spencer Jameson. Nate glowered at his fellow Englishman, trying to keep Jessie behind him because he was pretty sure her clothes were askew. And if Spencer saw Jessie’s naked breasts Nate would have to maim the knave.

      Spencer straightened his sport coat lapels like he hadn’t just gone all ninja warrior on the door, then raised an eyebrow behind the Versace eye glasses that he didn’t even need, the GQ punter. Guardians had perfectly sharp vision.

      “I do so detest behaving in such an uncouth manner. However, Katherine intimated there might be a row on the premises, and that I should have a look into it. I’ve looked. Now, can we please dispense with the eau de coitus, and get on with the day? In case you’ve forgotten, your establishment opens in six days, Nathaniel.”

      Bastard. Spencer knew the full use of Nate’s name made him crazy, though not why. Only Nate’s mother—who’d originally put him on the streets to pinch food and pockets—had ever called him that.

      Spencer patted Nate’s cheek, then turned and sauntered out like the cavalier English-aristocrat-turned-celebrated-naval-officer he’d been in Queen Elizabeth the First’s campaign against the Spanish Armada.

      In 1588.

      One would think the arrogance would’ve worn off by now.

      “Nathaniel?” Jessie was trying not to laugh.

      “Think that’s funny, do you?”

      “Things that make us uncomfortable are always funny.” She shrugged, but her smile faded. “I was laughing because of your reaction. I’ve been called a lot of names I’m not fond of either. Nathaniel isn’t bad.”

      People rarely came to his defense. But when they did, it was always motivated by self-interest. He looked at her cautiously.

      “Does he always talk like that?” she asked.

      “Spencer’s one of a kind.” Nate wondered what quirks and idiosyncrasies he’d accumulate over four centuries if he survived being a Guardian that long.

      “In addition to the Masterpiece Theater style of speaking, he has an English accent like yours, though his is much more pronounced. Were you born there?”

      He blinked at her for a moment. “Are we talking about Spencer or me?”

      Her lips quirked. “Men should really try harder to use both sides of their brain at once.”

      “There’s no cause to be mean, Jessica.”

      “But you make it so easy. Plus I feel like I have to go on the offense when I’m with you.”

      His lips curled. “I’m all for offensive women.” He spread his arms wide. “Have at me.”

      She raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You still haven’t told me where you’re from.”

      She was like a hound on the trail of a juicy steak. “I was born in London’s East End, but it’s been a long time since I left. I’ve no desire to return.”

      “Why?”

      The memories torment my sleep. “I fancy my life here. Especially lately.” He reached out and ran his fingers along the side of her arm. She shifted and moved away slowly.

      “Why did Spencer call Mirage your club if he’s one of Unholy Inc’s partners?”

      Nate’s shoulders relaxed. “All the partners in our world-wide network have a stake in all the clubs, but each of us has claimed a specific location. Mirage’s mine. Now come. The booze distributor will be here in a few minutes. You can help me pick the poison if you allow me take you out to supper at Murray’s later.”

      She briefly chewed on the corner of her lip. He was a little taken aback at how much that glimpse of vulnerability bothered him. She didn’t trust him, but he could hardly blame her. With the erotic visuals he was entertaining about her, she certainly shouldn’t. She instigated other feelings, too. A soft, flossy business that left him unsettled. Which meant he’d have to think about all this, because he wasn’t the type to shove his feelings away. He was more wont to lay them bare upon an operating table. To dissect them in an effort to de-mystify them. To drain them of their power.

      “...take some time to write up. Hey…” She snapped her fingers in front of his face. “So if you want me to come over later—much later—I’ll leave a list of beverage preferences for my station and take a rain check on supper. It doesn’t have to be Murray’s, though. That place may be good, but it’s ridiculously overpriced.”

      His sweet Jessica was back one hundred percent. Little did she know she could get anything from him at the moment. He’d had money for years, but he’d never been a spender. He bought what he needed and invested the rest. Looking at Jessie, however, he found himself imagining all the wonderful ways his money could gratify them both.

      Over the next week anyway.

      Live and let live had always been one of his mottos. Don’t judge and go with the flow, two others. And right now, that flow was streaming her way, and he was determined to ride it out until his interest waned. Because, even though this attraction and these colors were amazing, it was bound to end. She was mortal after all. Not that he was immortal, but close enough to it that human life-spans were a drop in the bucket compared to a Guardian’s existence. Alexios, the original Guardian, had been a battle-hardened warrior in ancient Sparta more than fourteen hundred years ago.

      That was a tediously long time to walk the Earth.

      Nate backed away from Jessie. Now was not the time to dissect his thoughts. Maybe he’d have a breather between the beverage distributor and when she returned with the contract that would make her his.

      Then again, maybe he’d wait until their week was over.

      He needed to enjoy her—and the colors she instigated—while he could. She’d attract the bar patrons and their lack of inhibition, which would draw the demons.

      And be a soft place for him to land after dispatching them.

      He touched her one last time because he couldn’t help himself. “We’ll take a rain check on Murray’s then. I’ll prepare something for you at my place. Don’t worry about packing much. I’ll take care of everything you need this week.”

      He eased away from her then, and she hurried to bathroom door.

      “Oh, and Jessie?”

      She turned back, one hand splayed on the door. “What?”

      “You have until ten pm to return the contract. After that, Kathrine won’t be here, and the opportunity to notarize the document will have passed.”

      “As will my so-called opportunity?” When he nodded, she snorted. “What if I have other obligations this afternoon?”

      “Cancel them. Me and my nasty mouth will be waiting.”

      She blushed and swore as she swept out of the bathroom. He didn’t know her well enough yet to perceive if that meant she’d merely be prickly when she showed up later.

      Or if it was a resounding Go to hell.

      Either way, she deserved a bare-assed spanking for her insolence. And he’d be more than happy to give it to her.
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      Jessie would have loved to meet with the beverage distributor—Uncle Mason had never let her pick her own liquor for her station—but she couldn’t have stayed with Nate for another five minutes without either stripping him naked or killing him. He went from sweet, protective heartthrob to arrogant, sexy a-hole in three point nine seconds.

      He left her uncertain where to step next. Kinda like driving on a Minnesota lake in December, which was dicey because you could fall through the ice that early in the season.

      She didn’t know how many seasons she’d have to spend with Nate before she’d feel completely comfortable stepping onto the ice.

      And she needed to stop thinking about him like right now. Seriously. The man was taking up way too much cranial space.

      But there had been some yummy muscles under his cotton shirt. Any straight girl who didn’t replay that bathroom encounter—and hello, the tryst in her apartment yesterday—didn’t have a pulse.

      When Jessie pulled up to said apartment, however, Uncle Mason stood outside under the portico, effectively making her libido vamoose. The fact that he was smoking a cigarette made her heart start to drum in her throat. He only smoked when things were bad. She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and shut the car door. “Is Gramma okay?”

      He crushed out the cigarette and followed her into the building, rubbing his hands together before blowing on them to warm them. “Tilly’s fine, are you?”

      “Of course. Why do you ask?” She spared him a glance as she twisted her key in the lock, hearing Scourge bark on the other side of the door. Something was off with Mason. Beads of sweat clung to his temples, yet he was acting like he was chilled through. “Are you getting sick? I told you to take the probiotics I brought over when I was there for Grampa’s birthday party.”

      “No, I’m fine. We’re all fine.” He frowned. “Listen, I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want you working at Mirage. You need to stay far away from Nate Temple and the other owners.”

      “Are you kidding me? You were the one all riled up to take them down a few hours ago.”

      “I know, but Sonja called a while ago to tell me she was fired without an explanation after going into the storage room downstairs. She said it was like a crypt—cold, with candles everywhere. The worst part? Apparently there’s a stockpile of Satanic paraphernalia all over the place.”

      Jessie’s hand paused on Scourge’s fur, her mind going blank because it was such an off the wall accusation. “Satanic?”

      Mason’s tired  brown eyes came alive. “Yep. Sonja said it was literally in piles on the floor like someone was opening a cult store or something.”

      “Halloween is next weekend. Maybe they’re buying into the whole ‘I can do whatever I want one day a year’ Freudian id thing. You know, dress up like your alter ego. The side that drives your basic needs. Sonja probably saw Mirage’s decorations for the grand opening.” Jessie went to the cupboard where she kept her vitamins. How was she going to get rid of him so she could focus on her sex-for-hire contract? “Want some vitamin D? You look really pale, Mase.”

      He shivered and shook his head, dismissing her concern. “If they were only decorations, why would they fire Sonja for finding them?”

      “Sonja’s no angel. You’ve always had a soft spot for her, and unfortunately, soft spots make you blind. The new owners don’t seem to tolerate tardiness or laziness like you did.” Which, come to think of it, was probably a strong reason why Mason had gotten himself into the bind he had. He’d been a kind and forgiving boss, but he’d taken it to an extreme and had excused a lot of unprofessional behavior. Behavior that had somehow come onto the radar of Unholy Inc. It made sense then that Nate had swooped in to press his advantage. It happened in business all the time.

      The problem with Nate’s methodology was that he’d muddied Mason’s name in the process. That still burned, especially because it had gotten back to Gramma and Grandpa and damn near broke their hearts.

      “I’m not buying it, Jess. Our club loyals loved Sonja. That more than made up for her less-desirable employee traits. But the point right now is, I want you out of there. I don’t trust anyone at Unholy Inc. Especially that blonde woman. That eerie, ice beauty gives me the creeps.”

      Jessie couldn’t help but smile. Katherine probably ate guys like Mason for breakfast.

      He continued, “The only good part of this whole dirty business is I’m using their buyout money as down payment on a boutique-style liquor store in the new strip mall a mile from my place. I met with the contractors this morning.”

      Jessie leaned a hip against the counter. “Have you done your homework on this?”

      Mason waved a hand in the air as though market research and other entrepreneurial groundwork was a waste of time. “Come be my manager. You wouldn’t have to stay up all night anymore. Tell me what hours will work with your class schedule, and as soon as I get everything ready, we’ll talk money.”

      That was sweet. Really, it was. But there were three things wrong with that proposal. One, she was a night owl, so daytime hours didn’t appeal. Two, the salary wouldn’t come close to what Nate was offering. And three…

      It sounded boring as crap.

      Besides all that, if she wasn’t able to let JBlaze out to take the edge off her stress level, she’d probably have to resort to therapy. Not happening. “That could take months. What am I supposed to do until you open?”

      “Murray’s?”

      “Really? I’m no waitress. I thought my dismal attempt at your club convinced you of that.”

      “The waitresses at Murray’s make huge tips. Don’t sell yourself short, kid.”

      Jessie laughed as she walked over to hug him. He’d never had kids of his own, but every once in a while he tried the surrogate father thing with her. She loved him for it even though he was off by a mile most of the time. She took his arm and walked him to the door. “I appreciate your concern, but Nate has promised me a hefty raise with lots of bonuses.”

      Mason’s eyebrows dipped down. “Nate? Since when are you on a first name basis with him?”

      Whoops. Guess she’d better not tell him she was going to sleep with the guy. “Nate. Mr. Temple. Whatever. He’s going to pay my bills.” Huh, that sounded kinda bad, too. She quickly opened the door.

      His lips pinched. “It’s not all about money, Jessie.”

      So true, except when it wasn’t. “After Mom blew Gramma and Grandpa’s retirement savings, she asked for my help to keep them together long-term. I promised I’d do whatever I could. Money talks.”

      Mason paused in the doorway. “What?”

      Oh crap. Don’t open this Pandora’s box.

      Though siblings, Mason and her mom had always been at odds. Aurora’s death hadn’t dimmed his enmity either. Jessie had always been caught in the middle because even though her mother had been self-absorbed and her uncle all too often weak-willed, she loved them both.

      She pushed him out of the doorway and into the hall, his back to the stairwell. “Never mind. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      Mason didn’t move a muscle. “Your pathetic excuse for a mother not only expected you to provide for her elderly parents, but also to make sure they were never separated? Jesus!” He shoved his hands in his salt and pepper hair. “What were you supposed to do to make that much money? Take your clothes off at the gentlemen’s club five nights a week? Spread your ass across some horny guy’s lap for a night of bachelor party fun? Un-fucking-believable.”

      “That’s not fair, Mason. Her request wasn’t mean-spirited like that.”

      He pulled at his short beard, his face fully flush now. “Of course it was. Aurora manipulated people like a master. Especially you, Jessie. God, I felt so sorry for you all those years you had to live with her. She’d give you just enough praise and affection to keep you hungry for more. I thought the youthful blinders had finally fallen, and you were able to see your mother for who she really was: a petty, jealous, scheming addict.”

      “That’s enough.” Tears stung her eyes. Nate ascended the stairwell behind Mason, a soft look on his face that punched her in the gut. When he noticed Mason, his jaw clenched. Then he looked beyond her uncle down the hallway, sudden anger radiating from his features.

      A gust of frigid air scratched across her face like skeletal fingertips. What? She peered both ways down the hall, but didn’t see or hear anyone. She shivered and glanced back at Nate who raised his arms like he was warding blows. His head snapped back violently, his golden skin paling like he was on the verge of needing immediate medical attention. His hand shot out to brace against the hallway wall. As she stepped toward him, he took a huge breath, then slowly looked up, winked, and straightened his shoulders.

      Like nothing weird had happened. Her mouth snapped shut.

      Holy crow.

      Had she imagined all that? It was almost as if he’d been attacked by someone or something invisible. Mason was still oblivious, thank heavens, talking to her with his back to Nate, so she nodded while trying to figure out what to do. She didn’t think Mason knew what Nate looked like because Nate’s attorneys had handled all the nitty-gritty of the nightclub sale. But she’d put money on Nate knowing everything about Mason. He seemed to be the kind of guy who liked holding all the cards. If he knew she was standing here getting a watered down third degree from her uncle, approaching her would be a major power move. Why didn’t he press his advantage?

      He wasn’t even paying attention to her now, his gaze narrowed down the hall, then behind him, then up at the ceiling focusing all his senses on something. With him distracted, maybe now was a good time to shut this party down. “Thanks for coming, Mase. Get some rest and plenty of fluids. I’ll check on you later, k?” she whispered, then tried to shut her door.

      Mason slid his foot into the doorjamb to prevent it from closing. “All I’m saying is, you aren’t responsible for my parents. I know I haven’t been as attentive to Tilly and Walt as I should be. Now that I have the time, I promise I will figure out a way to take care of them. This is not your responsibility, Jessica.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nate start to move down the hall toward her.  It was bound to get ugly-weird. “I’m sorry, Mason, I really need to go.”

      “Promise me you’ll stay away from Mirage and Nate Temple.”

      She watched Nate’s eyes hone in on her uncle. A brick free fell into her gut.

      “Why should she do that, Mr. Jacobs?”

      Mason swung around, surprise brightening his once-handsome features. “Who are you?”

      “Nate Temple, pleased to meet you. Finally.”

      Mason glared at Nate’s proffered palm. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Nate’s smile widened. He jingled his keys. “What do you know? I live here.”

      Mason’s confused gaze seared Jessie with guilt. “Please tell me you didn’t know.”

      “I—I’ve seen him around.” Oh man, that sounded so lame. Nate burst out laughing, and her face scalded remembering…yeah, that. “I didn’t know who he was until this afternoon.”

      Mason shook his head as he studied Nate. He looked decidedly ill again as he stepped closer to Jessie to whisper, “I respect that you’re an adult, so I’m trying really hard not to lecture. But you’re in over your head with these guys. I’m in over my head with them. I want the best for my only niece. You wanna grab a bag and head over to my place for the night while you sort things out?”

      Her heart squeezed to see the honest concern in his eyes. Her mother had only started giving her that look in the year before she’d died. Before that, however, Jessie had done everything her mother had ever suggested, but it had never been enough.

      You need better grades, Jessie. You’ll never get into a good college with Bs.

      Jessie, I’ll take you to the bookstore if you convince Gramma to give me her diamond earrings.

      Do something with that awful mop on your head and get your ass on a treadmill. A man doesn’t want a frumpy sack of lumps.

      Sign up for the charity walk, Jessie, you’ll go to Hell if you don’t do enough good works.

      While her mother had been drawing breath on this earth, it had never ended. And Jessie had done it all. Or at least, she’d tried—stupid junk in her trunk was stubborn as hell, but—who was she kidding? She was still trying to please her mother even though Aurora Blaze had been buried for three years already.

      Jessie’s eyes caught and held Nate’s. His gaze was like a journey of discovery as they swept across her lips, her neck…

      Breasts.

      She brought a hand to her belly. Who are you? A charismatic charmer sure, but there seemed to be more beneath the surface. He had money, but didn’t show it. A keen intelligence he downplayed. An admirable amount of patience poured over a pressurized core of pure hot passion.

      For better or for worse, it was a puzzle she was having trouble resisting.

      Having trouble even coming up with a good enough reason why she should resist. Six feet of hard, tattooed male body. Now there was a piece of equipment she could put to good use.

      She tore her gaze from Nate to face her uncle. “I appreciate your concern. I really do. But I’m going to work for Mirage.”

      Mason considered her words, and for a moment she thought rage was building inside him by the way his eyes hardened and his chest expanded. Then he blinked, and it was gone.

      Weird.

      Mason turned to Nate. “Don’t even think about messing with her.”

      “Define ‘messing with.’”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t help, Nate.” She shot him a warning glare before hugging her uncle. “I’ll keep you posted on the situation with G-ma, okay, Mase? Get. Some. Rest. Now both of you, goodbye.”

      She quickly closed the door and stood with her back against it, trying to breathe normally. Moments later, when she pushed away from the door, a soft knock sounded. “Let me in, Jessica.”

      Nate. She pressed her hot face to the cool door, her fingers wanting to twist the doorknob so badly even though she needed space. “He was already here when I got home. I haven’t had time to draw up the contract yet.” How much had he actually heard? Good Lord, she hoped he hadn’t heard that bit about Mason feeling sorry for her because she’d been a needy child clinging to infrequent words of praise from her fame-chasing mother. That would be humiliating.

      “I’m not going to talk to you through a slab of wood, Jessie. Either open the door, or I’ll open it for you.”

      She yanked it open. “You are really something! You going to grab me by the hair and drag me across the floor next, cave dweller?”

      He walked into her kitchen and bared his teeth in what wasn’t entirely a smile. “Would you like me to?”

      Equal parts outrage and something offensive to modern feminism flared inside her. Could she live with this for seven days? She slammed the door, but it didn’t take the edge off. “What do you want from me?”

      His eyes twinkled. As he stepped closer to run a hand through her hair, she froze. He didn’t speak for a long time. Then, “I want honesty. In your words and from your body. I don’t want you to hold anything back. I want your truth or nothing.”

      Okay, that was not what she’d expected. Somebody must’ve fed the shivering butterflies in her belly a line of speed. “You must do this all the time, huh?”

      “Propose contracts to sleep with my staff? Nah, this is my first time, too.”

      “Liar.”

      “I’ve never told you an untruth, Jessie.”

      “Omission is practically the same thing.”

      “I didn’t lead you to believe anything. You simply didn’t enquire about my occupation. Instead I’m assuming you chose to fall back on your own assumptions.”

      Well, that was true. But she still didn’t trust him, and she wasn’t about to start anytime soon.

      “Did your uncle seem…out of sorts?” he asked.

      Definitely, but she didn’t want to mix family with…this. “Lately, he’s been under a lot of stress for some reason.” She didn’t bother toning down the condemnation in her voice.

      “He turned a blind eye to drugs in his club, Jess. If he hadn’t agreed to be an informant for the FBI, they would have shut him down and put him on trial. If I hadn’t forced his hand and bought the place, he’d have nothing to show for it.”

      “So we should be grateful to you, then?” It was bitchy, but, man, so much was changing at once that she felt out of control. She hated that feeling more than anything.

      She brought her gaze to his. His eyes were watchful. Maybe he wasn’t as heartless as she’d first imagined. Maybe she should stop being the very thing she hated the most—judgmental. “Sorry,” she said.

      He nodded once. “Need help on that contract?” He looked pointedly over her shoulder to the table where her law books were piled next to her closed laptop.

      “The only thing I need your help with is keeping this arrangement a secret.”

      His smirk was back. “I can’t promise you that, Jessica. Especially when you have brilliant ideas like sharing your fanny in the beer locker.”

      When he took a step toward her, the butterflies migrated up her windpipe to tickle the back of her throat. He was a hard, sweet, and salty piece of candy waiting to be licked, sucked, and savored. And his brain wasn’t bad either.

      Except when he was using it on her.

      She held up a hand to stop him in his tracks. “I want you to keep Sonja on the payroll.” You’d better say yes, Nate.

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “How do you know about Sonja?”

      He’d gone perfectly still again. She rubbed her hands on her arms. “Surely she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “What do you know about Sonja?” he repeated.

      “She’s dated my uncle off and on for about ten years. The Satanic-looking stuff she found is decorations for opening night, right? You’re not some devil worshipper, are you?”

      His gaze was steady. “What do you think?”

      He really should be smiling. “I would hope not.” That shit was creepy.

      If it was real.

      He sighed heavily and ran a hand through his hair. For the first time since she’d parked her car, she smiled and relaxed at his show of restlessness. If that was perverse of her, so be it. A taste of his own medicine would keep him humble.

      “As much as I like you, Jessie, I don’t need to justify my hiring—or firing—decisions to you.”

      So much for humble. Talk about putting her in her place. A little part of her knew she deserved it, but it still irked. She’d do well to remember he didn’t do anything that didn’t directly benefit himself. And he’d use any type of manipulation to get his way.

      Just like her mother.

      But Jessie had had plenty of time to learn how to hold her own against people like them. She could handle this.

      Nate’s demeanor had changed, his face going shuttered even as his eyes continued to strip her bare. “By the way, you left without getting directions to my place.”

      “My number is in my personnel file. You could’ve texted me your address.”

      “I prefer face to face. That way, I don’t miss any cues.” His smile made it into a sexual innuendo, but one without any of his earlier warmth. “Need I remind you that Katherine will be at Mirage until ten? She can scan the document to add my remote signature. After she’s notarized it, you have until midnight to show up at my place. Don’t be late.” His warm skin brushed hers as he handed her a sheet of paper with his home address. Soon he was gone, leaving her wondering if her self-respect would ever recover from the fallout from this transaction. She stripped her socks off and threw them across the room where Scourge was sleeping on the ottoman.

      When she plunked down in front of her computer she realized Nate hadn’t answered her question about the Satanic paraphernalia—and his answer could have so easily set her mind at ease.
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      Nate closed the door to his large upstairs office and stood there a moment absorbing the quiet calm of the space. The dark walnut flooring, pure white walls, and simple bamboo furniture were set against a wall of windows that overlooked downtown Minneapolis. The chairs were uncomfortable by design because he didn’t want anyone to linger. He was a social bloke, but he wanted it to be on his terms.

      He waved his hand in front of the panel that switched on his favorite R&B music and exhaled deeply as a singer crooned to him about her erotic motivation. He wished it was Jessie singing to him. He’d purposely kept this room simple, kept it quiet. It was an epic acoustic victory, because opposite the wall of windows was another paneled wall hiding one-sided glass, which let him unobtrusively observe the pounding madness in the club below, should he care to do so.

      And still not hear a single bass beat drop.

      It had taken four sheets of soundproof glass to make it happen, but it had been well worth the hefty price tag.

      Nate pushed a button on the wall and the club’s dance floor and upper balconies vanished behind the whisper of the white wall panels. The chaos of opening night would happen soon enough. Right now he craved tranquility so he could think about Jessie.

      And what had gone down at the apartment.

      A succubus—a female fallen angel who appears in a human male’s dreams as a beautiful woman to drain his human vitality through seduction—had been sniffing around Jessie’s uncle. Mason had that telltale appearance that suggested he was coming down with a cold, but Nate suspected that the succubus had already spent a few evenings siphoning Mason’s life force.

      A succubus didn’t often take shape outside human dreams. Granted, Mason’s succubus appeared to be wavering on some plane of alternate reality, because her form would flicker between a glamoured facade and her true visage. And she didn’t seem to be able to actually touch Mr. Jacobs.

      Yet, by the way Jessie had reacted when the succubus flew by her, Nate was certain Jessie had felt the fallen angel.

      This succubus’s appearance was different than others he’d fought. In addition to the usual brown horns, emerald hair, and rust colored, bat-like wings, this one seemed to have borrowed a couple of traits of the male incubi. Namely, the long, leonine tail and iridescent scales growing up her shins from her feet.

      Night after night a succubus would return to her human target, gradually sucking away his life force via sex to maintain her human-like glamour. Succubi emitted a dark aura that even humans could sense, but it rarely prevented the human from resisting them since, in most cases, these demons could only touch a human who was already walking a path of wickedness.

      You’d have to be out of your bloody mind—or damned desperate—to have sex with one of their ilk because it was a choice. Apparently there were millions of humans who fell into those categories, though, because the succubi and incubi ranks were innumerable.

      The succubus hovering over Mason wouldn’t be able to seduce anyone ever again, but she’d delivered a shock of her own before Nate had decapitated her. She’d told him a war was coming. And then she’d laughed like a maniac.

      What the devil was that supposed to mean?

      Fallen angels—all demons, really—reveled in tormenting people. And if they could distress a Guardian, well, that was the brass ring. As the owner of a new Unholy Inc club, Nate would be a prime target for demon fuckery.

      Unfortunately, if Mason’s succubus had actually been following Nate, he’d completely missed the clues.

      Which meant she’d become aware of how bent he was getting over Jessie. And what if she’d told others of her kind?

      Not good.

      His preoccupation with Jessie was not only befuddling his ability to carry out his duties, but it was also putting her in demonic cross hairs.

      Nate sat down heavily in his chair. From what he’d overheard Mason say, Jessie had already had more than her share of heartache as a neglected and verbally abused child—trying to be noticed, trying to be loved, but only getting knocked around instead.

      Her mother apparently had a lot in common with his lowlife parents. The difference was, the scars of her childhood sometimes subverted her naturally spunky nature, whereas his rough upbringing had continued a cycle of selfishness. He could openly admit that he’d been a ruthless operator while he’d been alive, but he refused to feel bad about it. Lying, cheating, and manipulating might still be his flaws, but they were what had kept him alive.

      He did what he had to do.

      Sometimes a flaw helped you flourish when you became good enough at it. He looked around his austere office. How much did Jessie know about what Sonja had seen in the spiritually-warded protection room? It not only housed a powerful, religious relic, but it was also where they stockpiled demon byproducts and evil-summoning objects.

      The Guardians could and often did destroy these objects as they came across them in the heat of battle over a human soul. But they reaped a much stronger benefit if they were able to collect the evil objects, and then destroy them in a massive vanquishing ceremony. It required at least two Guardians to perform the ceremony, more if the cache of evil was enormous. If they were successful at destroying the objects, the back draft sucked every demon within a twenty-mile radius into a state of nothingness.

      The best part? Those demons never came back.

      Thankfully, Jessie was moving in with him. He could protect her better this way.

      But only for a week.

      That would be enough. He’d make sure everyone around her was free of demon activity before she left him. He was tempted to call her to check in. To make sure the heavy wards he’d placed on her door were holding. To spur her efforts on that contract.

      But that was something a pussy whipped guy would do. Sure, she brought out the colors, flavors, and textures of his world, but come on, it was his first time. This sense enhancement typically happened several times during a Guardian’s existence. So for now, he’d keep Jessie close and enjoy the benefits of her companionship.

      He was anything but pussy whipped.

      He stood and walked to the wall of windows, placing a palm on the cool glass as he stared at the moving traffic in the street below. Maybe the succubus’s taunt and her flickering form meant there was something to Alexios’s warning that a shift seemed to be happening in the Seam between Earth and Hell. But what was causing it? And what would it mean?

      Nate picked up the phone to get to the next item on his mental to-do list—call Jinx for intel on Jessie’s mother’s background—when Spencer walked in. Nate held up his hand, then tried his best to ignore Spencer as he sauntered to the small bar in the corner of the room to pour himself a brandy. After Nate hung up, he braced for his fellow Englishman to take the piss out of him.

      Spencer raised an eyebrow and offered a silent toast to Nate. “You really fancy her. Could she be your soul mate?”

      Nate picked up a pen and laid it back down. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Then?”

      “She’s fun to be around.”

      Spencer smiled faintly. “Lots of birds with curves are amusing.”

      Nate needed a drink of his own. “When was the last time you were with a woman who made your colors burst and your taste ignite?”

      Spencer’s brandy paused on the way to his lips.

      Interesting. The once-upon-a-time son of a Marquess was never taken off guard.

      “Ignite. Witty,” he said.

      “I wasn’t referring to your fire element, Jameson. Don’t try to pretend like it hasn’t happened to you. I overheard Jinx telling Katherine about it,” Nate said.

      Spencer swilled the liqueur around in his mouth, then swallowed. “Probably eighty-four years ago. And the experience has a name. They call it amplio.”

      Spencer rarely avoided looking anyone in the eye as there was no faster means of intimidation. Right now he wasn’t looking at Nate.

      “Why is that? Nate asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why does amplio happen? What does it mean?”

      “No one really knows. Some Guardians think it’s a gift for good behavior, so to speak.”

      “So it has nothing to do with a specific person?”

      “Generally not,” Spencer replied.

      Why that would be a disappointment made no sense. Nate should be glad it had nothing to do with Jessie. How many times had he told himself that human attachments only spelled trouble because, well, the whole mortality thing. So far, it hadn’t been an issue. He’d have to keep that in mind in the coming week.

      Spencer rose from the hard chair that hadn’t seemed to discomfort him in the slightest. “Dorian caught one of the club’s previous employees in the sanctorum. She found the demon cache we collected over the last couple of fortnights.”

      “I heard. Is the relic safe?”

      Spencer nodded. “She didn’t discover the wall panel behind your bookcase.”

      “Good.” Nate looked at his watch. Nine o’clock. Jessie had one hour to catch Katherine before she left. If they didn’t notarize the document, he was afraid she’d bail on him before their week was over. “Has Dorian found her and wiped her mind yet?”

      “Yes. The duffer should have never forgotten that step in the first place. Who knows how many people that muppet Sonja told about the room and what she saw? There will probably be a fair amount of fallout from this.”

      “Dorian’s still young. I made lots of mistakes in my first five years post-human, too.” Still do. And judging by some of the ancient Guardians’ inner darkness, fighting temptation while trying to live a good life the second time around never seemed to get easier. And damn, that was either depressing—

      Or he just wouldn’t think about it.

      Fuck you, Purgatory.

      The walls of Nate’s office shook, sending the large oval mirror on the wall smashing to the floor. The sensation of ocean-deep, echoing laughter rasped across his skin. Spencer set his drink down with an unsteady hand and leaned forward in his chair as a blast of white light seared their eyeballs.

      Only one being besides the big guy upstairs scared the shit out of all the Guardians—Alexios included—like this.

      Archangel Michael. Supreme Commander of Heaven’s Army and the one who’d brought the Guardians into existence when he’d breathed life back into Alexios eons ago.

      Given the choice to come back to redeem himself by protecting humans until the end days, Alexios had accepted Michael’s uncompromising offer, though everyone knew it had more to do with Alexios wanting to keep Sophia in his life than any compelling desire to save humanity.

      The fact remained, however, that their Guardianship had begun with free will. And it would end that way.

      Still didn’t mean Nate had to like it.

      When Nate could see from his watering eyes once again, the archangel towered before him, garbed in black from the barrel of his massive chest to the bottom of his wide-planted, leather-shod feet. Intricate, colorful tattoos covered his powerful forearms as well as what could be seen of his neck beneath the fall of raven’s blue-black hair. Nate forced himself to meet the archangel’s searing blue eyes.

      “You don’t have to like your lot, Guardian,” Michael said. “Hell’s gate lies open should you change your mind at any moment. I can even escort you there if you like. It’s been awhile since I gave my regards to Lucifer.”

      Nate shoved his fingers in his ears and pulled them out to see if his brains were oozing. “Can you turn down the angelic boom a little? I’d like to keep my gray matter from liquefying.”

      It was just his luck that the moment he’d been bitching about his cosmic misfortune, the archangel had decided to check in.

      And when Michael appeared, it was usually bad news.

      The archangel raised his hands and a pair of double-edged, two-foot long Xiphos swords materialized in his grip. He crossed the shining swords in front of him as he chanted a Latin prayer of protection, which made Nate start to sweat. If a demon was beheaded with one of these blades, it didn’t get dispatched back to the fiery pit, it was permanently eliminated.

      Michael gripped the blades, extending the handles of the two Xiphos to him and Spencer. The most primal corner of Nate’s brain told him to reject the archangel’s blade. Things were about to get royally screwed on Earth if Heaven was permitting big guns like this. Alexios fought with the original Xiphos he’d used as a Spartan warrior, but Jinx had received a Xiphos forged by Michael when she and Alexios had battled one of Hell’s Legions in the seventh century.

      Jesus.

      “Have a care for your language, Guardian, unless you are calling upon the Son directly. Else I shall remove your head altogether.”

      “Beg pardon, archangel.” He gritted his teeth and reached for the sword, the gold and ivory handle warm and pulsing in his hands. “Will you leave one for Katherine as well?”

      “No, I expect all Guardians to shield her as she is cleansing the unholy.” Katherine, one of the few Healer Guardians, had special exorcism talents in addition to control of one of the natural elements. Instead of a warrior, she was a soul doctor for humans.

      When Spencer had likewise taken his blade, Michael nodded. “I am glad you are unwilling to abase yourself before The Dark One. Now I suggest you gird yourselves in earnest for the coming All Hallows Eve, for one of Lucifer’s first line children is snarling at the Seam.”

      He was gone in the next instant.

      “Which Seam?” Nate yelled, knowing the archangel would hear him, but wouldn’t answer.

      “I bloody well loathe when he drops in like that. Makes me feel knackered for upwards of an hour afterwards.” Spencer drained his brandy and stood up, slightly unsteady on his feet.

      Nate leaned back in his chair, trying to relax. “What do you make of Michael’s ‘snarling at the Seam’ rhetoric?”

      “I don’t doubt that we’re in for something major. It’s been ages since there’s been a massive fissure between Earth and Hell. Alexios has made mention of it as well.”

      Well, blast. Nate frowned.

      One side of Spencer’s lips tilted up. “Belt up and do enjoy yourself this evening, mate. But should you fail to pull your weight around here on the morrow, I’ll ensconce you in the sanctorum myself. We need all hands on deck and tallywhackers in their trousers to face a threat like a Seam rending.” He pointed his Xiphos at the stack of forms and financial statements on Nate’s desk. “You want, we can get that pile of rubbish quelled in no time.”

      Nate looked down at his own sword. The forged metal was truly a work of art. “I shall finish on my own. I only plan to be here for a little while longer anyway.”

      One side of Spencer’s lips tilted up, his hand on the door handle. “So my suspicious were correct then…a sordid rendezvous is in the works.”

      He was not going there right now. Spencer and everyone else who worked at Mirage would find out soon enough there was something extracurricular going on between he and Jessie. A stroppy wave of anticipation hit his chest. “Anything else you can think of that we need in place before we open on Friday?”

      Spencer shook his head. When he opened the door, the sound system’s sudden blast sliced through the silent office like a Xiphos through a demon’s carotid. Violent and messy. Spencer raised his voice accordingly. “Katherine speculates that we’ve had it too easy for too long now. She believes it’s only a matter of time before the balance of power shifts. I happen to concur.”

      Spencer left before Nate could respond, but it didn’t matter. He’d sensed the disturbance, too.

      He only hoped he had at least one night with Jessie before the Earth splintered.
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      Jessie parked at the foot of the long driveway that led to Nate’s old-world, Palladian-windowed stucco and stone home. Though she’d passed several other massive homes in this exclusive neighborhood on Lake Minnetonka, Nate’s felt completely secluded with woods on all sides except for a narrow strip of lake behind his home. There wouldn’t be a shortage of places to hide dead bodies around here. Hell, you could club someone, tie a concrete block to her ankles, and chuck her off the dock if you didn’t want to risk Lyme disease by heading into that forest of creepy-assed trees.

      Wow, Jessie. No more crime documentaries for a month.

      Or at least a week.

      Would he let her watch TV? He certainly wouldn’t keep her like a prisoner here, would he? She’d need to stop at Mason’s to make sure he was keeping Scourge alive. Where would she sleep? Sex was one thing, but she would insist on having her own room for bedtime.

      And if he tried to confiscate her phone, she was so out of here.

      Jessie unbuckled her seatbelt, reached over, and shoved the mace from her glove compartment into her zebra duffel bag. She put her hand on the door handle…

      And sat there like a halfwit.

      She couldn’t believe she was…selling herself. Selling her body for security. For her future goals. For love—Gramma and Grandpa were worth it.

      But they would die if they knew.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in and out slowly, trying not to think about how all of this seemed like something her mother would have done.

      Stop with the slut-shaming. Just get out of the car and walk up to the door like you’re used to multi-million dollar mansions.

      She might as well enjoy this…experience. Sure as hell would be a memory she could relive her whole life.

      Or take to an early grave.

      She almost peed her pants when her phone rang at top volume. She fumbled in her purse to silence the damn thing. Emily. She let her best friend’s call roll to voicemail, then set her phone to silent mode. She hadn’t figured out how she was going to explain her erratic schedule—or behavior—to her family and friends this week. Which was absurd, right? It couldn’t be because she’d had so much time to think about all this since his indecent proposal seven hours ago.

      Gah. A girl needed to be street smart if she wanted to play in back alleys.

      Or wealthy, secluded neighborhoods with alluring, albeit mysterious men.

      Jessie sent Emily a quick text. Sorry, can’t talk now. Working on my bucket list. Will call tomorrow. You wouldn’t believe the houses on Lake Minnetonka. Especially… She texted Nate’s address to Emily to let someone know where she was.

      Jessie grabbed her things, locked her car, and practically ran up the well-lit driveway before she could reason or scare herself out of it. Hopefully he had a nice fireplace stoked somewhere inside this mini fortress because she was shivering, and it wasn’t all due to the brisk evening air.

      She wished now she’d worn something less body hugging. Something with more pieces so it would take longer to strip. Then again, that would only delay the inevitable. Maybe she should’ve worn her hair up. That would have been more elegant. Man, this was going to be so unbelievably awkward.

      No, it’s just you, Jessie.

      A foyer light came on before she had a chance to press the doorbell. Her arm descended to her side as an enormous wooden door swung open.

      “Hi.” Nate’s smile was devilish. He’d changed into a long-sleeved black silk shirt unbuttoned at the neck. It would feel like heaven on her skin. When she spotted his bare feet on the tile floor, she wet her lips.

      “Hi.”

      He stepped back to let her in, closing the door softly behind her. He took her coat, his eyes darkening when he observed her red cashmere sweater dress. It was one of her power outfits, and Lord, she needed it tonight.

      “You look incredible.” His twinkling gaze lingered on her neck and cleavage before tracing her belly, hips, and legs. “Would you prefer I call you Jessica?”

      One side of her lips lifted and something unwound a fraction in her chest. “Kinda late to be asking me that, isn’t it?”

      “You’d be surprised how late in the game things can change.”

      “Is that what this is to you—a game?” she asked.

      “I’ve always faced life as though it’s a game instead of some dreary road to endure. Games are fun, and I do so like to have fun. But I think you’re really asking if I’m going to be a scoundrel, are you not?”

      She shrugged like it didn’t matter one way or another, but her chest had constricted again. “This arrangement is purely business.”

      “Business, you say?”

      “Yes, business. And if you turn out to be a reprobate, I will adjust my behavior accordingly.” Oh crap, she had a feeling that was going to come back to bite her. From what she’d learned about him over the last six weeks, he wasn’t a bully. But the truth was, she knew her Gramma’s internal medicine physician way better than this charming playboy she was about to live with—intimately—for a week.

      Her stomach rolled as she unzipped her beloved, beat-up duffel bag. When she extracted a folder, her mace tumbled onto the tiles and rolled to his feet. He leaned down to retrieve the weapon, but she quickly snatched it up, then shoved it to the bottom of her bag, her face a blast furnace. She blew out a breath and looked up to see him watching her.

      She handed him the folder, willing her outstretched arm not to shake. “The contract is notarized. I’m pretty sure Katherine thinks I’m scum of the earth now.”

      He took the folder and set it down next to a vase overflowing with white roses on the half-moon shaped table. “Katherine’s displeasure is directed at me. You have nothing to fear when you’re with me, Jessie.”

      Oh, yes I do. She was plenty afraid of her inability to stop thinking about him. To stop the truckload of shame about prostituting herself. She was a law student about to break the law and become like her mother all in one night.

      Scars are nothing to be ashamed of Jess. They prove you’ve been out there risking, growing, living. People who sit on the sidelines don’t get scars. Grandpa Walt’s words after an epic knee skinning from a bike accident when she was nine.

      Scars that would linger from selling a piece of her soul charted a whole new territory, however.

      Nate tilted his head, his gaze going shuttered. “I mean that. I will keep you safe from all harm.”

      That comment should be odd, right? What were they even talking about? Again, she had the strange feeling he was referencing a bigger picture—one she couldn’t see. But maybe it didn’t matter? Her gaze dropped to the floor, because she could only look into his eyes for so long before she completely lost her train of thought. When he stepped closer, her whole body responded. A hot flush spread through her chest, down her groin into her legs. She suddenly wanted to place her own bare feet on the cool tiles to feel the contrasting sensation.

      “Jessie.”

      She looked up, caught by his earnest tone, so at odds with his usual swagger.

      “I will earn your trust.” He ran the backs of his knuckles down her cheek as his eyes stared intently into hers. “I promise that we won’t do anything you don’t want to do.” He dropped his hand as a wry smile formed on his lips. “In fact, perhaps I’ll make you beg for what you want. Would that make you feel better?”

      Yeah, no? How the hell was she supposed to respond to that when her body was already on fire, yet he’d barely touched her? It was the anticipation. A sick mix of unease and the thrill of the unknown. She hadn’t realized she was such an adrenaline junkie.

      Then again, maybe it was just Nate.

      “Jessie.”

      “Yeah, sorry, but I’m not really into the whole begging thing. I’ll simply tell you if I don’t like something.”

      He finally smiled. “Very well. I’m glad you’re here.” She held her breath as he leaned in, but he only pressed a kiss on her cheek before ushering her further into the foyer with its large curving staircase. The interior walls were a smooth, oyster gray stone. They gave off a feeling of warmth, bathed as they were in soft shades of light from a lovely, but understated chandelier that hung two stories above them.

      Nate put his hand on the ornate iron staircase rail. “I thought I’d give you a moment to explore the upstairs on your own. Select whatever bedroom you like.”

      She nodded, unable to find her voice, immensely relieved that she’d have some privacy. He pushed his hand into her hair by her ear, his fingers rubbing strands of her hair together.

      Don’t think. Just feel.

      “I love your hair down like this. So soft it makes me want to feel it whisper across my skin.”

      “I was…thinking the same thing about your shirt.”

      His mouth found her ear, his words warm and electric. “I’d like that very much.”

      Her hand came up to rest on the black silk when he took the duffel from her grasp. It thwapped softly to the tiles. His heart beat as fiercely as her own under her fingertips. She slid her hands up to his shoulders, feeling every shift of his muscles under the thin, responsive material. His head bent closer, his stubbly cheek rasping against her temple. “Of course, as much as I welcome and heartily encourage such candid admissions, I feel obliged to point out that your comment wasn’t very businesslike…”

      She froze, and his body shook with silent laughter. A moment later she shoved out of his arms. Good grief, that business comment had come back to haunt her much sooner than she’d expected. “You are so—”

      “Fresh? Fun? How about irresistible?”

      All of the above. “Don’t kid yourself. I was going to say Machiavellian.”

      He put his hands over his heart with a brazen smirk. “What? I haven’t begun to show you that side of me yet.” Then his hands dropped, and he gently grasped her wrist with a predatory smile. “What other big words can you beguile me with?”

      She snorted. “You’re a difficult man, Nate.”

      “Most definitely.”

      A wee shiver raced through her at his low laugh. She reached down for her duffel and turned toward the stairs. Nate caught her arm and brought her around in slow motion. Her pulse roared in her ears at the dark mystery in his blue eyes. He was going to kiss her. It was going to be carnal and she would have trouble stopping him and they’d have sex right here in the foyer in front of the door and she would hate—

      But he dropped her arm and stepped back, and the wave of disappointment barreling through her must have been humiliatingly obvious. Still she couldn’t tear her gaze away.

      Damn him for this…this…whateverthehell it was.

      “Find me in the kitchen when you come down.” He moved toward the hallway, then paused, his voice gruff when he spoke over his shoulder. “Don’t keep me waiting, Jessie.”

      Damn you, you sexy, arrogant man.

      She would love to make him wait.

      Damn her, too, because she knew she wouldn’t.
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      The first room Jessie entered—and quickly exited—was Nate’s, she realized instantly. The rectangular fireplace and massive bed wrapped in gray, ivory, and mink were both warm and inviting, but she couldn’t bring herself to claim it, though she had a feeling it would have pleased him.

      The man seemed to have no boundaries. Even though they both knew why she was here, putting her things in his room was too intimate. Which didn’t make sense when they were going to be doing much more intimate things with each other.

      But whatever. She was going with her gut.

      Jessie poked her head in the next room. It was red, and though it wasn’t garish, it didn’t feel right either. She continued down the hallway. Each room had its own color palate, its own feel. Obviously he planned to make this type of arrangement often, with as many different flavors of women as the rooms themselves.

      Don’t think. It was going to be her mantra this week. If she could put herself on autopilot and make it to next Saturday, her whole year would be set.

      Small sacrifice, really. If you could refer to sleeping with Nate as a sacrifice.

      She stepped into the room at the end of the hallway. Oh, wow. She could spend the rest of her life in this room, which not only boasted the most sumptuous white bed she’d ever seen, but a movie-star ivory bench in front of a glass wall. She crossed the carpet to the curtains. It was now nearly pitch black outside with thick clouds obscuring the moon.

      She turned back to the room. Every bedroom had a fireplace, but this was the only one besides Nate’s that was already lit. She shoved the contents of her duffel bag into the deep drawers of the glossy brown dresser before she could think too much about it, then put the bag itself in the bottom drawer and closed it.

      Then opened the drawer and took the bag back out.

      The zebra-striped duffel with hot pink straps was the only thing she’d wanted for her sixteenth birthday. To her young heart, it had symbolized independence and adventure. Her mother Aurora had gotten her everything she had thought Jessie needed. Appointments at the beauty and tanning salons, a juicer, and a memory foam sleep mask.

      But Gramma Tilly had come through with this humble bag, which she loved nearly as much as she loved Scourge.

      She decided that her bag would sit there—defiantly middle class—in this lavish room all week. It would remind her of home. Of where she came from and where she would return when this crazy interlude with Nate was over.

      She walked into the bathroom to find heated floor tiles and all sorts of expensive toiletries lined up like obedient servants on the counter.

      It was simply lovely. And she was so out of her league.

      Jessie smoothed her hands down her hips. She’d chosen this red cashmere dress because it camouflaged her flaws while highlighting her breasts. But what did it really matter when he’d probably strip it off as soon as he had her in his arms?

      She needed confidence, however, and right now, she’d take what she could get.

      She glanced at the French door leading to a private, upper floor deck. An electronic chirp sounded when she opened the door and small twinkling lights switched on to reveal a cushy seating area and a lit stairway. She braced her arms on the balcony and peered down the stairs through the faint light of the cloud-obscured moon, trying to trace the curving path that presumably led to the lake.

      She jumped back from the railing when a sudden clipped scream made the hairs on the back of her neck rear up. She’d spent plenty of time in the Minnesota woods with Emily’s family over the years to know that many animals were active at night. Nate’s house was part of a subdivision, yet its forested seclusion made it reasonable to think the scream had come from a nocturnal creature. Yet…

      It had sounded so human.

      Another scream echoed through the darkness. Closer this time, followed by a rapid squeak like a small critter apprehended by a silent, creepy thing with fangs, black fur, red eyes and…

      Stop. She was acting fanciful. That was definitely not like her at all.

      She held still, listening to the late-season crickets, the wind straining against the pine boughs, and the occasional plunk from the lake. Her gaze swept across the shadowy silhouettes of the towering trees. A rolling tightness crept into her gut. Was there something approaching the path from the right? The shadows seemed more concentrated there. The air heavier.

      And it was almost as if the trees had eyes.

      Really, Jessie?

      That was it. No more zombie television shows no matter how hard she was crushing on the male leads—

      “Hello, lass.”

      Jessie started as a darkly sensual Scottish accent floated up to her from the bottom of the deck staircase. How had someone gotten so close so fast? She backed toward the bedroom door.

      “Nay, wait!” The man paused in the shadows. “Sorry to frighten you. I’m new to the neighborhood, and I was lookin’ for my pet fox, who managed to escape. Have you by chance happened to hear a scream rocket through the air lately? I could swear it sounded as if the naughty girl tore off in this direction.” His low, rolling brogue captivated her in the same fashion as Nate’s English bass. Who knew she had such a thing for foreign accents?

      She exhaled on a smile, some tension unwinding from her shoulders. “Actually, I did hear something, and it scared me half to death,” she replied.

      “Aye, the vixen’s wail will get anybody’s attention. She’s hopin’ it’ll bring the males, if you get me.” The man placed a boot on the bottom step and leaned toward the soft light cast from the balcony. It reminded Jessie of a jaguar she’d once seen on a nature show, stepping carefully to surprise its prey. His hair seemed fair and dark at once, longer on top with pieces drifting across his slashing eyebrows. He clearly hadn’t shaved in several days, and Lord, he was handsome in a wild sort of way, with luminescent eyes she imagined were a rich russet by the light of day.

      He smiled serenely and took a few more steps up the stairs. Her pulse skyrocketed in a oh-shit-something’s-off kind of way.

      But then, he shouldn’t be climbing those stairs. This was Minnesota, for Heaven’s sake. People had nice wide personal spaces, and this handsome stranger was definitely encroaching on hers. “I heard the scream coming from that direction.” She pointed to where she’d heard the fox, hoping he’d take the hint and be on his way.

      “Much obliged, lass.” He continued toward her and extended his hand. “Name’s Lachlan by the way.”

      She tentatively placed her hand in his as a gust of wind surged through the pines, bringing with it the alluring scent of sandalwood laced with forest and vanilla. Alarm bells clamored in her consciousness right before her mind went fuzzy, then rapidly cleared, bringing with it an overwhelming desire to feel Lachlan’s hand glide up her arm, slide around her waist, and draw her into the warmth of his firm body.

      No. She didn’t want this. Didn’t want him. What was this? Had he hit her up with some new-fangled, vaporized Ecstasy? Something delivered through her dermis when they shook hands?

      A voice whispered through her mind, beseeching her to peel off her dress and lie down. She sucked in a breath, her hands tracking up her hips to cup her breasts. Her soul felt aflame, her body a furnace. Only he could relieve her of this emptiness between her legs.

      What? This feels wrong. It feels…Nate?

      Jessie fought Lachlan’s sexual pull, the small pocket of her mind that was aware and alarmed, gradually losing the battle until she could only obey. Was she walking on air? Lachlan’s big body backed her toward the all-weather sectional in the corner of the deck. The backs of her knees hit the furniture, and she sank down with a plea for him to cover her.

      “Aye, I will soon relieve your hunger, mo chroi.”

      “Hurry.”

      The mood lights on the balcony sparked violently as they went out, leaving only gauzy, filtered light through the curtains of her room. Lachlan stiffened and pushed away from her with a vicious curse. A sudden roar split the air and shook the boards underfoot. She panted in the darkness, legs sliding together, hiking up her dress. In the next instant a strangled sound came from Lachlan. Thumps and thunks pounded down the wooden steps before gravel gave way to boots, crushing and scattering the small rocks forcefully. Her heart thrummed painfully in her throat. Get inside. She yanked down her dress and pushed up from the sectional, as weak as an invalid.

      Disturbing sounds of close combat started in earnest. Punching, hissing, grunting, choking. My God, it sounded like animals tearing into one another. Her adrenaline ramped higher, dampening some of the sexual haze she’d fallen under. Her fingers curled around the railing to forestall the dizziness. “Nate?!”

      Get inside now!

      Her head ached with the pained directive. It was like he was somehow talking in her head. She must have fallen at some point this evening and didn’t remember knocking it against something. Her stomach pitched. She staggered to the bedroom door and twisted the cold metal handle. Locked! She blinked away the watery pressure rising in her eyes, fighting through the residual cobwebs in her mind and the continued hunger of her body. Why hadn’t she checked to make sure that the damn door wasn’t self-locking before she’d come out?

      “Frickin’ gloryhole!” She jiggled the handle again, then pounded on the glass with the flat of her hand, keeping an ear open to the gory sounds on the path.

      Would anyone hear if she screamed? Nate was supposedly in the kitchen, but she didn’t know where that was. He was most likely the one locked in mortal warfare with Lachlan, the lust magician, though, so it probably didn’t matter where the hell the kitchen was.

      She should try to help because, holy crap, Lachlan needed to be locked up. She was sure the cops hadn’t heard about this new rape drug that could be delivered with a mere handshake. One of her friends on the St. Paul Narcotics Unit kept her in the know about what was circulating on the streets so she could watch for it at the club, but he’d never said anything about this particular drug—

      Every muscle in her body froze.

      All had gone quiet on the path.

      She still couldn’t see anything but shadows, yet her hearing expanded to compensate for her lack of vision. The flap of a bird’s wings as it launched from a tree. Water gently lapping at the dock. A branch snapping—

      Someone ascending the stairs.

      Jessie’s fingers curled into shaking fists. Need a weapon. Her gaze bounced around the deck, using the edges of shadows and larger concentrations of darkness to orient herself. There. A terracotta pot. Heavy enough to knock somebody out. If it didn’t, the crash would break it into nice, deadly pieces.

      She lunged.

      A large hand clamped over her mouth, and she went down.
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      Nate swallowed a groan of pain as the heel of Jessie’s stiletto connected with his shin. When she deliberately collapsed, he leaned back to counterbalance her attempt to throw him off kilter. By God, that was a brilliant move. Too bad it had been tried too often by his adversaries to actually work. “Shh.”

      Her head jerked fiercely to the side, allowing her teeth to sink into the fleshy portion of his palm.

      “Blast!” His body curved intimately against her, his stubbled chin tangling her hair as she continued to struggle. He’d never felt the chill of fear like he had when she’d screamed for him telepathically. How had she done that? “Jessie. Stop.”

      She froze when his lips brushed her cheek. Et vade in gehennae ignis. Begone fires of Hell. He whispered counter chants to subvert the lust bewitchment Lachlan had woven round her. It would take some time for her to come all the way out of it, but he wouldn’t let her out of his sight in the meantime.

      He slowly uncurled his fingers from her mouth. “He’s gone. No one’s going to hurt you, I promise.”

      “N-Nate?” Jessie turned in his arms and went up on her toes to peer into his face. The scent of lingering desire clung to her. He shivered, nearly faint with relief that she’d retained her sanity—not to mention her honor—after a face to face encounter with an ancient incubus like Lachlan. Rumor had it that the sex demon was one of the original fallen angels.

      Whether it was true or not, he was so old he could maintain his physical form in the mortal world. Something most other fallen angels of the incubus or succubus class couldn’t do. Their true forms would flicker and fade until they were old enough.

      Clearly, the succubus he’d killed at Jessie’s apartment had been spying on his activities for a while, and her report of his interest in Jessie had made it up the chain to Lachlan.

      First Michael informs them of the whole Satan’s-children-are-snarling-at-the-Seam bit and goes poof without telling them where that Seam is. Now one of the most powerful incubi ever created was on to the fact that Jessie meant something to a Guardian. Because of it, Lachlan would intensify his campaign to seduce her.

      The week was really starting to blow.

      “Would you let me go already?” Jessie wriggled out of his arms. “Who was that guy, and why were you fighting?” She sounded tired suddenly.

      “Don’t ever go outside without my permission.”

      “Do you realize how controlling that sounds?”

      “That man is dangerous, Jess. I won’t have you at risk.”

      “Why do you live here then?”

      “I was here first.” And he came for you, not me. The sex demon would be bloody sorry he ever laid eyes on Jessie when Nate finally tracked him down and finished carving his heart out. How Lachlan had managed to get away with his chest ripped open, his beating heart exposed to the elements like that, Nate had no idea. He was glad he’d had the archangel’s sword, otherwise he didn’t think he would’ve been able to best the ancient incubus.

      If his luck held, a raven would come and devour Lachlan’s heart as he hid during his convalescence.

      “Who is he?” A tremor passed through her.

      “Are you cold?” Nate reached in his trouser pocket for the door key since opening it with his powers would frighten her. Jessie moved past him as he held the door open, her coconut and berries scent utterly distracting now that his adrenaline was starting to subside.

      “Who is he?” she repeated.

      She sounded much too interested for his peace of mind. “He’s a vicious sex offender who’s going to pay for his crimes.” He closed the door and turned to face her. Her gaze narrowed on his cheek. She started toward him, her concern quickly morphing from surprise to confusion to unease.

      Nate’s hand went to his cheek. Stone the crows. Lachlan must have laid it open with his knife on the final lunge. Nate turned away from Jessie as he felt the skin prickle and burn as it began to knit back together.

      “Oh my God, did your wound heal itself right before my eyes?” She yanked him back around to face her. She shook her head, frowning. “You had this gash from the corner of your nose halfway to your ear…I swear.” Her fingers reached up to feather across his cheek. Jeweled sparks of color burst in his vision at her touch.

      “I assure you, I am fine.” He put an arm around her shoulder to steer her toward the bedroom door that lead to the hallway. “Let’s warm you up and get you something to eat.”

      “Please don’t patronize me, Nate.” She stopped abruptly by the sumptuous white bed. Standing there in all her red cashmere glory, she was better than a beautifully wrapped present under the Christmas tree.

      One he was salivating to open. “I only want to care for you.”

      “I could swear your cheek was sliced open.” She brought a hand to her forehead. “I don’t know, maybe I’m hallucinating. This week has been…hard.” Her whole demeanor dropped, her look so crestfallen he couldn’t help but pull her to him.

      She stiffened for a moment before her surprise softened into something else.

      Something hazardous to his good intentions.

      She settled into his embrace, turning her face up to accept his light kiss. Which turned into a not-so-light kiss.

      Oh damn. Her hands snuck between their bodies, her fingernails scraping over the ridged muscles of his belly as she slid her fingers into the waistband of his slacks. His abs contracted as he expelled a deep-throated groan.

      She shivered in response and pressed closer to him almost like she was afraid.

      “I’ve got you, Angel.” Blood zinged through his veins. Inch by inch, she eased his silk shirt free of his pants. His fingers drifted up her red sweater dress to wind around coils of her hair. He pulled down on the satiny softness of her hair, tilting her chin. When her lips parted, his body shuddered with the need to take-ravage-possess.

      No. He shouldn’t take advantage of her. She’d been frightened. He knew she was. By Lachlan, but also maybe a little bit by him. She was still under the influence of the powerful fallen angel and could obviously sense things weren’t all that they appeared. It was usually at this point in his dealings with humans that he bailed. This time, though, he didn’t want to leave. Especially when Jessie’s fear was threaded with fragrant notes of her arousal. Damn, it was so bloody hard to be good and honorable. He didn’t want to be. Not right now. Not when she felt this good—this right—in his arms.

      Just one kiss.

      His skin was feverish as he grasped the sides of her face. With an aching slowness, he brushed his mouth against hers. Their breath mingled. He memorized every crease of her lips. The little pucker and bow of her upper lip. The lush fullness of the lower lip that was erotically pliable—and so velvety soft—as he drew it into his mouth.

      A breathy moan floated from her mouth, making his groin pulse painfully. He grabbed her wrists before she could go to work on his zipper. “My God, Jessie, I want you, but this isn’t right.”

      She opened her silvery blue eyes and blinked at him. He took deep breaths, picturing bloated and bloody roadkill and severed demon skulls to douse the lust crackling through him.

      Gradually Jessie’s eyes cleared. “What part of ripping your shirt out of your pants don’t you understand?”

      “You’re still under the influence of the incub—ah, that drug.”

      She exhaled loudly and shook her head like she was trying to clear out the cobwebs. “I’m ready to get on with our contract, and you want to talk?”

      He couldn’t help but smile.

      “Think that’s funny? Well, it’s not, you three-inch fool. It’s insulting.” She pushed away and walked unsteadily toward the fireplace.

      He reached out to support her arm, which she of course shrugged off. “Three-inch fool?”

      If he hadn’t been paying close attention, he would have missed the tiny quirk at the corner of her lip. She tossed her hair over one shoulder. “Oh come now, don’t all proper Englishmen read Shakespeare? It’s from The Taming of the Shrew. I have more medieval insults if you persist with this misplaced chivalry.”

      He’d bet money on it. “I don’t take advantage of women, Jessie. Why are you afraid of me?”

      “Asks the guy who sneaks up and grabs people from behind like a practical joking fifth grader. Lame.” She sat down on the bench and unfastened the high heels that probably looked way sexier than they felt.

      His gaze tracked her every movement. “I sense your fear, and I don’t like it.”

      “Sense my fear? What are you, some animal?”

      “Everyone’s animal instincts emerge in certain circumstances. You’d do well to remember it.”

      “That’s really weird, Nate. Who says shit like that? Still, I’m not afraid of you. But what happened out there…” She gestured toward the balcony. “I was awake and alert, but I couldn’t control my own actions. It was terrifying. Then all that fighting. I thought someone was being murdered.”

      “Unfortunately not this time.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      She got up from the bench to retrieve her phone off the dresser, more steady now that some time had passed and the Incubus’s effect was finally dispelling. Right now Nate would love to pull Jessie’s feet into his lap and massage her stress away. From there his fingers would slide up her shapely calves to the undersides of her pretty knees, on up her sleek thighs where he’d lick—

      Fingers snapping in his face.

      Jessie’s fingers.

      He liked those parts of her body, too. Wasn’t that just dandy? What was he saying earlier about being pussy whipped? Bollocks.

      She grabbed his chin. “Are you listening to me? We need to call the cops. The drug he used on me is terrifying. And what the heck was some deranged rapist doing way out here in the woods? On your deck?”

      She had no idea how right she was. Or how close her slim fingers were to being sucked into his mouth. He leaned out of her grasp before he gave in to his dark fantasies. “That blighter is long gone by now. What do you think the police can do?” Lachlan would probably hole up in an old castle in Scotland until his chest had repaired itself enough to seek out a new victim. A woman who would likely die because the demon would be so depleted he wouldn’t stop until he’d drained her entire life force.

      “I don’t know. Maybe put out a community alert so people can be on the lookout? We have to do something.” Jessie put her hands on her hips.

      The pose in addition to her furrowed brow and twisted lips utterly captivated him. “I’ll take care of it, alright?”

      “Did you hurt him?”

      He paused. He wanted to protect her, and he wanted to protect his secrets. But something inside—something uncommon—made him want to be as honest as possible, too. “I did.”

      “What kind of injury does he have?”

      Her voice was hoarse. Dammit, this was another reason not to get involved with humans. They made things so complicated. “Chest wounds.”

      “You stabbed him?!” she sputtered, her eyes roving over his clothes, likely looking for blood.

      “He’s injured, but he’ll be fine.” The Xiphos stab to the incubus’s clavicle had immobilized him long enough to allow Nate to punch into the demon’s rib cage and nearly rip his heart out of his chest cavity. “He was going to hurt you worse if I didn’t stop him.”

      A fallen angel as old as Lachlan didn’t die easily.

      And it would only be a matter of time before he’d be back for Jessie.
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      He was going to hurt you worse if I didn’t stop him.

      The way Nate said it made Jessie’s heart flutter and pang. But then, that was probably still the effects of the drug. The drug that made her want to play Cleopatra to his Mark Antony.

      Yeah right. She’d wanted Nate in her bed long before the sadistic stranger had doped her.

      Nate stepped closer. Jessie hurried to her purse, pulled out her phone, and dialed 911. Nate did nothing to stop her. Only watched, carefully, silently.

      All she could get on the line was static. She tried Emily next. Same thing. “What the hell is wrong with cell reception out here?”

      “Why are you single, Jessie?”

      She couldn’t have heard him right. “What?”

      “You haven’t had a serious relationship since high school.”

      “Are you asking about my love life when we should be filing a police report?”

      “Someone hurt you.”

      It wasn’t like he thought, though. It wasn’t like anyone thought. She’d never been able to live up to people’s expectations that she’d be as sexy and ethereal as her celebrity mother. “What would you know about my dating history?”

      “I guessed right then.”

      “Not hardly,” she replied. His intense gaze confused her. What was he thinking? She crossed her arms in front of her. “Do you have a land line?” She’d file a report, and then go to bed. Alone.

      Or better yet, maybe she’d take a therapeutic dose of ScrewItAll, get Scourge from Mason, and go home.

      “No land line, Jess, but I told you I’d take care of this.”

      She threw her hands in the air. “But when? The authorities need to discover who supplies his drugs. I’m serious. This drug needs to be taken off the streets.”

      He opened his mouth like he was going to argue.

      “Please, Nate.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Fine.”

      When he turned away and pulled a phone out of his pocket, she heard him swear under his breath.

      He was frustrated. Well, so was she. “So your cell phone works out here, but not mine?”

      He shrugged, and she studied him while he paced, speaking in low tones to someone on the other end of the line. His striking dark hair always looked a little untamed. Jet black eyelashes cast spiky shadows against the smooth skin under his eyes, and the faint scruff on his cheeks, chin, and upper lip made her breath catch with its blatant masculinity, the gritty feel of it rubbing against her skin, a pure thrill.

      Her hungry gaze traveled from his beautiful face to the hand holding the phone—a very capable hand—and further up a sexy forearm that appeared almost structural now that his long sleeves had been rolled back. Her eyes caressed his shoulders outlined by the soft silk shirt, then tracked their way down his trunk, which tapered excellently to his hips and, oh wow, his bulg—

      “Like what you see?”

      Golly, yes. She took her sweet time bringing her gaze back up to his face. His nostrils flared, his stance widening as he translated the look in her eyes. She hadn’t even been aware that he’d finished his call. Her chest couldn’t expand with a full breath. She fanned herself with her hand. “Can I, uh, would you mind turning off the fireplace? It’s kinda…hot in here.”

      His eyes glinted, his lips curved. “It’s just you, Jessie.”

      She laughed and then cringed because it sounded so fake. “Yeah, maybe I should change.”

      “Anything that comes off your body will be by my hands.”

      Okay then. She swallowed as he stepped closer. “Well…” Now what? “Are the police on their way? They don’t usually take a report over the phone. They generally dispatch an officer to do that.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You seem to know a lot about the process.”

      “I watch a lot of crime TV.” And she’d helped several acquaintances get out of abusive situations. One of the many reasons she wanted to become a prosecuting attorney.

      He moved behind her. “Do you have any stalker ex-boyfriends I should be aware of?”

      “That’s none of your business,” she breathed. But she couldn’t think when his body heat was blanketing her backside like that.

      “So I can be intimate with your body, but not your mind?”

      His rough whisper made her feel faint and quivery and a little bit afraid. Like she’d conquered the steep side of a cliff and now wondered how in hell she was going to get back down. Her spine was ramrod straight, though his lazy caress on her arm made her want to melt against him.

      “Let’s keep our emotions out of this.”

      His fingertips stilled on her arm for a moment. She held her breath until his hand began moving again. “It’s been ages since I tangled with such a contrary woman.”

      “Contrary.”

      “Yes, your cold speech is notably discordant with your body language.”

      Oh, he was a wicked one. “Good grief, listen to you. You said yourself it’s the drug in my system.”

      He turned her around to look at him. “Your pupils are dilated right now, Jess. Before, when you were bewitched, they were tiny pinpricks. That means, your current hunger is All. About. Me.”

      Her retort expired when his lips closed around her earlobe.

      Damn. What a speech. And he’d said ‘bewitched.’ Who talked like that?

      She was on a fast moving train to Heartbreak City because the painful truth was she wanted him. Badly. His heat, his devil-may-care arrogance, his manner of speaking.

      All of it loud and large and in her face.

      She placed her hands on his pectorals and turned her lips to his. A kiss. On her terms. This merging of mouths was her decision, and that felt important.

      Until she forgot to think anymore.

      His lips were hard and soft at the same time. Warm. She always felt warm around him. The heat filled her, his hands on her upper arms, drawing her closer. She sighed into his mouth. His heavy breath was arousing.

      That she could also bring him to this state was...delicious.

      She brought a hand to his neck and felt his pulse hammering there. “Mmm, I like you.”

      His chest rumbled. She vocalized in return, nuzzling his jaw, dotting kisses along that gruff plane of his cheek. When her hand snuck under his shirt, his ab wall jerked. His chest shook. No, his whole body was shaking. His lips were extra firm against hers as though stretched tightly over his teeth. And…

      Wait, what?

      She leaned back a fraction. When the fog in her brain cleared, heat flooded her cheeks. She pushed at his chest and brought her palms to her flaming face. “Mind telling me what is so amusing?”

      He wrapped his arms around her again in a tight hug, trying to keep his laughter from spilling out, but failing miserably, the knave. “Jessie, you are such a joy. I like you, too. So very much.”

      Score another one for the whole no-mouth-filter thing that her mother had harped about endlessly. Cheese and rice, Jessie. Would it be too much to ask to make out with a guy without humiliating herself?

      And honestly, how could she actually like him?

      The fact that it was true was such a betrayal to Mason.

      She hung her head, wanting to bolt, but knowing it was pointless since she’d signed the contract.

      Nate kissed the top of her head. “No one has told me they liked me for a terribly long time. Thank you for that.” His long fingers plucked her hands from her cheeks. “You make everything that is old, fresh and invigorating again. I laugh because I’m happy. Not because I’m mocking you.”

      She swallowed and quickly looked at the fireplace that had been lit as though waiting for her. She’d never made anyone happy. What a revelation, and he didn’t even seem embarrassed by the admission. His honesty struck at her defenses more surely than anything else he could have done.

      She peeked at him once more—he was still smiling, wow—before she lost her nerve. “I’m glad you’re happy.”

      “So am I, Angel. It’s a feeling that has alluded me for some time now.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” The warmth in his eyes was too much. Her stomach twirled and fluttered. She blinked and brought her gaze to the fireplace again. “How did you know which bedroom I’d choose?”

      He waited to speak until she brought her eyes back to his. “It just felt like you.”

      Damn, now he was casting his own spell on her with sweet considerations like that. How many of the guys she’d dated over the years would be able to accurately determine what kind of details she’d love in her most private sanctuary?

      Zilch, baby. Yet Nate had done so effortlessly. He was obviously much more observant than she’d given him credit for.

      He walked her to the door that led to the hallway. “Come. The criminal will be dealt with, but in the mean time, I hope you’re hungry.” His smile was as innocent as it was likely to get on such a sexy specimen.

      “I need to make a quick call. Can I borrow your phone?”

      Nate narrowed his eyes. “Yours should work. I don’t know why you were having trouble earlier.” He kissed the undersides of her wrists, then slipped from the room.

      Ten minutes later, Jessie realized her call to Emily had been a mistake. She’d meant to act like everything was normal, but her best friend had not only given her the third degree for leaving such a vague text earlier, but she’d also coerced Jessie into divulging the whole story of Nate’s salacious proposal.

      The good news was, it was a phone conversation so Jessie had been able to hang up on Emily’s rant about women who were too stupid to live.

      The bad news? Jessie had texted Nate’s address to Emily when she’d first arrived.

      Knowing Emily, she’d be here within the hour.

      Outstanding. Jessie tossed her phone on the bed, rubbed her face with both hands, then made her way downstairs, barely able to appreciate the home’s lavish architecture and woodwork.

      Breathe. What she needed to do was take control of the situation like she’d started to do in the bedroom. After they had sex for the first time, things wouldn’t be so terribly awkward, and this unraveled feeling in her gut would go away.

      She followed her nose to the inviting scents coming from the kitchen. If she were the cooking kind, this would definitely be a dream setup with the long center island that somehow looked classy, efficient, and homey at the same time. But what held her attention was the man standing next to it. His back was to her, his dark hair curling over the edge of his collar. Those wide shoulders would be the perfect anchor as he loved her long and hard.

      Whoa. Loved?

      She wiped a hand across her brow. Funny how terminology could make a girl so nervous. Then again, she had a thing for words. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

      He laid his santoku knife on the marble counter top and turned to her. “Get this over with?”

      A shaky smile curled her lips. “The first time is bound to be embarrassing because of this whole…” she waved her hand in the air, “transaction.”

      “Embarrassing, huh?” He poured two glasses of champagne and advanced on her. “Transaction?”

      She took a step back. “Is there an echo in here?” Decadence had a smell. Him. She dug deep for her JBlaze persona. “That’s what this is, you know. Why not call a spade a spade. Or maybe a ho a ho since I’m having sex with you for money.” God, please don’t ever let Gramma and Grandpa find out.

      He stilled, one brow lifting slightly. “I don’t ever—and I mean ever—want to know about the men you’ve brought to your bed, Jessie, but by God, they’ve all been doing it wrong if you think making love is a shameful business. Bloody hell, that pisses me off.”

      So much in his eyes.

      He looked provoked. Unpredictable, too. Funny thing was, she didn’t feel scared anymore. Well, not scared-scared.

      More like alert.

      Edgy.

      “How do you see it then?” she asked.

      He handed her one of the champagne flutes, then toasted her. “Naturalia non sunt turpia. What is natural is not dirty.”

      She had to admit, she rather liked that adage. The swoon-worthy foreign language bit, too. The tang of the bubbly liquid exploded on her tongue as she took a deep draught. He watched her swallow and somehow it made her bold. “Latin is a dead language, you know. You sure you’re not a closet lawyer, botanist, or doctor?”

      “I only play them on TV,” he drawled.

      “How about priest?”

      His smile was truly wicked. “Oh, baby, I’d never qualify. I need lots of redeeming.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “That’s a long, sad tale best saved for never.” His eyes grew hooded. “What we’re doing here is taking care of our needs. Yours happens to be financial security. Mine is my immoderate desire for you.”

      Her breath stalled. That sounded kind of creepy. But then she was probably letting her conversation about Satanic paraphernalia with Mason influence her.

      “Do you know why I insisted you come here tonight?”

      “Because you’re an imperious Cro-Magnon?” she retorted.

      His amusement flowed around her. “More highbrow words. I fancy that. Truly.”

      She watched his swarthy throat as he downed his champagne. She wet her lips, trying not to think about why watching him drink—his lips in contact with the light-reflecting crystal—should be so absurdly arousing. “Okay, I’ll play along. Why do you want me here tonight?”

      “Because you think too much.”

      “Afraid I’d come to my senses?” She hiccupped a laugh. “Well, surprise! Guess that hasn’t happened yet.” She drank the last of her champagne, too. He grabbed her around the waist to hoist her onto the countertop. “Sure you want me up here? This doesn’t seem right.” She had no doubt the ten feet of marble cost more than her car.

      “Hmm, I see what you mean.” He swiveled away to grab something out of the widest refrigerator she’d ever seen. Before she could protest, he’d hoisted her ass and hiked the hem of her red dress to her groin. He held a bottle of chocolate syrup aloft and drizzled the sweet brown liquid over her legs like she was a damn brownie.

      Drizzled with intent. Deliberate and meticulous.

      When he was done, his gaze lifted to hers. His eyes flashed blue-black flames. “Much better.”

      The sensation of the cool marble against her thighs and the wet syrup oozing down her overheated skin was impossibly erotic. She closed her eyes, fingers curling around the edge of the counter.

      Oh, wow, she felt relaxed.

      And Nate looked good enough to eat. The way his gaze was telling her he was gonna—

      No.

      There was no way she could have sex in here. No way. The lights were too bright, and if she was sitting upright like this he’d see her belly pooch out all over the place. She needed to be lying down, maybe with her legs cocked at a forty-five degree angle—

      “W-what are you doing?” She gasped when he leaned down, his tongue following the trail of chocolate up her thighs.

      He spread her legs to move in closer. “I’ll buy you a new dress. A wardrobe full of them.” His hoarse voice made her nipples contract. Or was it from his fingers curling into the fleshy part of her upper ass? So many sensations at once she couldn’t keep track.

      He sucked on the inside of her thigh, his thumb stroking her lacy black thong, gently at first until she shivered and opened her legs wider, trying not to be too obvious about it.

      “That’s it. No need for inhibitions when you’re with me.” He proceeded to give her a panty-melting thigh hickey before moving north to press an open-mouthed kiss against the lace. Her hips relaxed. A moan rolled out of her throat before she could stop it. Her head lolled back, one hand propped behind her on the counter, the other in his hair.

      Moments later he tugged her dress upward, exposing more of her body. “Ah, wait, I don’t think…” Her words muffled as her arms drew upward when he slipped the garment over her head.

      Now she was down to her bra and thong, desperately trying not to fold her arms across her body. She peeked at him from beneath her eyelashes, shivering when he sucked in a breath, his gaze fevered as it devoured her.

      He didn’t appear disgusted. Still, she leaned back on her elbows to smooth out her belly, trying not to look like she was sucking it in. If he’d continue his sensual assault instead of stopping all the time this would be so much easier. She could stay in the moment instead of—

      “Get out of your head, woman. You make my mouth water.”

      He trailed a finger across her sticky thighs before leaning over to pour her another glass of champagne. She took it even though Emily’s words about foolish women seared through her brain.

      Maybe this glass would shut it all off. The insecurity about her body. The guilt that she was agreeing to get paid for sex. The anxiety about not knowing who this guy was.

      But until this second glass of bubbly worked its magic, she had to at least make an effort to be disciplined and logical. Because that’s what lawyer-types were supposed to do. Right? “Just so you know, I’m not keen on having intercourse right here.”

      He raised an eyebrow, his eyes positively twinkling. Oh, he was handsome.

      And he got points for not smiling this time.

      “How about cunnilingus?”

      She sputtered and carefully set her glass down. “Why do you always stop—” she waved a hand down her body a little wildly, “what you’ve started? It’s not normal.”

      He inched forward to lick the champagne sliding into her cleavage. “Why do you always have to think things to death?” he asked.

      “Because it’s who I am. If you don’t like it—”

      He hooked an arm around her back to scoot her toward the counter’s edge, wringing a gasp from her as her southern bits crashed into his. “I like everything about you. Even the parts that make me crazy. That good enough reasoning for you, Socrates?”

      I want it to be. She rested her forearms on top of his shoulders. “I love your accent. Say Socrates again.”

      “Socrates. Socrates. Socratesss.” He whispered the last utterance so slowly and fervently it could have been the most intimate secret in the world. His gaze smiled into hers while firm proof of his desire pressed hotly against the wispy material of her thong. Geez, that was nice.

      His eyes were totally asking questions.

      She threaded her fingers through his hair and felt the tension go out of him as she closed the short distance between them to lay her lips against his. He took control from there, his tongue sweeping through her mouth for long hazy moments until his teeth nipped at the corners of her lips. She was beyond ready for third base when he eased back and walked to the refrigerator.

      “You like fruit, Jessie?”

      “Did you really just walk away from me again?” Her head was fuzzy, her groin was burning, and after an incinerating kiss like that, if he was going to talk about food she was gonna slay him with his overpriced Japanese knife.

      And she’d make it messy.

      Messy like the tray of juicy things he returned with. Strawberries, pomegranate arils, frozen grapes. And honey.

      She tried not to squirm as he eased her bra straps down and squeezed a line of gooey honey across the tops of her breasts. The honey clung to her skin briefly before trickling down her favorite underwire bra that was working overtime.

      “You can’t imagine how I’ve dreamed of this.” He leaned down to plant open-mouthed kisses on her skin, lapping up the sweet syrup like he was a starving man.

      She decided then and there that she loved honey. And bees. “I like bees,” she murmured.

      He pulled his head out of her cleavage, bracketed his hands on the counter on either side of her hips, and gave her a satisfied smirk. “I’m glad, Angel.”

      Then he was kissing her belly, and she gave up trying to suck it in because she was eating the juiciest strawberries she’d ever tasted, and she was ready—really freakin’ ready—to bring more JBlaze into her everyday life.

      Nate worked his way across her pelvic bone to nuzzle the ruffled edge of her thong. The man was a god with his mouth and hands. “You are uncommonly good at, ahhh…that.”

      The reverb of his low masculine chuckle at her groin made her head fall back with a throaty moan. Hells yes, throaty.

      “I like throaty, too. Good word, that,” she whispered.

      “Indeed.”

      He voiced ‘lights, low,’ and the kitchen dimmed. Nice. She was about to tell him he should’ve done that sooner, but he placed a frozen grape in his mouth and promptly kissed her. When she wrapped her arms around his neck, he slipped the icy fruit between her lips. She shivered before her muscles went supple as a full-tilt, pleasantly buzzed sensation flooded through her.

      Everything about this man was erotic. From the way he moved, to the way he talked, dressed, and pinned her with his hungry gaze like he was gonna devour her. “I’m so relaxed, Nate.”

      The man actually growled. A giggle burst from her lips. Seriously, what the hell? She wasn’t the giggling sort.

      He kissed the corners of her lip. “It’s the champagne. The vintage is decadent, is it not? But that’s enough for now. I want you lucid.”

      His mouth trailed down to where her pulse beat at the base of her neck. He nipped at her the moment her teeth pierced the tender flesh of the grape. She almost came from the multiple sensations he was evoking with his busy mouth and gentle-then-rough hands.

      “Decadent. Lucid.” She molded the words with her lips and tongue, enjoying the slow slide of vowels and consonants. “Have I ever told you how much I love words? Like, I really love them. The way they flow over my tongue. Even vulgar words sound beautiful when you say them.” She grabbed his face and brought his head up. “You are beautiful, Nate.”

      He stared at her, his expression suddenly guarded. She thought he was going to walk away from her again, but he finally said, “I was planning to use a blindfold this evening, but we’ll save it for another time. Tonight I want you to see the full weight of my desire when I look at you.”

      She reminded herself to breathe as he pulled something from the cabinets, then spread a folded tablecloth across the counter. Her heart revved as he eased her back. She gazed at the dimmed light fixture above her, the row of faux candles aglow, suspended on an iron rack. Her abs contracted when Nate sprinkled pomegranate arils on her belly, the ripe red seeds cool on her flushed skin. “Can I use the blindfold on you as well?”

      “Oh, Jessie.” His hands flexed on her thighs momentarily before he turned away to grab something behind him.

      She leaned up on her elbows. “Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

      Nate moved toward her. The closer he came, the darker his eyes appeared. One of the appliances—the fridge?—stopped humming, the sound replaced by her heartbeat. “Do you hear that?” she whispered.

      “What?” He plucked a strawberry from the tray and rubbed it across her parted lips.

      She took a bite, chewed, then swallowed while he watched her. “My heart.”

      “I do.” His response was like a spell. Dark and secret.

      She wanted to call his bluff, but her mouth was parched. He smiled mysteriously. To stop herself from looking like a lovelorn fool, she reached for another strawberry. He leaned down to scoop her into his arms, but she shook her head. “No, here.”

      “What?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him with all the fervor he’d stoked in her during the last six weeks. “Here.” She needed to do this for herself. Prove to herself that she could be free.

      Daring.

      Prove to herself that JBlaze was truly part of her. Not merely some false persona she’d built to protect her thin skin and bruisable heart. Prove that it was okay to be contradictory. That it was fine to express all the pieces of herself. She didn’t need to be her mother. She could be both Jessie Blaze, attorney at law, and, JBlaze, woman who enjoys sex on countertops and takes care of her family no matter what.

      He eased her back against the folded tablecloth and placed her bare feet on his upper pecs. She brought her arms over her head to grab the outer edge of the counter behind her as he hooked his thumbs under her thong to slowly slide it off, his palms cupping her legs all the way down.

      She thought he’d watch what was being revealed. Instead his gaze remained on hers, pulsing with an otherworldly glow. Somehow it made her feel more vulnerable than if he’d been ogling her nakedness.

      She tilted her chin to break eye contact because even though the lights were low, it was too much. Clad now in nothing but her bra, she trembled as he skimmed his fingernails up her calves, then thighs, before sinking to his knees. He scooted her ass to the edge of the counter, placed her feet on his shoulders and nuzzled her legs with his cheeks, his lips, his tongue as he drifted toward her pelvis. Her skin arced with electricity. His hands found her, parted her, his mouth blowing wonderfully cool air against her sex before letting his tongue slay her with a visceral kiss.

      She sucked in a breath, fighting the super-ego part of her Jessica-brain that said she shouldn’t let him do this to her. That it was indecent. He had his mouth on her bits. On the kitchen counter!

      “Let go, Jessie.”

      Can’t, goddammit. She rose to her elbows again.

      And saw him.

      His dark head between her legs, deep blue eyes burning into hers. His fingertips bore down on her thighs, pushing them apart for his pleasure. Her pleasure. It made something lush and full and hot and wanton flush through her, taking with it that damned repressive super-ego.

      Taking with it self-consciousness.

      She gasped. Her eyes closed as she lay back down, her head twisting the tablecloth as a guttural moan spilled from her lips.

      “Jessie, yes.” His hot breath shuddered against her sex.

      The arches of her feet ground into his shoulders, her knees dropping open further. She charged toward a cliff at a heart-stopping rate. Her back arched as the orgasm erupted. Her chest rose and fell, expanded and emptied, as she rode the sensation through its aching reward.

      “Look at me, Jess.”

      He was on his knees yet, watching her aftershocks with hunger and something she’d never seen in the eyes of a lover.

      Possession.

      She eased up to sit, and still he watched her with that quiet concentration. She reached for him to pull him to his feet. Her fingers trembled as she unbuttoned his silk shirt. It felt even better than it looked.

      “I hope you don’t mind.” She smiled softly. His eyes were so dark, his thick black hair disheveled from her rapacious hands.

      “I’m all yours.”

      She’d never actually seen him with his shirt off. She’d imagined it dozens of times, but seeing him, touching his perfect, warm flesh was undeniably satisfying as she pushed the expensive material down one shoulder. Even in the dim light, she could tell that the tattoos on his chest and arms were incredibly intricate. She ran her fingertips over the heavy lines of gray ink. “They’re very compelling. What do they mean?”

      “Most are reminders,” he replied quietly.

      “For?” He didn’t answer for a moment. Her gaze lifted from the lovely ink to find his.

      “Doing the right thing.”

      He didn’t seem to be joking.

      But he was a ruthless businessman who took advantage of people’s weaknesses. How was that doing the right thing?

      Her gaze dropped, and he stiffened. Her fingers skimmed over his chest, down to his belly where—

      “Oh.”

      Oh, my God.

      Below his belly button, an atrocious scar ran parallel from hip to hip in a jagged line that looked like it hadn’t been properly stitched by a doctor. She ran her fingers gently over the raised skin that was at least two shades darker than the rest of him. She shook her head. He must have suffered horrifically to have sustained such a traumatic wound. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “How did you even survive?”

      He touched her lips with the pad of his thumb. “Sometimes all you can do is gasp for the next breath.”

      It wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy her hunger to know him. But she didn’t want to push too far for fear he’d close down. She eased off the counter and sank down to press her lips to the scar, but he captured her chin and brought her up for another kiss. Then he slipped his shirt the rest of the way off his arms and laid it over her shoulders in an extended, sensual caress before unhooking her bra and slipping her arms into the shirt.

      Standing there in his unbuttoned shirt, why didn’t she feel self-conscious anymore? The scar across his lower belly obviously bothered him on some level. She yearned to assure him that everyone had scars. Some were more visible than others, but the worst ones were usually on the inside.

      She felt closer to him, and the feeling was reflected in his eyes.

      She wanted so badly to trust that look.

      Any woman could fall for a guy like him. She’d had her heart broken a few times, but this situation was completely off-the-charts.

      “The way your emotions run across your face, Jessica, I implore you to never play poker.” Nate sat her on the counter again and moved between her legs. “Unless, of course, it’s strip poker with me.”

      She smiled as he went to work on his pants, never breaking eye contact. Her breath hitched. He was commando. Of course he is.

      He was hard, thick, and weeping from the fine slit on his broad head. It made her feel dirty in the most shockingly liberating way. He pulled a condom from his back pocket and held it up with an arrogant smirk. She took it from him, her hands surprisingly steady as she rolled it down his length. Then their bodies melded, his erection grazing the hood of her sex, back and forth, making her sigh and wrap her arms around his neck.

      “Touch your breasts for me, Jess.” His command oozed from his vocal chords. The veins in his neck and forearms stood out, the blood pumping through his body on overdrive. She ran her hands up her sides slowly, feeling humid, a lovely languid sensation turning her bones to putty.

      When her hands finally cupped the undersides of her breasts and brought them together, he jerked against her. With a deep groan, he slid into her, and it was full and tight and beautiful, and the pressure was nearly more than she could bear.

      Her hands went behind her to brace against the counter as he grabbed beneath her knees to support her legs. His powerful thrusts rocked and bounced her heavy breasts. His face was tight and wonderfully fierce, his gaze so intense as he watched her eyes, her breasts, and where their bodies joined. His skin was several shades lighter than hers as his body fed hers, building a fire.

      “Do you like that?” he asked, grinding his pelvis against her, and she opened her mouth, releasing sounds of her pleasure—how much he was making her feel—let it out, her throat moving with her vocalizations. Feeling alive, feeling alive, and glittery and…

      Unfettered.

      “I like those sounds, Angel.” Sweat rolled between his pecs, and his biceps bulged. “Give me some of your pretty words, too.”

      His smile was all sorts of….“Recondite, avaricious, rapaciousss… ” she gasped. She danced on the top of the flames now. Her buttocks clenched, her hips driving forward to receive his thrusts.

      “Your brain is a bloody wonder.” He slid all the way out, rubbed his tip over her swollen clitoris, then drove back home. She moaned, her head arching back, thrusting her breasts toward him.

      “Open those luscious lips and tell me what you want,” he demanded.

      “Don’t want it to end.” She closed her eyes because that wasn’t supposed to come out.

      “Look at me.”

      She shook her head, but opened her eyes anyway because…his voice. It made her weak and stupid.

      His focused eyes seared away the last of her inhibitions, his jaw tight as his body continued its passionate onslaught. “Stay with me, Jess.”

      She was riding the edge of that dark, secret place filled with stars. He ran his hands down her calves, clamping them around his waist. Then he shoved one hand into her hair and pulled her body forward with the other, crushing her breasts to his chest. His mouth fastened to hers. His body shook as it slowed. She made a sound of protest until his erection slicked across her clitoris, then entered her again. She wrapped her arms around him and surrendered herself to the joy.

      Her vision went black for one timeless moment before she shattered with a rasping cry. Her fingernails scored his back, and he tensed suddenly as his own release claimed him.

      It was the most quietly ferocious orgasm she’d ever witnessed. Clenched jaw, searing eyes, all those chiseled muscles on lock down.

      Like he was dying and being reborn.

      On mute.

      She slid her fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck, bringing his face to where her pulse beat wildly at her throat, hungry to absorb the tremors that tore through him so potently. She’d given him this, brought him to this, so it was hers, too.

      Afterward, neither of them spoke as he cleaned their bodies and pulled up his slacks. But their eyes caught and held by the dim light. Then he turned off the oven and took her hand to lead her downstairs to a small media room where a massive TV screen dominated an entire wall. She sensed an unusual energy whirring through him, but she was still so overcome—so raw—by what they’d shared, to talk about it would diminish what had happened between them.

      But she would talk about it. Later.

      Nate stopped in front of a large leather chair to wrap her in a plush blanket. Then he sat in the center of the chair and pulled her down across his lap. Jessie turned her face to his warm neck, placing her lips softly on his skin. Sex with this man was a cleansing.

      Or, given the look on his face at climax, a rebirth.

      For both of them.

      And no doubt impossible to get over.
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      Nate stared at the blank TV screen, trying not to shift in the chair as Jessie’s lips feathered hotly against his neck, her deeply distracting curves causing a nuclear reaction in his groin. He should turn on the damn TV. Or get their meal out of the oven. Or return to the nightclub to review the grand opening preparations for the hundredth time since Archangel Michael seemed to imply the Earth-Hell Seam was going to crack at Mirage.

      Anything other than think about what had happened when he’d had sex with Jessica. Because something did. Something singular, but he knew not what. It made him feel downright…

      Gobsmacked.

      He gritted his teeth when Jessie paused her descent, her plush lips millimeters from his nipple. “Hey, you okay?”

      He managed to nod. He inhaled slowly and touched the hot pink strands in her hair that he bloody loved. “The pink suits you.”

      “Well, I like your kitchen, your cooking, and…other things.” Her eyes crinkled in a way that made him unaccountably happy, yet wonder if he wasn’t gonna be screwed when the dust settled on all this.

      He slumped back into the chair, pulled her higher into his lap, and hugged her tighter. Christ, he needed to relax. For whatever reason, this woman churned him up. But then, that probably wasn’t so uncommon when a Guardian experienced amplio for the first time, eh?

      He exhaled deeply, his gut unraveling a little until her fingernails raked over the ridges of his abs. She shifted south once more, her breasts now heavy on his thighs as she eased to her knees between his legs. His erection pulsed, aching more so when the blanket around her shoulders slipped unheeded to the floor. His breath caught as she leaned forward.

      She stared at his lower pelvis, her brow furrowed, fingers running across his scar. “Huh, I must have been more tipsy than I thought a bit ago. I could’ve sworn you had a scar right here—a fierce one. Didn’t we talk about that?”

      His heart kicked his ribcage. He leaned forward to look down.

      His breath arrested. What the bleeding hell?

      His hands smoothed across the site of his gutting. The scar—a reminder of his sacrifice—had been there since he’d awoken as a post-human Guardian more than a hundred years ago.

      Yet now It. Was. Completely…

      Gone.

      Bollocks! He eased away from Jessie and stood from the chair as slowly as his racing pulse would allow. The skin on his lower belly shone as smooth as the rest of his chest and abs. Like the scar had never been. How? There had to be an explanation besides the obvious.

      Soul mate.

      No! She was human. Humans and Guardians didn’t bond. They just didn’t. He didn’t even want that. Why would he want that? He was selfish and manipulative and good at his job. He didn’t need anyone to complete his mission of redemption.

      He hadn’t considered having a serious relationship.

      Not ever.

      “What’s going on, Nate?”

      He swung toward the chair where he’d held her close moments ago. Jessie sat on the floor, wrapped in the blanket once more, glowing and tousled and utterly ethereal. Her outrageous allure suddenly made sense.

      He wished now that he hadn’t mocked other Guardians when they’d talked about their soul mates. Wished he’d listened to how that touchy business was handled. Michael had to be behind this. Angelic justice or a test or something whacked like that.

      What do I do with her?

      He looked at his smooth belly again. Then yanked on the hair above his ears and groaned.

      “Nate? You’re freaking me out.”

      That makes two of us. “Uh, I…I need to go. To a meeting.” He inhaled roughly, dropping his hands to his sides. He needed to calm this shit down. But…

      He was arse over elbow mental right now.

      There was no way—no way—a human was a soul mate.

      He’d never heard of anything so epically preposterous. What was the point? She’d die in a handful of decades while he’d live ages without her.

      It had been a long time since he’d felt the urge to flee. Need air. He took slow, deep breaths as he walked back to where she stood by the chair, her guarded expression making him feel like a barmy bastard. “I’ll return as soon as I am able. You have my word.”

      The twinkle in her eyes had vanished. “What’s wrong?”

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled the moment before the house security system tripped, the relentless screech of the alarm piercing his eardrums. How had he not perceived anything wrong? Damned distracting emotions. His fingers dug into the blanket around Jessie’s arms as he layered compulsion in his voice to make her obey. “Audi me. Stay put. I mean it, Jessie.”

      She sank down into the chair with a bemused look. Satisfied she’d remain out of harm’s way, he raced upstairs, closed the door to the lower level, and chanted a protection ward over it. Approaching the front door, Jessie’s amplio enabled him to smell who was outside. Two of them.

      They were human, though. Not demons.

      He relaxed and slowed his steps. When he opened the door, the cool fall air hit his bare chest. A tiny woman with a blonde, pixie haircut knelt amid the detritus of what looked like a volcanic purse eruption all over his portico.

      Where was her companion? “Can I help y—elch!”

      Black dots swam in his vision in a sudden blast of pain. Dislocated jaw. He sank to his knees, reaching out blindly to grasp the solid form that had ambushed him. Together he and his attacker went down hard on the flagstone. A loud clatter shattered the night. He shook his head and saw…

      A tire iron?

      Fury surged through him. He grappled with the tall, heavily tattooed man who obviously knew a thing or two about street fighting. When Nate sensed an opening, his fist connected solidly with the man’s nose, shredding the hoop from his nostril. The man yelled, but continued to scrap. If Nate hadn’t been a Guardian, he seriously wondered if he’d be able to take the guy.

      He rolled on top of the man, bearing down with his forearm on the guy’s windpipe. “You’ve cocked up with the wrong chap, blighter.”

      The man managed to spit in Nate’s face at the same moment pixie girl kicked Nate in the jaw where he’d been nailed with the tire iron. Nate’s head snapped back, but he managed to maintain pressure on the pinned, but still-swinging scoundrel. The scrapper was almost as savage as some of the nasty-assed Rephaim he’d tangled with a few weeks ago.

      Pixie girl grabbed Nate’s hair and yanked. “Where do you have Jessie, you creeper!”

      What? This was about—

      “No! Get off him, Nate, you’re killing him!”

      Jessie?

      She was running out the front door toward him, her blanket flapping open and her pussy—

      Mine.

      He was suddenly weightless. Then—

      Hot waves of nausea spiked through his gut as he was thrown to his back, his head cracking against the decorative boulder next to the driveway. Over the ringing in his ears he heard Jessie scream as the tattooed freak fell on him with more crushing blows.

      “Dante, stop! Stop it!”

      Nate used the man’s momentary distraction to spring to his feet and bull charge the bastard back against the portico pillar. He reached out with his Earth element to awaken the shrubbery next to them. Scalawag was gonna find out how sharp those rose thorns were if he didn’t calm his shit down in three, two—

      Jessie put one hand on Nate, one on his tattooed adversary, and…

      Her blanket dropped.

      “Jessica, for fuck’s sake!” Nate reached down to swipe the blanket because like hell he’d let this thug see his woman in all her naked glor—

      The man’s knee crunched into Nate’s nose and blood rained down onto the flagstone in dark pools.

      “Dante, enough! Cheese and rice, stop this right now, both of you, stupid shits!” Jessie turned on pixie girl who was laying the blanket across Jessie’s shoulders. “Emily, what’s going on?”

      Nate straightened, breathing through the pain that seemed to pulse over every inch of his skin. He grabbed Jessie’s hand and yanked her toward him. She went willingly into the crook of his shoulder. It soothed his rage, and seemed to make both of the strangers physically back down.

      That confused Nate. He looked from Dante to Jessie. He had to know. “Are you lovers?”

      Tattoo man barked a laugh, then wheezed and spit blood.

      “Dante?” Jessie sputtered. “Are you kidding me? No! We’ve been friends since grade school.”

      Nate felt like beating his chest. He smirked at tattoo man. Dante gave him a double bird.

      “God save me from testosterone! Stop this ridiculous posturing!” Jessie turned to the little hooligan with the shortest, blondest hair Nate had ever seen on a woman. “Em, what are you guys doing here? Seriously. What the hell?”

      Pixie girl’s icy glare would freeze the bark off a lesser man. Nate winked at her, then fought a grimace as his cheek and eye muscles burned. Pixie girl made a rude sound at him and looked at Jessie. “What the hell right back’atcha, Jess! You promised you’d text every sixty minutes!”

      Jessie’s mad vanished instantly. “Oh, crap.”

      “Really, Blaze? That’s all you got for us after this fucker crushed my windpipe and ripped my nose ring? Fuck this. I’m out of here.” Tattoo guy’s voice resonated deep with a faint Irish lilt.

      Now that Nate wasn’t locked in mortal combat with him, he noted the man’s ear gauges, goatee, and wild dark hair that was short on the sides, and long and ratted up top.

      “Dante, wait.” Jessie lunged for the man, but Nate didn’t release her hand. She jerked around, her mouth opening with a likely threat, but he beat her to it.

      “You’re welcome to talk to them. But I swear, Jessie, if that blanket drops in front of Dante one more time, I’m going savage on his arse.”

      “They’re my friends. Do you even know what those are?”

      He absorbed her glower like fuel for his fire. Hell’s bells, she made him nuts. He released her hand, though he almost chewed through his cheek in the lead-up to it.

      As she ran down the driveway, that goddamned blanket exposed her rear bits with every bare footfall. His inner man-beast rose up with a vengeance.

      “You would do well to remember the terms of our contract, Jessica.” His voice rang out in the night like a baby’s wail in a holy chapel at midnight mass. Jessie’s friends looked at him like he’d lost his mind. Jessie’s pursed lips and glaring eyes said she’d chop him into tiny pieces if she had access to a sharp implement.

      Well, that was fine with him. Murderous intent he could handle.

      It was these blasted murky feelings that made him green about the gills. The sooner he got this vanishing scar mystery solved, the sooner he could enjoy his week with Jessie, and then move on to the next decadent adventure life offered.
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      Monday, October 27, 9 pm

      

      Jessie drove up Nate’s long driveway four hours later than she told him she’d be back. Her heart pounded, in fear or anticipation she couldn’t tell. Maybe both.

      It had been a miserable afternoon—more arguing with Emily, failing her Legal Research test, enduring snickers and slut-shaming from a table of female undergrads whose ringleader had picked up and read the gist of her and Nate’s contract when it had fluttered from her folder to the floor in the campus’s memorial union. She’d tried to swipe it away immediately, but the rail-thin busybody had honed in on the ‘companion’ terminology, drawing her own lurid conclusions. What if the co-ed was malicious enough to report it to the Law School Dean? Jessie’s entire career could be over before it even began. She would also probably go to jail. Pay fines. Humiliate Gramma and Grandpa, sending them both into a tailspin of stress-related health emergencies.

      Horrors.

      After that episode, she’d needed to be alone. She couldn’t go to Gramma’s or Dante’s or even her own damn apartment for fear Nate would come looking for her. She wanted to hold Scourge and cry into his smooth fur, but she couldn’t even indulge in that simple comfort because Scourge was staying with Mason, and no way could she go there either. Not after glutting herself on his enemy’s fierce then tender, all-night lovemaking.

      Two nights in a row.

      Ever since Em and Dante had left Saturday night, Nate had been like a man consumed, imprinting himself on her heart and soul. Forty-eight hours later, she ached all over. Scandalous, yet she could hardly think of anything else.

      She’d driven from the university to Minnehaha Park hoping the fresh air would steady her. She’d hiked, gazed at the falls, thrown rocks off the bridge, and sat on picnic tabletops, staying much later than was wise, dusk having long since fallen. But something kept her from returning to the man she was beginning to obsess over. Things about him like how his voice sounded in the dark, how his eyes would twinkle as though lit from within by something not entirely human, the damned dimple that should be thoroughly boyish but steadfastly refused to be that innocent…

      His targeted questions in an effort to know her better, and his arrogant, self-abasement to hide himself from her. He made her wonder and sigh and worry and…

      Yearn.

      During the four hours she’d been tardy, Nate had left five voicemails and twelve texts. Not only that but multiple staff from Mirage had texted asking what was going on with her and the boss man because he had apparently lost his composure when no one had any answers about her whereabouts.

      She hadn’t responded to anyone.

      She put her car in park twenty feet from Nate’s garage, sighing into the silence as the engine quieted. As she reached for her messenger bag in the passenger seat, the mansion’s front door opened. Her gut twisted in a dozen coils to see Nate’s body backlit in the doorway, the warm foyer lights casting his face in shadows.

      He waited there, hands balled into fists at his sides, unmoving like he was hewn from stone as she exited the car, her pulse hammering so hard against her neck she was almost light-headed.

      Say something.

      No. He was not her almighty master that she should have to feel like a truant.

      His heavy gaze though.

      She couldn’t see his eyes, but she felt them roving over her, searching, cataloguing, judging. What conclusions he came to, though, she couldn’t say. But the sensation was thick and palpable in the dry breezy night.

      She stopped five feet from the portico. Closer now, she could see the heavy, dark lashes that framed his eyes, the tautness of his face, could feel the strange mix of energies coming off him. She swallowed a couple times before she spoke. “Have I nullified the parameters of our contract?”

      “Are you unwell?”

      She almost laughed. “In mind or body?”

      “If you are downtrodden or ill, it is my responsibility to provide for your care.”

      This time she did laugh. The comment was so absurdly story-bookish. “No one is responsible for anyone else’s happiness.” Still the comment warmed her.

      “Maybe not, but I would like to try. You should have returned my calls.”

      “I know.”

      They looked at each other for a long moment. How was it that she could not really know him, yet feel like she could share her grimmest secret with him, and he’d not think less of her? That he would lay down with her darkness and never shame her the way she’d let those critical co-eds creep under her heart and lay their barbs. That he could take away all her worries and fears about her family and future with a flick of his wrist.

      She wanted to trust…

      Her eyes filled.

      “Jessie.” He moved from the doorway, lifting her in his arms before she could even wipe her tattle-tale tears away. She tucked her face into his warm neck and wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he walked briskly into the house and slammed the door behind them with his foot. He carried her all the way upstairs into her bathroom where he sat her on the white leather vanity stool, knelt between her legs on the marble floor and kissed her tear tracks until they were fully spent. Her fingers delved into his thick hair, pulling him to her in silent entreaty. Their lips met, a soothing seduction that layered tinder, kindling, logs in a perfect arrangement until her body grew aflame, comfortable and restless at once. His mouth slanted, full-bodied, hungry across hers, his fingernails scoring her hips before sliding up to shape her breasts as he translated her sighs and coaxed her shadows to tiptoe into the light.

      She was coming to crave this unconditional acceptance.

      Her neck arched as his teeth nipped the tender skin below her jaw. “Nate, I need.”

      He stood her up, unzipped her jeans, and peeled them slowly down her legs. She cast herself into his care as he removed each piece of her clothing until she stood naked. She drank in the reverence in his eyes as he gazed at her, trailing his knuckles from her neck down over a peaked nipple, across her belly to the smooth skin where her thigh met her body, next to the carefully shaped strip of hair.

      Her hands sought his chest where his heart thudded as steadily as the massive grandfather clock in his library. She began to unbutton his shirt when he traced his broad finger along her seam, gathering wetness before sliding back up at such a deliberate pace her legs began to tremble, her breath to hitch. He did it over and over, and all she could do was grasp at the folds of his shirt to steady herself as his eyes burned into hers. The fingers of his other hand curled under her ass, tilting her hips to open her further.

      “Sit down, Jess.” His low voice promised iniquity.

      She could only obey.

      The bench was cool beneath her buttocks, a respite from the heat of Nate’s clever fingers. He followed her down, pressing her thighs wide with his palms. His ardent gaze pinned her. “Grab hold of my hair and direct me. Use me.”

      Her fingers slid into his dark hair as his head lowered, a gasp dropping from her lips as his mouth met her body full-on. A wave of obscene pleasure contracted her calves, her feet arching to her toes on the floor tiles. His broad tongue stroked, curling at the tip, as her hands guided him, encouraged by his growls of approval every time she pulled his hair.

      Lord, the sounds. Moans, groans, wet sucking. Her entire body burned from the wicked things he was doing and the indecent picture they presented in the mirror on the opposite wall.

      He pushed her back against the edge of the counter, his hand splayed wide on her solar plexus. Through hooded eyes, she peered into the mirror—his hand so masculine as it flexed, biting into her breasts. Her climax hit fast, hard, breathless. He shifted his hands to her buttocks to support her through her intoxicating finish.

      She curled her chest down over his head, breathing against his sweaty temple as he pressed delicate kisses against her inner thighs, his fingers running soothing circles against her lower back. A thick knot began to weave in her throat. No one had ever made her feel so special. His manner bordered on overbearing, and she had disappointed him by not communicating with him, but all he’d wanted was connection. “I’m sorry I didn’t call,” she whispered.
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      The hitch in her voice solidified his growing conclusion. Even if his scar came back—which he was beginning to greatly doubt after talking to a couple other Guardians—one week with her wouldn’t be enough.

      He slowly stood—forcing his muscles to ignore the charge and race of his pulse—and gathered her as close as possible, wrapping her in his arms, kissing every part of her his lips could physically reach. Her grasping hands and limb tremors expressed gratitude and uncertainty. He cupped her head in his palms. She opened her eyes, and his pulse climbed higher. There was trust in her gaze, and for once in his existence, he worried about what that meant.

      He’d never lived up to someone’s trust. I will surely fail.

      She was looking at him, and he was supposed to say something. Supposed to tell her how much he wanted to keep her by his side. How much these peculiar new feelings were tying him up inside. How he didn’t know what to do with them.

      Her gaze said she wanted to put her faith him, but he didn’t know how to be the kind of man who deserved a woman’s trust. If he ended up doing what he’d always done, how would he be able to erase the memory of these beautiful hours so he could sleep at night?

      Erase the memories of the pain he’ll cause her.

      Jessie wasn’t like the others he’d exploited who were as selfish as he. She wasn’t innocent so much as…

      Honorable.

      It wasn’t a principle he had much experience with.

      A little of the light died in her eyes at his continued silence. It stabbed at him. He brought his forehead to hers. “I never want to hurt you.”

      She tilted her chin up so their noses touched. “You say that like it’s bound to happen,” she whispered.

      “I…” He couldn’t breathe in the bubble they’d created. He leaned back, watching his hands as they slid down her cheeks to her neck, then shoulders where they kneaded at the tension that was growing once again. If he looked into her eyes, he’d promise things that would make him weak. Things that might distract him from his demon-hunting duties. “I’m not used to thinking of others. Not used to…caring.” He turned away, a strange sick heat crawling up his neck. What a foolish thing to say. He gritted his teeth as he sank to one knee by the bathtub and opened the tap, turning away from her perceptive gaze.

      His skin was so prickly that he startled when her hands came to rest on his shoulders. Her voice settled some of his unease. “I had no idea what I was getting myself into when I agreed to this week, but I think it may end up being one of the best adventures I’ll ever have. And I want you to know, I’m grateful for fairytale moments like these.”

      Her arms wrapped around his shoulders from behind, her breasts pressed into his back. He closed his eyes and grasped her hands in front of his heart. Steam from the tub rose around them and clung to his clothes. She shifted, her teeth nipping his ear. His cock pulsed, straining painfully at his trousers.

      “I want you, Nate.”

      He groaned as he swiveled, stood, and swept her in his arms in one fluid motion. His mouth fastened hotly to hers for an aching moment before he lowered her into the tub, soaking his shirtsleeves so he wouldn’t drop her even an inch.

      She sighed, then stretched languidly as she settled into the supple contours of the custom-made tub. Her breasts bobbed at the water’s surface, the rosy hue of her areolas more lovely than the pink of a sun-soaked horizon at day’s end.

      “You are a temptress like no other.”

      “Not tempting enough, apparently. You aren’t joining me?”

      His gaze dropped to the strip of hair between her legs. “I am in torment with want of you, Jessica.”

      Her calves slid together sinuously beneath the water. “Then?”

      He forced his gaze from her sweet pussy to her face. Her smile was both shy and inviting. He wiped perspiration from his hairline, then walked to the counter where he lit three candles and dimmed the lights. “You naughty siren. Would you have me ruin my perfect plans?”

      Her eyebrows rose. “What plans?”

      “You could have found out hours ago. But now, you’ll just have to wait.” He turned toward the doorway, but swung back when the water sloshed violently. She stood in the center of the tub, water streaming down her curves, reflecting the contours of her voluptuous form, more breathtaking than Botticelli’s Birth of Venus.

      “You’re really not going to join me?”

      His heart leapt at the dismay in her tone. “This will be the most alone-time you’ll have for the next four days. Enjoy it while lasts because by the time I’m through with your body, you won’t ever want to live without me.”
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      A delectable cream and herb aroma filled Jessie’s nose when her bare toes hit the bottom stair. She re-tied the flimsy belt of the sheer black robe Nate had laid out on her bed, and slowly made her way to the kitchen, unable to keep a nervous smile from her lips. The foyer and hallway lanterns cast gauzy light against the wainscot walls, the languid disposition of the house coaxing her back to the relaxed mood she’d had in the tub.

      It had been a glorious bath, providing some much-needed perspective on her troubles. She’d work harder on the rest of her Legal Research assignments to raise her grade by the end of the semester. And even if her contract with Nate came to the Law Department Dean’s attention, her terminology was rock-solid. She’d made sure of it. Yeah, it might raise some eyebrows, but she’d dealt with much worse.

      She flexed her fingers with a soft sigh and paused at the kitchen door, silently observing Nate as he moved along the length of the island, adding spices, herbs, and cheese to a dish. There was such mystery and overwhelming masculinity to him. The broad shoulders boasted strength, as did the musculature of the forearms, and those hands. So sculptural. They could make her tremble with a single touch.

      He was proud and dominant by nature. Yet, there were times when slivers of vulnerability showed through. He’d been hurt somewhere along the line, as happens in life, but it seemed like no one had been there to help him pick up the jagged pieces. She couldn’t explain why she felt that way, only that it was a look in his eyes and the way his features drew together. Like he expected to be abandoned. It was only there for a moment and then gone, replaced by his usual sophisticated swagger.

      But those tiny moments of brokenness slayed her.

      He turned, slipping the casserole into the oven, and saw her, his lips curving, his gaze darkening as it skidded down her body. Her belly exploded with jitters as he crossed the space between them. His parting words—by the time I’m through with your body, you won’t ever want to live without me—replaying over and over as it had throughout her bath.

      His fingers slipped under the delicate robe to clasp around her waist. She brought her palms to his chest, to slow things down as much as to feel the warmth of him. “You knew I was here as soon as I walked to the edge of the room.”

      He didn’t deny the accusation, only brought his mouth to hers, his grip on her hips easing her forward to ride against the delicious ridge in his slacks. Her breath snagged in her throat. Her fingers made quick work of his button-down shirt, slipping it from his beautiful shoulders. It would be so easy to let their bodies do all the talking like the last two days. No one had ever made her so wanton, but no one had ever captivated her brain so potently either.

      It’s not like you have a chance with him after this week, Jess. This is just sex.

      Saturday night to Saturday morning. They only had four days and a few hours left.

      She closed her eyes, offering her neck to his lips. Goosebumps flashed down her arms at his Latin whispers. So. Damn. Sexy. His thumbs feathered across her sensitized nipples as he walked her backwards toward a new piece of furniture in front of the fireplace in the breakfast nook.

      The back of her calves hit the red leather, forcing her to abruptly sit on the supple, curving center of the large chaise. She’d never seen another piece of furniture like it. The rolled sides were uneven heights, like a wave in motion. She looked up at his enigmatic smile as his deep melodic voice instructed his house system to dim the lights. When he began to unbuckle his belt, her pulse surged, her body growing achy and warm. “So this is what a mouse under the lion’s paw feels like.”

      “I’m not so sure you’re the mouse, Angel.” His pants followed the belt to the floor. Naked, exquisitely aroused, he walked behind her, lifting her leg and rotating her body so she straddled the chaise, her back against the high, rolled side. “How do you like the tantra chair? I bought it special for us.” His fingernails traced the outline of her breasts through the gauzy material of her robe.

      She shivered and licked her lips, enjoying the darkness in his eyes a little too much. “Interesting placement so close to the kitchen. Cooking brings out the kinky in you.”

      He straddled the low side of the chaise, facing her, lifting her legs and spreading them over the tops of his thighs. “You whet all my appetites, Jess.”

      “You feel safest here, though.” And he seemed almost obsessed with food. The menu planning and shopping for it, eating it, playing with it. “What is it about food?” Her hands grasped his cheeks, bringing his dark blue gaze to hers. “Did you not have enough to eat as a child?”

      His hand paused at the belt of her robe for the briefest moment, but it was enough to tell her she’d hit a nerve. He pulled his head from her grasp and began to stand, but she wrapped her legs around his trunk to keep his ass on the seat. “Talk to me, Nate. You know almost everything there is to know about me. It’s only fair that I know a little about the man who has no trouble stripping me bare.”

      He looked at the wall above her shoulder. “There’s nothing interesting in my past.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She brushed her thumb across his bottom lip. “I want to know what makes you happy, what makes you angry. I want to understand how a man can be so tender and generous, yet so inflexible and manipulative in other situations. What forces shaped you? Why are you alone? What happened to the gash on your cheek that healed right before my eyes? What about the scar on your belly? Did I imagine that, or is there something more going on here? And why do you pay for sex when a million women would give anything for a night to feel as special as you make me feel every time you take me in your arms?”

      He groaned and hugged her hard, pushing her cheek against his neck where his pulse raced. “Please don’t push me, Jessica.”

      There was that vulnerability. She’d second-guessed what she’d seen more than once in the past two and a half days. She’d always believed there were possibilities beyond the normal realm. Then again, Grandpa had always told her stress could make you imagine things that weren’t there.

      No imagining the hard length of his shaft flush against her groin, though. Or his lips and teeth at her ear. She couldn’t speak past the pounding of her heart in her throat. He eased back to untie her robe and let the folds of the material drape open. She looked down between their legs, his erection straining toward her, his broad tip shiny with his desire. His hips and torso pushed her more firmly into the cushioning at her back, his hands grasping hers, dragging them to the chair’s uppermost curve above her head, pinning them down. She shifted the angle of her hips, restless and seeking. Her eyes met his, in all their intensity and need. When he slid inside, her whole body quivered in welcome. The fullness, the heat, the absolute strength of him—driving, consuming…

      Addicting.

      She spread her legs wider, the carnality of his breathing, the dark promises in his eyes, loosening the last threads of her reserve. Every sense amplified. The shifting, bunching muscles of his thighs and buttocks as he ground into her mercilessly. The slick slide of their joining. Her breasts crushed against the wall of his chest. His taste as she licked the underside of his stubbled chin, salty. The orange, lime, and ocean scent of him in, around, and throughout her being.

      Her fingernails scored his back as a long moan pealed from her throat.

      “Bloody hell, Jessie, yes.” His legs straightened to stand, his hands going under her armpits to slide her up the chaise so her back was nearly horizontal—weightless—balancing on top of the back rest curve.

      She lifted her head, her eyes drinking him in, her breasts jolting with every thrust. “Sssoo good.”

      His nostrils flared, his eyes fierce as he pumped into her. “You are mine, Angel.”

      Her body arced inward, her fingers reaching for the silky strands of his hair, her forehead touching his as the climax ripped through her. Vision dark, her body a tight mass of elaborate sensations that flew apart as suddenly as they contracted. His arms hooked beneath her lower back, his body curling over her, his muscles on lock-down as his own savage ecstasy chased hers. His body pulsed thick and heavy inside her, filling her, a bond she’d never regret. She turned her face toward his warm neck, the sweet serenity of their connection blasted with a cold dose of reality. “Oh God, we didn’t use protection,” she whispered, afraid to kill the moment, but more afraid of the consequences. She’d ovulated several days ago, but still…

      Scary for a variety of reasons.

      He nuzzled her temple with his lips before lifting his head to gaze at her. The soft lights above them shadowed his eyes. He smiled forlornly and ran a hand through her hair so affectionately her heart squeezed.

      “You have nothing to fear from our lovemaking, Jess.” He pulled her up, tugging her into his embrace. His lips pressed against the top of her head. “I am clean, and I can no longer produce children. I’ll make sure you never want for anything. Even after our week has passed.”

      A lump crowded her throat. He couldn’t have children? And what did he mean by taking care of her after this week? “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      He used the side of his finger to bring her chin up. He didn’t say anything for a long moment. “I never make promises—period—so we’ll both just have to deal with that. Now, I’m going to feed you, and you’re going to tell me why you were carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders when you showed up four hours late. After that, you’re going to show me how sorry you are for keeping me waiting. And you’re going to do it,” he pointed back down at the tantra chair, “right there. Otherwise, I shall make you drop to your knees in the hallway at Mirage.” The wicked smile on his face made her restless in frankly uncivilized ways. His knuckles trailed down her left nipple. “Do you understand?”

      Her legs shifted against his, her body striking up that low hum again. “Depends.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh really? On what?”

      “How good supper is.” She spun out of his arms with a laugh, incredulous at her lightheartedness after such a shitty day. She raced around his sex chair to put the massive kitchen island between them.

      He stalked her like an animal, his gaze glued to her breasts. “I shall enjoy seducing you into submission, Jessica. In fact, I think I will make your screams a pre-requisite before supper.”

      She squealed as he lunged over the island, landing in front of her, pushing her into the dark walnut cabinetry, his muscular body pressing tightly against hers.

      “I’ll only scream if I want to.”

      The challenge in his eyes made her knees weak. He smiled as his head descended and his fingers sought her softness. “We’ll see about that, Angel.”
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      Jessie stepped into Nate’s garage and quietly closed the door behind her. She let out a heavy breath, hopeful that she’d managed to sneak out without waking him because he was a surprisingly light sleeper.

      He continued to surprise her. He was so much more than a hot piece of ass with a sense of humor, a creative mind, and a portfolio. Their conversations were stimulating. Not frivolous bullshit, but core stuff.

      She’d shared her dreams of starting a scholarship for girls as well as her crusade to work with battered women. He’d not only listened, but had asked questions no one else ever had. He’d also given her some insightful business advice. The man was whip smart, well-read, and well-traveled. She could talk to him about anything and everything.

      Everything, but his past.

      That seemed to be the only wall remaining between them. It reinforced her speculation that he’d been hurt—no, devastated—by something. Or someone.

      She should be exhausted after the last three nights with him. The man was insatiable. Yet instead of slogging through the last several days in a sleep-deprived fog, she hummed with an energy and a liquid sensuality that she’d never come close to experiencing.

      The man sure as hell knew his way around a woman’s parts.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t tire of her before the end of the week because that would not only be awkward, but it would also sting. Rejection never felt good. Didn’t matter if you were five years old on the playground or eighty-five with more battle scars than a gladiator.

      Of course, now she could hide the hurt way better than when she was that sad girl on the see-saw.

      Still. She needed some fresh air. She and Nate hadn’t been apart for more than a few hours since this arrangement began—while he was doing paperwork in his office, or she was at class or checking on Scourge. Strangest of all, it had felt normal. Even while they were at work. He never embarrassed her in front of the staff or bent her over a table like she’d originally expected him to. When no one else was watching, the molten glances he leveled her way almost had her wishing he would. The man knew how to build anticipation.

      And how to deliver.

      Yeah, she could love him pretty effortlessly. And she still had four days with him to fulfill her contract.

      How was she going to save face when he handed her a check and they went back to their boss-employee relationship? How could it not be awkward?

      She shivered in the garage that shouldn’t really be called a garage. Her soft-soled boots whispered on the smooth, gray tiles. The walls were painted crimson and dark gray with floor-to-ceiling windows that faced the northern, heavily forested side of the garage. She was glad for all the windows because she had trouble locating the switch for the dozens of recessed lights. He’d given her a garage door opener the second day she was here, though she felt stupid parking her cheap piece of shit in a room that probably cost more than her entire apartment building.

      And there sat his beat up, black Chevy truck next to a cobalt blue, luxury sports car. The polarity in vehicles exemplified the twisting contrasts in the man himself. Two nights ago, he’d driven her to a five-star restaurant in the sports car. When they’d returned home, he’d promptly ushered her to the Chevy, and they’d topped off a three-hundred-dollar meal sitting on his tailgate eating Tastee Town ice cream.

      One minute he was Mr. Heavy-Handed, Chest-Beating-Alpha, then next he was placating and boyishly sweet. He constantly took her off guard. And kept her interest. There were whole worlds in his head. More than once she’d caught him staring out the windows toward the woods, his expression painting a thousand different stories—all at once haunted, the next moment angry, and then morphing into that focused intensity that had made her breath catch over and over the last few days.

      She shivered again as she slipped into her car and pushed the button on the garage door opener. Please stay asleep.

      She was putting the car in reverse when the house door opened abruptly. Her heart spasmed to see Nate standing there illuminated by her headlights. Her body responded to his naked, inked chest, the beautiful definition of his abs, those thick veins running down his strong forearms. His black-as-night hair was mussed like he’d woken and bolted from bed.

      Our bed, he’d called it after she decided to spend the whole night sleeping beside him after ice cream on the tailgate.

      Jessie’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, but neither he nor she moved. His feet were bare, his loose cotton pants sitting so low on his hips she could see his pelvic obliques. She’d showered those sexy indentations with attention mere hours ago. Yet it was his face that arrested her. His lower lip, fuller than ever above the slight cleft in his chin. Black brows slashed over dark, eloquent eyes that might make her sell her soul for one more night in his arms.

      Right now he looked lost.

      She couldn’t have stopped herself from putting the car in park, getting out, and walking the ten feet that separated them if the whole house was in flames and falling down around them. His hungry gaze followed her every step of the way.

      When she reached out to touch his shoulder, he captured her hand and brought it to his lips, his eyes closing like her touch was the antidote to whatever pained him.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      His eyes slowly opened. “You were going to leave.”

      The little boy inside the man.

      Yes, long ago, someone had abandoned him—physically or emotionally or both—leaving a wound that hadn’t healed. Her hypothesis was being reinforced the longer she spent with him. A rush of warmth spread through her, making her want to gather him in her arms and never let go.

      And that was exactly why she needed to get some space.

      “I didn’t want to wake you. You need sleep. If you hadn’t noticed, we were up rather late again last night.” She smiled and gave him a quick kiss hoping to ease his frown. “I left a note on the counter by the coffee pot.”

      “Where are you going, and how long are you planning to be out?”

      She stepped back. “You’re not my keeper, and I’m not a child, Nate.”

      “Have I ever treated you like one?”

      She sighed. “Other than now, no. But the night Em and Dante came over, I could swear you were trying to make me stay downstairs.”

      “It didn’t work, did it?” He shook his head with what looked like disgust.

      “Of course not. I have my own mind, you know.”

      “Oh, I know.” He shifted closer to her. Close enough to wrap his arms around her if he wanted to.

      “Do you mind?” She had to know if he respected her independence.

      “Mind what?” One of his hands slid into her hair, his fingers cupping the back of her head to draw her in.

      Her gaze fastened to his lips. “Mind that I mind. Er, that I have a mind.” Shit, did she? Not when he was doing this seduction thing. Oh, Lord, he was kissing the corners of her lips.

      She loved that.

      Stupid, stupid girl. She put her hands on his chest and locked her elbows, trying not to whimper at how good her palms felt against his warm flesh. “I have my own mind.”

      “Didn’t we just go over that?”

      She had no idea. Reset, Jessie. “I’m headed to the gym. After that I’m stopping at Mason’s to see Scourge, and then to my grandparents’ to take them out for breakfast.”

      He held her gaze for a moment. “There’s a gym downstairs.”

      “I know, but this will give me a chance to catch up with a few friends, too.”  She had an insane urge to invite him to breakfast with her family, but that would be a mistake. The less she mixed Nate with her “real” life, the easier it would be after their contract was over. Besides, she had a strong feeling that her grandparents would love him.

      And then they’d ask about him for the next eight hundred years.

      A small smile crept onto his face. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his lounge pants. She exhaled and returned his smile, glad that he seemed to realize she wasn’t abandoning him.

      “I was thinking about The Scourge yesterday. Why don’t you bring him back home with you?” he said.

      “What? No.”

      “Why not?”

      She wrung her hands. “What if he chews your furniture? Or pukes on your expensive rugs? Or drinks from the toilet? Oh man, no way.”

      He laughed. “If that little scrapper can drink from the toilet without falling in, I’ll grill him a steak every night for a month.” He drew the back of a finger down the side of her face. “If it would make you happy, bring The Scourge home when you return.”

      The Scourge. Her baby. Her throat felt unaccountably achy. She blinked at her shoes until the feeling passed. Guess it was her week for a fairy tale. “Alright. Thank you.”

      He brushed his lips across hers so fleetingly she brought her fingers up to touch them. He watched her fingers, his nostrils flaring slightly. His pupils expanded as his gaze dropped to her breasts, which were bundled under multiple layers at the moment, thank God.

      If you touch him when he has that look in his eyes, you know you won’t make it to Gramma’s until suppertime.

      She blew out a breath, hoping her raging hormones would diffuse. “I guess I—uh, we’ll see you later then?” She turned away and put one foot in front of the other toward her car.

      “Do you have any requests for lunch?” he called out.

      “I have so enjoyed your cooking, but you’re not my personal chef, you know.”

      His lips curved again, and really, she would love for those lips to be all the sustenance she’d ever need.

      “I love feeding you, Jess.”

      Okay then. Should she fall into a puddle at his feet now or later? “Whatever you make, I’ll love it.” She opened her car door, climbed in and rolled down the window thinking a good swift run on the treadmill for an hour or four might take the edge off her libido.

      He grabbed something she couldn’t see from a garage cabinet before approaching the car. Then he leaned on the car’s window jamb and captured her lips for a breath-stealing, open-mouthed kiss. Then he leaned in further to buckle her seat belt, whispering soft words in Latin as one of his arms reached behind her headrest. A fine grayish powder drifted onto her arms and legs, but as soon as she tried to brush it off, it wasn’t there anymore. “What was that?”

      He glanced into the woods beyond the driveway, his eyebrows drawing down fiercely for a moment before he brought his gaze back to her. “You have your phone?”

      “It looked like dust, but then it was gone. Did you see that?”

      “No, I didn’t. Your phone?”

      She put her foot on the break and her hand on the shifter. “Gotta go.”

      “Jessie.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Jeez. It’s in my bag, ogre.”

      “Keep it with you at all times and call me if you need me. For anything.”

      “Okay, sugar daddy.”

      “I’m serious, Jessie. I’ve got your back. You know that, right?”

      Did she? Like, did he mean for this week?

      Well, duh, of course just this week. What the hell, Jess? “I’ll be fine. I should be back around eleven, maybe eleven thirty. You’re sure about Scourge?”

      “I always mean what I say.”

      Right. That was refreshing. And sometimes, unnerving.

      She asked anyway. “What did you say as you buckled me in? That sexy Latin speak.”

      He kissed her hard once more, then he straightened from her car and walked away. Before he entered the house his eyes met hers, and he answered. “I prayed that you’ll always come back to me.”

      Then he closed the door without another word.
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      Nate stood in the anteroom waiting for the garage door to close. When Jessie was gone, he streamed to his room via molecular teleportation to change into jeans and a dark gray t-shirt. In the weapons chamber beyond his closet, he selected a few shuriken throwing stars and the bagh nakh, a weapon with powerful claw-like blades inspired by the armature of big cats. Weapons master and fellow Unholy Inc partner, Jinx Tanaka had designed it to fit over his knuckles. It could slash through bone, which made it an effective weapon when going up against the milky-eyed, skeletal Nephilim.

      That class of fallen angel assailed a human’s mind, crumbling the individual from the inside out, the objective being mental illness. Unless a Guardian got to the human in time, self-harm usually culminated in suicide.

      The Rephaim, on the other hand, tended to make their human targets instigate social chaos, creating serial killers and suicide bombers.

      But no matter what evil incarnation the Guardians fought, all of the Devil’s pawns had one ultimate goal—to keep the Guardians so busy protecting humanity that they’d eventually slip up and leave their holy relics vulnerable. If too many of these religious artifacts found their way to Hell, Lucifer’s cage would be unlocked by their holy power. The kicker was, no one knew how many ‘too many’ was. So even the loss of one relic would be disastrous.

      Distractions were therefore unacceptable.

      Moments ago, Nate had seen a Nephilim lurking in the woods watching Jessie, which distracted him to no end.

      After three days, his death scar had still not returned, which indicated she was his soul mate. Every interaction, every hour spent with her reinforced the truth. The urge to protect and possess her stayed with him every moment, and he exhibited the advantages of a Guardian fortunate enough to find one of his potential soul mates—amped up senses and faster, easier energy recharge. Once soul mates actually pledged themselves to one another in a binding ritual, these advantages multiplied synergistically. For most Guardians that included sharing one another’s element.

      Those who never found a soul mate—or peevishly chose to deny them like his Unholy Inc partner Katherine—gradually weakened, becoming more and more susceptible to a darkness that inevitably bled to madness. He’d had a taste of this before he’d met Jessie, his emotions going flat. And as the millennia wore on, Alexios seemed to be slipping closer to this gloamy precipice.

      But Nate had a human soul mate. Why? What was the point? Humans couldn’t battle demons on any large scale. She was a dangerous distraction. Especially with the forecasted Hell-Earth Seam rending. If the Nephilim ever got wind of this, they’d never leave her alone. It made his palms sweaty thinking about it. At least Lachlan hadn’t returned. The sex demon knew he liked Jessie, but there was no way he could know she was Nate’s perfect match.

      Still, something didn’t feel right.

      Demon activity in a hundred-mile radius around Mirage had gone noticeably quiet in the last few days, which was never good. It generally portended bigger, badder shit because it meant the demons were gearing up for something.

      So, experience—and the archangel’s visit—suggested that the vicinity around Mirage would be ground zero for one of Satan’s first line children to break the veil between Earth and Hell on Halloween, when demonic power was at its crest.

      Jawahar, Nate’s temporary security adviser on loan from Alexios, had helped add several dozen Devil’s Traps inside the club. The two archangel-forged swords that Michael had given Nate and Spencer would also help level the archdemon playing field.

      One could hope anyway.

      Nate’s skin needled with aggression as he streamed down the stairs past the tantra chair in front of the fireplace where he’d warmed Jessie in more ways than one. Last night she’d joked that she’d start mooing like a heifer if their nightly ice cream trips became a habit. He’d noted the anxious tone underlying her flippant remark, but sensed she wasn’t open to talking about it. But he would. Tonight, he’d ask her why she had such a troubled relationship with food.

      With relentless memories of an empty belly as a child, he couldn’t bear the thought of her denying herself the pleasure of food.

      They’d talked about so much in the past few days, but he wanted to know more. What made her feel so strongly about protecting the elderly? Why law school? What had happened with her mother? How and where and when had she met Emily and Dante? She described them as feisty, loyal, and champions to underdogs.  They sounded like people he wished he would’ve known in his human life. But then, he probably would’ve taken advantage of them because that was how he’d rolled.

      Being kind and concerned for the welfare of others made you vulnerable. Nate had always been able to pinpoint that weakness in people. And he’d always used it to his advantage when the time was right. The recollection increasingly bothered him, which was remarkably annoying.

      She interested him on so many levels. Her outspoken thoughts, well-considered convictions, heart-felt emotions, even the way she slept—so quietly, like a real-life Sleeping Beauty. Never before had he met another human being who genuinely cared about people—even strangers—as deeply as she did.

      Nate laid his hand on the door handle leading to the garage, looking over his shoulder at the kitchen where he’d shared more about his life with her than any other soul—living or long dead. His house was brand new, but it was full of her now. Carried her scent. Beat with her energy.

      It wouldn’t be the same without her.

      He stepped into the garage and reached out with his Earth element, but the Nephilim in the long gray cloak was gone. Earlier, Nate had had no inkling of disquiet in the ether around his property. Why hadn’t his element alerted him to the Nephilim in the woods? The roots, grass, and plants normally sent minute vibrations of any foreign beings trespassing in his territory.

      Had Jessie somehow masked the Nephilim’s presence? Soul mates were supposed to enhance their mate’s powers, not degraded them. And why was it here in the first place? Couldn’t be because of Lachlan. Though they were both fallen angels, the Incubi and Nephilim didn’t associate.

      He’d let Jessie leave the house without him only because he’d layered her with wards and ashes made of blessed palms during last year’s Passion Sunday. If the Nephilim attempted to worm into her mind, what little skin clung to their gaunt frames would go up in flames, and it would take hours for the holy fire to burn itself out.

      Enough time for Nate to find the dastardly creature and decapitate it—the only way the damn thing would die.

      He grabbed a tomahawk from a garage cabinet, inhaling and exhaling slowly to calm the swirling in his gut. He wanted to control the situation—control Jessie—in order to protect her from what she didn’t even know could hurt her. Was that selfish? Moral lines could be so vague. Would he ever understand it all? Maybe one day he’d reawaken in twentieth century London to discover all this had been a shocking dream.

      He telepathically checked in with Spencer and Katherine at Mirage to let them know he’d be in some time after lunch to go over the spreadsheets. Then he streamed to a thick stand of trees behind the gym where Jessie worked out. The sky was thick with bundles of slate-blue clouds promising rain.

      A tall blonde co-ed at the front desk looked up when he walked into the gym, her eyes going wide, her hand fluttering at her high ponytail. He smiled, moving into the weight room. It took him less than a minute to realize Jessie wasn’t anywhere in the gym. His chest grew tight. She couldn’t have already worked out.

      That meant she’d lied to him, or something had happened on the way.

      He exited the building and crouched down to touch the grass. There was still a layer of frost, but the ground would register her spirit for several hours if she’d so much as passed by here. By now, he knew her essence.

      It wasn’t there.

      The good news was, there’d been no Nephilim in the vicinity recently either.

      “Where are you, Jessie?”

      He waited for a moment, knowing he hadn’t pushed the question into the ether too forcefully, but wishing she would answer anyway. But how could she? She didn’t know about any of this buggery business. Didn’t know about Guardians, fallen angels, demons, or soul mates. How could she actually believe someone was in her head talking to her?

      If he pushed any more thoughts at her, she might wonder if she was falling off her trolley.

      Nate stood and walked back into the trees. “Katherine, are you at Mirage?”

      “Just pulling up,” she responded.

      “Any other cars there?”

      “No.”

      He could feel Katherine’s unasked question, but he had no intention of answering. He didn’t think Jessie would be at the club, but he wanted to check before stopping at her grandparents’.

      He disconnected from Katherine and closed his eyes to focus his other senses. There were always hidden pieces to a puzzle if you were still enough to gather them. He walked into the heavily-forested, undeveloped area behind the gym, placed his hands on a smooth birch tree trunk, and opened his Earth element to the natural world around him. The moist, decaying leaves around his feet fluttered, raising a soft groan from the dank earth. The voice floated across his skin, raising gooseflesh, the muted echo of a crime yet unsolved.

      Some unnamed victim lay beneath his feet, and for the first time in his entire existence, it bothered him. He turned the disquietude over in his gut, curious about it, not sure he liked it. It made him feel responsible, obligated…

      Uncomfortable.

      He cleared his throat and knelt down to drag his fingers through the hard-packed, cold soil knowing he would return later to do what Jessie would do.

      Give voice to the victim.

      He’d also call in some free-agent Guardian buddies to track down the perpetrator. Guardians didn’t do the cold case thing often because they had enough to worry about riding herd on Hell’s demons. But this case should be a snap since the Earth’s insect ecology told him the body had been buried less than six months ago. With their elemental superpowers, the Guardians were nearly flawless detectives.

      For now, though, Jessie was his primary concern.

      Nate streamed in behind the detached garage of Tilly and Walt Jacobs’ house, located in an older, yet vibrant development in a suburb west of Minneapolis. Stroking the grass, he immediately sensed that a Nephilim had been in the area recently. Most likely last night. Demons generally hid during the day when their powers were weaker.

      He slid the claw-like bagh nakha over his knuckles and removed the tomahawk from its harness against the small of his back under his jacket. If the Nephilim was still around, Nate might not have to worry about the neighbors. One of the fallen angels’ useful tricks was temporal freeze—stopping time while they played their treacherous mind games.

      Nate moved soundlessly along the house hoping to spot Jessie’s car when he came around to the front. Her essence prevailed strongly here, but since she spent a lot of time at this place, he couldn’t discern how recently she’d actually been here. Damn. No car. He eased to the back of the house to listen for voices. Hearing nothing, he peered in a window. Then another. No one was home. Jessie must’ve already picked them up.

      But the Nephilim scent was all over the place. At least one was looking for her then—even though it was daytime and it risked being set on fire by Nate’s ash wards. That meant the fallen angel had no choice. In other words, it was on a mission for an archdemon.

      Blast.

      “Where are you, Jessie?” He pushed his question into the ether more aggressively this time. Bonded pairs could reach one another anywhere telepathically, but of course, he and Jessie weren’t bonded yet. She would actually have to know and accept that she was his soul mate first.

      Before that, she’d have to accept that he wasn’t human.

      That might take some time, and four more days probably wouldn’t cut it.

      Desperate times and all that bullshit. He tried reaching out again, this time adding an extra push with her full name. “Jessica Mathilda Blaze, where are you?”

      Immediately her beguiling coconut and berries scent wafted through his senses overlaid with a fear pheromone. Was she scared because of his mind touch or—

      Are you okay?

      No answer. His chest squeezed. “It’s me, Jessie. Are you with your grandparents?”

      He heard her heart rate speed up. Bugger all. How was he going to do this? He started moving toward the woods behind her grandparents’ house. If he managed to see where she was, and he recognized the location, he could stream there instantly. “It’s alright, Jessie. Look around. Let me see through your eyes.”

      Like an old-time movie, flickering images scrolled through his mind before it all went dark. She was at her uncle’s. Nate scowled. He’d made it his business to know everything about Mason Jacobs before he’d purchased the nightclub that was targeted for shutdown by the Minneapolis police narcotics unit and the FBI in a joint taskforce.

      Mason didn’t do drugs himself, but he’d looked the other way for years when dealers sold it in the murky corners of his club. Mason was going to walk away without any jail time thanks to the agreement he’d cut with the feds by squealing on the dealers. Even now, the feds were planning their end game. But Mason would never get another liquor license. Stupid duffer should have realized that before he’d plunked Nate’s buyout money on that strip mall lease.

      Yesterday while Jessie was at class, Nate had been unable to enter Mason’s house due to dark magic a demon had laid down. It had been a while since he’d come up against powerful black arts like that, but it usually indicated a human and a cross-roads demon (which was actually another class of fallen angel) had entered a soul-binding contract.

      Yeah, that whole “sell your soul” thing was real, not just something the movie industry had made up.

      Mason and whatever cross-roads demon he’d promised his soul to weren’t messing around. Hopefully Katherine could heal Jessie’s uncle before Jessie found out Mason was cavorting with devils.

      Or he self-destructed.

      Or worse yet, before he put Jessie in jeopardy.

      Heart in his throat, Nate streamed in behind Mason’s red brick two story in a new subdivision to the north. He didn’t see Jessie’s car in Mason’s driveway so she must have projected her planned destination. She hadn’t come and gone because he didn’t sense her recent presence.

      Trying to sense disturbances in the ether that might indicate this was where the Seam would open, Nate streamed around the neighborhood so fast he was invisible, though no one would have seen him anyway because a gobby Nephilim had frozen time in a three-block radius. How could it access that much power during daylight hours? And where the hell was it?

      There were fall decorations in the windows, faux tombstones in the yards, and spider webs and pumpkins on door stoops. For maybe the first time ever, Nate’s gaze lingered on basketball hoops, the children motionless on bikes and scooters, and…

      A young couple—happy smiles pinned on their faces—paused in the act of pushing a stroller and walking a dog.

      He’d never be able to share that kind of life with Jessie. Even if he could, it would be unwise. Fatherhood and demon-hunting didn’t mix.

      But did she want children?

      The ferment in his mind was quickly replaced by concentration when a strong whiff of Nephilim came over the breeze. He streamed behind Mason’s house once more to observe. The neighborhood remained temporally frozen, yet a mailman halfway down the block approached a middle-aged woman stooping for her newspaper at the end of her driveway. Across the street, Nate identified the gray-cloaked, skeletal Nephilim who’d hijacked this neighborhood and purposely unfrozen these two.

      Here we go.

      It was Nate’s Guardian obligation to thwart this sort of conflict, but it was a first-rate inconvenience right now. He’d always been a selfish prick, and dammit, wasn’t it God’s fault that his vices didn’t go poof when he’d been wrenched violently back to life?

      It would have been much easier to fight evil if he wasn’t touched with so much of it himself.

      Do the right thing.

      Nate gritted his teeth when the mailman got in the woman’s personal space and plucked at her robe. She patted her curler be-decked head, her cheeks and neck red with agitation. The mailman drew her into his arms and planted a ribald kiss on her lips as her front door opened. A balding, thick-waisted man’s bellow preceded his thunderous advance toward the pair.

      Nate groaned. The Nephilim had unfrozen the husband to make this even hairier. Now Nate would have three minds to wipe, taking him that much longer to find Jessie.

      The postal worker grabbed the woman’s ass, hoisted her legs around his hips while the incensed male from the house drew back a meaty arm. The postman pivoted at the right moment, and the husband’s punch landed on the side of his wife’s head.

      Nate took three steps from behind Mason’s garage and raised his hand to awaken the tree roots nearest the Nephilim. The earth rumbled and shook, raining leaves from all the trees on the block as pale brown elm roots pushed up from the ground to cage the fallen angel who was causing such a rabble. The Nephilim’s bony fingers snaked through the roots of his prison, his mind control making the mailman shove the woman so forcefully at her husband that her body stopped him in his tracks, their heads knocking together with a terrible crack.

      “Enough!” Nate pulled the tomahawk from its holster, holding eye contact with the Nephilim until it arched its neck back to release an ear-shattering shriek. Nate shook his head to diffuse the pain. The three humans crumpled at the noise, rolling as they moaned, holding their heads, blood running from their ears.

      The Nephilim’s scream shredded its prison bars like they were paper instead of six-inch tree roots. As the fallen angel fled across three yards, Nate closed his eyes and opened his senses to the Earth. To the deep wealth of minerals, stones, sand, clays, and organic matter. To the heat of the gases and liquids, the micro- and macro-organisms that help support life. He reached into the skin of the Earth, asking for it to open. And it obeyed, swallowing the Nephilim whole.

      Nate shielded his eyes as the sun reflected off a car’s chrome when it drove by, the neighborhood suddenly released from its temporal freeze. The fallen angel wasn’t dead yet, but buried by that many cubic tons of Earth, it wouldn’t be able to call for help or extract itself for at least an hour.

      Not that any of his fellow demons would bother to help him.

      Nate would come back later to finish the job with the sword Michael had given him. But first, he needed to replenish his Guardian powers. Moving that much earth required a good meal and maybe a nap. Taking the head off a demon who’d try to make you use your weapon against yourself required even more.

      Gorging himself on Jessie’s body would re-energize him faster than anything.

      Find her. Now.

      But he couldn’t stop from glancing at the three dazed humans across the street. Jessie would never leave them like this. He cursed vilely as he walked to their driveway. He lifted the injured woman into his arms. He’d simply let them into their house and—

      “Nate!”

      Blast. Why had he gotten involved? It wasn’t like these humans wouldn’t have come out of their stupor on their own eventually. They might just have a few months of bad dreams.

      Or a lifetime.

      Nate turned around slowly, the robed woman still in his arms. Jessie ran across the neighboring lawns toward him, slack-jawed, her purse flapping against her side.

      “What are you doing here?” Her gaze dropped to the battered woman, her eyes widening. “Oh my God.”

      Think fast. Jessie’s grandparents emerged from her car in Mason’s driveway. “I came to see if your family wanted a private tour of Mirage before the grand opening. I found this woman lying on the ground and…” Shut the fuck up, Temple.

      She looked around. “Where’s your car?”

      Right. That was a human’s normal mode of transportation. Nice of her to point out that minor detail. She was going to make a brilliant attorney one day. He jerked his head to the right. “A couple blocks back. I had the wrong address, so I started walking. Nice day and all, you know. Stay out here and call the paramedics, okay? I need to get these huma—uh, folks inside.”

      Jessie dug her phone out of her purse, helping the husband to his feet as she voice dialed 911. By the time they’d gotten the three inside, the Nephilim’s targets were babbling about a screeching skeleton. Splendid.

      “A voice in my head was telling me to do bad things with him.” The woman pointed at the postal worker. “Then kill him, my husband, and myself.” Her husband rocked in his chair with a vacant look. Jessie knelt beside the woman and put a hand on her shoulder. When she raised troubled blue eyes to Nate’s, he knew he had to fix this.

      “Post-traumatic stress is a bitch,” he said. “I’ll stay with them until help comes. Go see to your grandparents in case the perpetrator is still in the neighborhood.”

      The beautiful rosy hue fled from Jessie’s cheeks, and she left immediately. He hated to scare her like that, but if he didn’t wipe these three minds, there’d be a hell of an uproar. The woman shivered as he laid his hands gently on the sides of her temples to access her memories.

      Humans were vulnerable to demonic meddling when they voluntarily opened their spirits to evil or when they were beaten down by strife—be it physical, emotional, or spiritual. Nate staggered at the knife’s edge of pain slicing through this woman’s psyche. She’d been vulnerable to the Nephilim because she and her husband had recently lost their college-aged son to a drunk driver.

      “Rest easy, human. You were assaulted in a random act of violence, but you’re okay now. It was a human, and he will never bother you again.”

      Lies were so often humane.

      It was for the best that he’d never be a father. He would have a bloody hard time laying down the law because he rarely saw things in black and white.

      After he wiped the two men’s minds, he warded the couple’s house against subsequent attacks. A squad car arrived moments before the paramedics. Normally, he would have left before law enforcement showed up, but Jessie would expect him to do what a normal, caring human would do.

      As he gave his report to the officer, he kept an eye on Mason’s house. He knew Jessie would fail to find her uncle, and the feeling deep down grew even stronger—that this was the calm before a very ugly storm.
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      Opening Night

      Friday, Oct. 31, 5 pm

      

      Jessie yanked at the freakishly realistic, life-sized zombie to make sure it was securely fastened on the DJ’s stage before jumping down to the dance floor. She glanced over her shoulder to where another bartender stood behind the bar. “Alright, José, kill the task lights!”

      The bright white work lights immediately went down, replaced by hazy pinks, blues, purples, and oranges that bathed the club in a warm psychedelic dream. Jessie had always known light had the power to influence human emotion, but she hadn’t realized that it likewise influenced specific biochemical processes.

      Two nights ago, Nate had thoroughly schooled her on how the fine art of color psychology intersected with desire, passion, and—let’s be honest here—lust. He’d drawn a steaming bath for her in his high-tech washroom, “liberated” her from her clothing, and deployed his fancy remote to call up a particular shade of orange-red as his irresistible mouth had tracked a slow descent—

      “You sure those spider webs aren’t gonna chase away business? My sisters would shit their spandex if they saw that, Jess.” José de la Fuente wrapped a muscular arm around Jessie’s neck and kissed her temple before promptly releasing her.

      Jessie looked up at the hundreds of black plastic spiders that José and fellow bartender, Drake, had not-without-complaint scattered on the faux webbing two, three, and four stories above the dance floor. “You worry too much, José. It’s absolutely perfect.”

      And it was. From the gorgeous gleaming bottles behind the mirrored mixologist stations, to the smooth leather u-benches surrounding the wide dance floor, to the lights, music, and, now...the high-end Halloween decorations.

      When Mason mentioned Satanic paraphernalia earlier in the week, Jessie had hypothesized that Nate had probably gone all-out on holiday frills. Well, he definitely had. There was all manner of scary decor in place, from the boiling black cauldrons to skeletons floating beside the front entrance to bloody ghouls hanging upside down in gruesome body bags.

      Sonja had obviously been freaked out when she’d seen all of this in the storage room downstairs. Of course, it would be easy to imagine Ouija boards and Satanic bibles. They certainly seemed to be the right accompaniments for what was already in place.

      Jessie nudged José. “Thanks for coming early to help me set up. Go grab something to eat before the rest of the staff starts showing up. I’ll meet you back here in an hour, okay?”

      José’s warm brown eyes bored into hers. “Boss-man order you upstairs again? You don’t have to go, you know. Stay here with me and Drake.”

      She chewed her lip for a moment. How much did he actually know about what was going on between her and their boss? All week, whenever they’d been at Mirage, Nate had been surprisingly subtle about their…whatever this was. He’d joked that he was afraid of Katherine’s response, but Jessie knew it had more to do with preventing this type of awkwardness with her coworkers.

      Nate watched people when they thought he wasn’t paying attention. She’d caught him doing it to her often enough. It was unsettling, but not necessarily in a negative way.

      José had been her mentor when she’d first started bartending four years ago and was one of the few who’d been re-hired when Unholy Inc took over Mason’s club. She smiled to reassure him. “Nate hasn’t ordered me to do anything. I just want to make sure we haven’t forgotten anything for tonight.”

      The last part was a lie. After Jessie’s demand to see what was behind the locked door downstairs that had gotten Sonja canned, Nate had promised to take her there when everything was ready for opening night. That meant right now. And she was going to make sure he followed through on that promise. Hopefully her report on the storage room would get Mason off her back. His twice daily calls were getting old.

      José sighed. “Okay, but the minute he does something you don’t like, say the word, and I’ll lay him out for you, cariño. I don’t need this gig, and neither do you.” He moved toward the kitchen. Moments later Jessie’s skin jumped in awareness.

      She spun toward the second story one-way glass and knew Nate was watching her from his office. He’d probably translated her body language as she’d spoken with Jose. She was at his door in less than a minute. Katherine raised a graceful eyebrow, her condescending silence poignant as she exited and Jessie entered Nate’s office. Jessie paused half-way across the room from him. They stared at each other for what seemed like a millennium. She should be asking him to show her the basement immediately, but she hadn’t seen him in two hours, and she simply wanted to drink him in. She begrudged the time apart even more than usual because only twenty-four hours remained on their contract.

      Her chest rose and fell on two big gulps of air. She knew her eyes exposed the ragged edge of her emotion, but she couldn’t look away.

      They spoke simultaneously.

      “Something disquiets you,” he murmured.

      “I shouldn’t stay with you tonight,” she gushed.

      Nate’s eyebrows drew down as he strode to her and grasped her upper arms. “Rubbish! Of course, you’re staying with me.”

      She gazed at the lovely gray herringboned floor tiles, her eyes tracing the zigzag pattern in an effort to find calm. Nate’s hands tightened on her arms. “What did he say?”

      “What?”

      “The bartender. What did he say?”

      Nate’s tone made the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. “This has nothing to do with—”

      “Of course it does. He clearly loves you.” When she remained mute, he lurched for the door. She raced ahead of him, plastering herself against the door.

      “Remove yourself at once, Jessie.”

      His eyes were so dark. “Please, don’t do this. I’m confused right now. I never expected—” To get so attached to you. “I’ll make love to you and then pack my bags and leave. Go back to my own place.” So she could cry herself to sleep.

      He placed his hands against the door beside her head and leaned in. “Have the hours we’ve spent together been so distasteful?”

      His lips on the skin below her ear sent a shudder steamrolling through her body. “God, no.”

      When he took a step back, his retreat was like a cold wind over barren prairie. What the hell was this with him? It was going to hurt so bad when she couldn’t be with him anymore.

      “The worst we can do is let others cloud our judgment. You are a smart woman, Jessie. Neither I, nor anyone else, could possibly take advantage of you without your consent. Maybe you’re taking advantage of me? Have you considered that?”

      What. Ever. But she needed to start putting up walls so it wasn’t so traumatic when she left. “I’m only sleeping with you because I need the money!”

      He frowned. “Lying doesn’t become you, Jess.” He’d moved into her personal space again, and she couldn’t breathe. “The money was simply a convenient excuse. For both of us.”

      Her brain yelled at her to run. “What do you know about being strapped? You’ve probably never lacked for anything a day in your life.”

      He straightened, but didn’t step back. “Oh really? You presume to know so much about me?”

      “No! I know jack-shit about your past because as many times as I’ve asked, you always brush me off! Why is that, Nate?”

      He stilled. When he spoke, his whisper was as soft as a lion stalking through savannah grasses. “My childhood was bleak and desperate. Not many people relish those stories.”

      She forced herself not to look away from the blue flame of his gaze. “I care. Is that what your tattoos are about?” When he shook his head, she framed his face with her hands. “Then, what? What happened to you as a child?”

      He pulled away from her and walked to the mini bar. “Brandy?”

      “Nate.” He wouldn’t look at her.

      On her way toward him he spoke. “My life wasn’t commendable, Jessie.”

      “Speaking in past tense? Now who’s talking rubbish? Someone took advantage of your innocence and vulnerability—” Her throat closed on a surge of protective anger.

      “No. Come.” He set the orange-gold liquor on the mirrored cart, reached for her hand, and walked rapidly to the door. They didn’t speak as they made their way downstairs, behind the bar, and then down another set of stairs that led to the storage room she’d been anxious to inspect all week.

      Outside a reinforced door, he reached into his slacks’ pocket and pulled out an old-fashioned key. He held it up between them. “I’d rather you regret the things you’ve done than the things you haven’t done. Still, it’s your choice from here.”

      She’d never regret her time with him. How could she? Whatever happened after tonight, this week with Nate had made her feel more alive—more respected for her thoughts and feelings as an independent woman—than she ever had.

      The heavy, metal key was still warm from his body heat when she grasped it. Before she unlocked the door, she pulled him down for a kiss he returned with aching sweetness. She twisted out of his grasp with a groan, frustrated by her sense of obligation to finish this task for her uncle, and fighting her rising panic over the dwindling hours as the singular object of Nate’s desire.

      “You’re shivering.”

      “I’m okay.” Don’t you dare cry. She pushed the key into the lock and turned it, feeling him close at her back, whispering words in a foreign language as he so often did. His husky timbre sent a pulse of white-hot desire through her. Fingers tightening on the key, she fought the urge to turn into his arms once more. “No more speaking in tongues until you tell me what you’re saying and where you learned to speak Latin.”

      “Ad meliora luctor et emergo. Lux in tenebris lucet ex bono ad malum… ‘Toward better things I struggle and emerge. Good out of evil until light shines in the darkness.’”

      She blinked unseeing at the door before turning to face him. “How do you know Latin? And why such…biblical stuff?” She’d seen the crucifix in his study at home, plus the one in his office upstairs, but he didn’t seem overly religious per se. Not even when they’d glossed over the topic of death. As usual with any question that specifically probed about his life, he’d redirected it. This time, however, he didn’t have a teasing smile to go along with his avoidance. “Go on in, Jessie. I know you’ve been waiting.”

      The room was surprisingly large. He must have gutted the entire basement, his contractor adding extra beams somewhere in place of all the walls he must have taken down. What resulted had an Old World flair with recessed partitions in the brick walls. The north side housed oodles of somber books, while the south wall held deep shelving lined with beautifully carved wooden boxes. The furniture in the room had a unique patina that couldn’t be replicated by modern distressing. It was comfortable with a deep sense of age, especially the long, ornately carved table with thick, clawed feet that would probably go for a fortune on auction at Christie’s.

      The east wall, the side from which they’d entered, comprised ultra modern kitchen appliances and an industrial sized refrigerator. The man certainly loved his food. She’d known that since their first night together. Yet the most arresting feature of what could easily be classified as an underground bunker was its enormous fireplace. It was the largest and most extravagant one she’d ever seen, comprising the entire west wall of the room. The ivory granite mantle rose flush with the ceiling, and the width and depth of the fireplace would easily accommodate a bison. Maybe two. And carved upon it, a Bible passage that warned of evil:

      You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. 1 Corinthians 10:21

      She chewed on her lip. He was clearly more religious than she’d thought, and they’d had their fair share of moral discussions. Gramma Tilly would be content on that count should there be something more that developed from this unusual agreement between them. Yet so far, he’d said nothing of the future.

      Nothing of the early hours of dawn when she would pack up her things and Scourge and go home.

      Her heart panged, but she pushed her morose thoughts to the darker recesses of her mind as she refocused on her surroundings.

      Overall, the space was appealing and decidedly not a Satanic repository. Its golden light cast a warm glow on the bricks that hugged the old leather-bound tomes on the shelves. She felt cocooned here. And safe. Though that was weird because she generally didn’t like basements, much less a room that didn’t have windows. How did this room pass modern code inspections? How would you escape if there was a fire? She turned to find Nate watching her reaction, his face carefully blank.

      “Not what you were expecting?” he asked.

      “No.” She hadn’t anticipated finding Satanic paraphernalia like Mason suggested, but she hadn’t expected this either. “Why that Bible passage? Why any?”

      “There are only a few absolutes in life. The passage is a necessary reminder for me. I committed many sins in my life.” His voice was low, like he was confessing to a priest. He seemed on the verge of baring something important.

      “Why is this room off limits to everyone?”

      “Because it’s Mirage’s heartbeat.”

      She blinked at him, not understanding. She broke eye contact to re-survey the well-loved furniture, the wide hearth, the wood boxes, the books. She ached to understand him. He was an oceans-deep sort of man. Often wild and mesmerizing on the surface, but complex and surprisingly tranquil underneath it all. He made love like it might be his last, every single time.

      But there was more than sex between them.

      He would settle her on the plush rug in front of his bedroom fireplace to talk. Business, politics, hobbies…it didn’t matter. How could any man his age have acquired such a vast understanding of world government and policy? He spoke about historical events and past human plights as though he’d been there.

      She walked to the hearth and raised her hand to the mantle expecting the stone to be cool since the fire pit was clean of ash residue. Yet, it was almost too hot to touch as she ran her fingers across the biblical inscription. “You had a fire in here recently.” His chin tipped downward in assent before she continued. “Where are the ashes?”

      He glanced at the fireplace, then at the wall of books. “I always deal with them immediately. The ventilation isn’t exceptional here.”

      She nodded, though it didn’t answer her question. She smiled when she opened the refrigerator and a few cabinets and found them as plentifully stocked as the ones at home.

      Not home, his home.

      Her smile faltered, but only for a moment. “It’s lovely. The whole room. Thank you for sharing it with me.” He stood unmoving by the door. She ran a hand across the plush velvet of one of the chairs. “Were these items from your childhood?”

      “No. My family—if you could call them that—had nothing. Most of the time, not even a roof over our heads.”

      Her fingers curled into the chair back. “How did you get where you are from nothing?”

      “We don’t need to talk about this,” he scoffed.

      “You’re putting me off again.”

      “Words, once released, can never be recalled or forgotten.” His voice was subdued.

      “You know I get that.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.”

      His features were outwardly composed, but she sensed the coiled rigidity of his body. He always got this way before he was certain she wanted him as much as he wanted her. Her breathing slowed as determination bloomed in her gut. “I’ve seen you work. I notice how you keep your home, how you expect perfection in every aspect of your life. We’ve lived together for a week, yet I still have no idea who you are or where you come from. Why is that?”

      They stood there for the longest time. She was not giving him a bye on this conversation. If he walked away, that would help define the edges of this thing between them that—for her—had developed into something much more layered than she’d expected.

      His shifting body language was very affecting. She could almost hear him thinking, working out how he wanted to handle this. Handle her. His hand worried his hair, his cheeks ruddy under day-old stubble. She wanted to ease his discomfort, but this had to be his move.

      Finally, his breath rushed out in a harsh sound. “Have you ever known truly numbing cold? The kind that keeps you awake at night, shivering—your fingers, toes, and lips blue? Your teeth clattering together so hard they chip and splinter?” He circled her, his hot breath raising goose bumps on her skin. “What about hunger? Not the rumbly stomach kind of thing, but a gnawing, painful sense of urgency that makes you wonder how a rodent might taste? Anything at all to fill the void. The first week is always the worst. After that, it grows easier when the raw, aching hunger dulls into apathy because your mind is so foggy from lack of sustenance that you don’t even care anymore.”

      Dear God. “There are programs to help families in desperate situations like that.”

      He smiled without humor. “People fall through the cracks even in the most industrialized nations of the world.”

      “But your parents—”

      “The chav who claimed to be my father whored out my mother to pay for his love of horse betting. My mother made us beg for food on the streets. If we managed to pickpocket at the same time, we actually got to eat a portion of what we brought back. Early on, I learned to eat my share in the gutter before returning home.”

      She shook her head. How do you even respond to something like that?

      His eyebrows drew down. “Don’t waste your pity on me, Jessie. I lost my innocence and crushed my virtue long ago. I am not proud of many things I’ve done, but neither do I regret them. Regret is a waste of energy.”

      That last comment was meant for her. She grasped his arm when he turned toward the door. “Didn’t your teachers notice? Where was social services?”

      “I didn’t go to school.”

      “That’s illegal!”

      “Not where I came from. People were too busy trying to survive.”

      She could feel a surge of energy wind tightly, charging up her muscles with the need to move. The need to act. Avenge.

      The need to wrap her arms around the lonely, exploited child he’d been.

      She sucked in a breath to calm herself. “Where did you get your education?”

      “Books, though I was illiterate until—” He broke off, staring at the fireplace.

      “Until?”

      His gaze hardened though his smile didn’t fade. “I blackmailed a history professor’s wife not only to teach me to read, but also to grant me access to her husband’s vast library. She complied so her esteemed husband didn’t learn of our affair. I was a scheming lad of fifteen who’d long since graduated magnum cum laude from the University of Life.”

      “That’s statutory rape!”

      “I was using her far more than she used me.” He paused, and she felt his hot stare on her breasts. Did he hear her heartbeat? Her eyes burned and blurred. Her skin hurt.

      She. Hurt. For a boy alone, scared, cold. Unnourished in body, mind, and spirit.

      With no one to love him.

      Her gasp plucked the bubble. “Goddamn them all for their abuse!” Her vision blessedly cleared when the hot tears spilled.

      “Jessie, no.” He pulled her to him, his large hand cradling her head to his chest where his heart pounded as wildly as her own. “Please don’t cry.” Her arms worked around his trunk, her hands sliding underneath his shirt, desperate to cling to his warm skin. Her fingers kneaded his back as though she could imprint on him the care and support and acceptance that he had been denied for so long.

      His arms loosened from around her, his hands rising to frame her face. As his eyes searched hers so intently, she felt a yielding.

      Not hers, but his.

      Her lips parted in shock of awareness. Then his mouth feathered across hers, achingly soft, their breath mingling until she felt drunk on him and the volatile emotions they’d shared. He eased back, wiping what remained of her tears. When he locked gazes with her again, he smiled, and her heart flip-flopped like the slippery blue and orange pumpkinseed sunfish she’d fumbled on his dock a couple of afternoons ago when he’d taken her fishing.

      “You’ll be a fearsome prosecutor one day.”

      Her face tightened from the dried tears as her lips curved. “I guess.”

      “I know. My one-woman army.”

      She sniffed. “Will you tell me more later?” She had one more night to soak him up.

      One.

      Her eyes welled again, dammit, but she couldn’t turn away. She didn’t want to miss a single moment with him.

      He brought her to him again with a deep sigh. “I’ve already shared more than I should have.” His voice rumbled in his chest next her ear. “More than I ever have.”

      He guided her to the door with a hand curled possessively around her hip. Before moving out the doorway, she looked back at the room, taking in the overflowing shelves of books—toward better things I struggle and emerge; the fully stocked kitchenette that promised to hold back hunger—good out of evil; and the excessive fireplace that still radiated warmth—light shines in the darkness.

      Suddenly, she understood the value of this locked room, and how sharing it with her was a massive show of trust. More than anywhere else in the world, this room was Nate’s safe place. Even more so than his residence.

      And she was determined to uncover why.
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      Standing before his office mirror, Nate smoothed his white tie and slipped into the pinstriped suit jacket Jessie had selected for him. She’d decided he would be a mob boss for Halloween. He told her to change into her costume in the privacy of his office, but she’d declined, saying one thing would lead to another and…

      She would’ve been right.

      But damn, he didn’t want to be away from her for one minute after what they’d shared downstairs in the sanctorum. He’d never taken anyone in that special room where Guardians hid their ancient, holy relics and burned demonic items.

      And where he went to think.

      In the sanctorum, his existence had purpose and meaning. There, redemption felt possible.

      He should’ve been spending more time in there thinking about how to be honest with Jessie about everything. The sooner the better so they could get on with the binding ritual so he could abolish this unsettled feeling. Somehow going back to decapitate the Nephilim he’d buried in Mason’s neighborhood had only ramped up his anxiety.

      His inability to locate Mason for the last twenty-four hours didn’t help either. He’d arranged for Kat to exorcise Jessie’s uncle this afternoon, but since they couldn’t find him—

      His office door flew open so forcefully it cracked against the wall. “Are you out of your bleeding mind?”

      Nate settled a black fedora on his head. “What’s the matter, Spencer? Got the collywobbles about opening night?”

      Katherine followed Spencer into the room. Spencer slammed the door and stormed to the bar without a rejoinder, which communicated to Nate just how exquisitely pissed the tall Brit was.

      “What were you thinking bringing her to the sanctorum? Oh wait, you weren’t,” Katherine’s pursed lips took him back to 1903 when he was thirteen years old and caught swiping a silver chalice in St Monica’s by a young nun in full habit. He remembered the year well because he’d learned the fine art of cunnilingus from her that Christmas Eve.

      Ah yes, organized religion.

      “Jessie approved of the room’s feng shui, Kat. Looks like your lessons from Jinx are sinking in. Aren’t you tickled?” Nate approached the wall to enter the code that slid the paneling back on the mirrored glass. Jessie still wasn’t at her station at the bar.

      “I don’t know what makes you so stupid, but it really works.” Katherine took a second glass of brandy out of Spencer’s hand and drained it.

      “Did you show her the relic?” Spencer’s shirt collar was unbuttoned and his tie hung loosely down the front of his shirt. Had he walked in here like that? The man never walked around unmade.

      Nate frowned at him. “Do you really have to ask?”

      Katherine raised an are you sure you want me to answer that eyebrow which would normally amuse him.

      Not today. “The relic is safe. I didn’t actually take Jessie behind the bookcase. I merely wanted to share my appreciation for the space with her.”

      “No humans are allowed in any of our spiritually warded rooms. Not even those who know about us and what we do. That has been a Guardian rule for centuries, Nate. It was bad enough when Sonja saw the demon paraphernalia. If Dorian hadn’t replaced her memories with something innocuous, who knows what kind of mess we’d be cleaning up right now.”

      “You’re overreacting. I knew Dorian would take care of it.”

      “You’re missing the point, Nate. If humans discover these rooms house the relics, it wouldn’t be long before demons find out. And if they get to the relics, you know where they’ll take them.”

      To Hell.

      Where they’d stockpile the holy items until they generated enough power to break Lucifer out of his cage. The prison into which the Archangel Michael had cast him when Lucifer had originally rebelled in Heaven. How many relics would it take to unlock his prison? Ten, five, two? It’d be nice to know.

      However many it took, when Lucifer was set free, the Apocalypse would officially begin. Heaven’s Archangel Army would fly down from the friendly skies to battle Lucifer, his archdemons, and their incalculable legions. At that point, millions—billions?—of humans would be screwed as supernatural beings engaged in a world-wide smack down.

      So yeah, keeping the relics safe was pretty high on a Guardian’s to do list.

      This job blows.

      Nate took off his hat, plunked down into a chair, and sighed heavily. “Jessie healed my death scar.”

      Spencer raised his eyebrows, toasted Nate silently with his glass, then swallowed his brandy. “Congratulations, ole’ chap, you’re ruined.”

      Katherine closed her eyes and shook her head. Nate glared at her perfectly straight nose. “What the bloody hell is your problem, Kat?”

      She opened her eyes and glared back. “Human soul mates die, Nate. We may be living in our own versions of Purgatory, but a human lifespan is a drop in the bucket compared to our long, miserable existence. Experiencing an attachment like that and then losing it…”

      Katherine and Spencer exchanged a meaningful look, and Nate knew they were thinking about how heartbreaking it was for their leader Alexios to be bonded to a human.

      At least Alexios’s soul mate was reincarnated through the ages.

      He couldn’t even imagine a world without Jessie in it. He rubbed his chest where his heart thwacked against his rib cage. He felt close to the edge of something dark and dangerous. “Thank you for your shockingly optimistic outlook, Kat, but I don’t care what either of you think. I’m not going to deny my time with Jessie. Even if it is one measly human lifespan. Now get out, and don’t let the door hit your asses on the way out.”

      Spencer raised an eyebrow. “Your tantrum is breathtakingly unattractive, Nathaniel.”

      Nate lurched out of his chair and slammed Spencer into the wall, choking him with his own tie. Spencer recovered quickly, shoving Nate so hard he stumbled backward, pulling Spencer down with him. They rolled around, grappling and knocking into furniture until Spencer got the upper hand, pinning Nate with a forearm against his windpipe. Nate saw Katherine’s form move as his vision grayed. His fingers curled and clawed at the arm that was blocking his airway. He swung wildly, his fist exploding in pain as his punch landed with a crack.

      His lungs expanded on a ragged intake of air as Spencer crumpled from the blow. Nate blinked, able to see the room once more…Until he was catapulted to his feet and slammed into the glass wall. He braced for Spencer’s incoming fist when a wall of icy water blasted through the air, forcing him and his combatant to their knees. The water’s onslaught sent him into a frenzy. He threw his arms up to shield his face, but he nearly drowned as he called upon the potted plant next to the bar to sprout riotously to form a vine and leaf wall protecting both him and Spencer.

      As the plant began multiplying in front of Nate, the water’s onslaught ceased.

      Nate and Spencer slumped to the floor, back to back, soaked to the sinew and struggling to catch their breaths.

      “S-s-stuff you and your d-dastardly water element, Katherine,” Spencer finally managed.

      “Gee, I’m sorry. I’d like to see things from your point of view, but I can’t seem to get my head that far up your ass.” She turned off the spigot at the bar where she’d obviously generated the water cannon from hell.

      He shook water out of his hair and stayed on the floor, but he caught one of Katherine’s rare smiles. He wished she could find someone who made her feel like Jessie made him feel.

      Too bad she was such a bitch.

      She smoothed a hand over her perfectly styled chignon. “If either of you were my mate, I would poison your tea.”

      “Madam, if you were my mate, I’d drink it,” Spencer retorted. Dripping wet from his head to the tip of his classy Ferragamos, he rose to his feet with more dignity than most men could muster in the company of Her Majesty the Queen. He extended a hand to Nate. “The violence make you feel better then, scallywag?”

      Nate’s knuckles smarted and the whole left side of his face pulsated with his heartbeat, but he’d never admit it. “Quite.”

      “Jolly good.” Spencer punched him in the arm, and they both grimaced on contact.

      Katherine stared at them in that way of hers that made grown men feel like wicked children. “Well, this day is turning out to be a waste of makeup. Are you two schoolboys ready to continue our discussion on human soul mates?”

      Spencer pulled a match from his pocket, struck it, and used his fire element to manipulate the small flame into a large, levitating fire with enough heat to dehumidify their clothes, the floor, and the furniture.

      Katherine rolled Nate’s desk chair closer to the fire and sat down primly. “I don’t necessarily think your relationship with Jessie would follow the same trajectory as Alexios and Sophia’s because the key factor for Guardian selection never applied to Alexios. Michael just wanted him.”

      That much, Nate already knew. Whereas the rest of the Guardians had been unethical human beings, in his life as an ancient Spartan warrior, Alexios had been a pillar of honor and valor.

      Nate had never dwelled on it, but now it made sense why Alexios had so many more capabilities than the rest of them…

      Besides being two and a half thousand years old, he was the Archangel’s favorite.

      It also brought home how much Alexios had sacrificed all these millennia as their leader, because he’d had nothing for which to atone.

      “So my point is, Alexios’s situation isn’t a reliable predictor of yours,” Katherine continued. “What we do know is that Guardians have several potential mates, yet the bonding process is free will. Therefore, both parties have to choose one another in order for their souls to bind. Does Jessica even know what you are?”

      He should have known this was coming. “No, but I plan to tell her tonight after we get home.” He stared down into the club through the one-way glass. Jessie should definitely be at her station by now. Where was she? The doors were opening in fifty minutes, for chrissakes. He turned back to face his closest friends, his allies against the horrors of hell. “Look, I have a club to open. Can we talk about this sloppy stuff later?”

      Katherine shook her head. “The benefits of Guardian-to-Guardian bonding include an exponential increase in elemental powers. For instance, if you, an earth element, bonded with a Guardian possessing air powers, you would each share both powers. But with a human soul mate, what does it mean? Will Jessie get your earth element powers? Will yours simply grow stronger? Or will she weaken you? With the growing disquiet in the ether, we need to prepare for the eventuality of what may arise should you bond with her.”

      Nate rubbed his palms on his trousers. “Does it matter? We’re but one pair. That’s hardly cause for concern in the war against demons.”

      Spencer extinguished the fire now that everything was dry again. “I happen to agree with Katherine, Nate. There are too few Guardians the way it is. Especially Healer Guardians like her.”

      Nate looked at Kat who avoided his gaze. He often forgot what she was capable of, and just how much she hated her power to exorcise demons.

      For years, the Guardians had tried to understand why there were so few Healers, but so far, the archangels weren’t sharing their so-called infinite wisdom. Cocky sons of bitches.

      The walls of the room shook. The three Guardians reached out for the nearest piece of furniture to steady themselves. The hairs on the back of Nate’s neck stood up as Archangel Michael’s deep presence rolled through the space.

      “I thought you were on our side, Archangel,” he yelled.

      “I am ever your servant.”

      Katherine’s eyes widened as the three of them clamped their hands over their ears.

      “What am I to do about a human soul mate?” Nate asked.

      If you ask about Alexios, you’re dead, Katherine mouthed silently.

      “If I give you the answers, it’s not free will,” Michael said.

      “Free will is best exercised when all the information is at hand.”

      Michael suffused the room with weightlessness which had the three Guardians floating in mid-air. “Free will sometimes requires a leap of faith.”

      “Show off.” It was no use arguing with the Archangel. Michael always had to have the last word.

      “Not always,” came Michael’s reply.

      “Oh, bugger off!” Nate yelled, and the three Guardians suddenly dropped to their feet as Michael released them.

      Katherine’s glare told Nate to put a lid on it. “Can you tell us if the Seam will open tonight, Archangel?”

      “There are battles on the horizon. Stand at the ready, Guardians.”

      Nate glanced at Katherine and Spencer. Their expressions mirrored his flourishing anxiety.

      If Michael was warning them, shit was about to get serious.

      “How shall we prepare?” Katherine asked.

      “Let there be no division among you.”

      “That shouldn’t be much harder than finding a scorpion in a whale’s belly.” Spencer’s lip curled mockingly.

      “Spencer,” Katherine chided.

      Nate laughed, but felt like driving a nine iron through the drywall. Michael’s presence disappeared much more fluidly than it arrived. Nate wanted to go back to the beginning of the week with Jessie. He didn’t want to think about soul mates and death and a Seam opening up, spewing God-knew what hordes of demons upon the Earth to torture and terrorize innocent human beings.

      Heavy footsteps pounded down the hall toward his office. Nate’s stomach dropped. Something’s wrong. Three clipped raps sounded on his door. “Enter!” he bellowed.

      Dorian yanked open the door, his dark chocolate skin perspiring heavily at his temples. “There’s at least four hundred people in line outside, and we don’t open for another half hour.”

      “Crowds don’t normally spook you, Dorian. What’s the matter?” Nate asked, fairly certain he already knew.

      “I think we got a possession out there.”
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      Nate practically flew down the stairs. He’d never been nervous on opening night. Not even when they’d opened Spencer’s club Inferno six years ago amid three simultaneous possessions. Katherine could handle the current sorority girl’s possession with the same aplomb she always had.

      Especially when all he had to do was offer—or threaten, depending on how you looked at it—to summon Guardian Healer Ari Grimmson to help her out. After that, Katherine was ready to single-handedly exorcise all demons in a thousand-mile radius. Nights when Spencer had a death wish, he told Katherine that the intimidating Viking Guardian was her kryptonite. Her greatest weakness could be her greatest strength if she would take her head out of her ass and let Ari bond with her.

      Nate always tried to stay out of Katherine’s warpath for a good three days after that.

      So yeah, she could handle this one pre-party possession.

      In the meantime, he’d ignore the simmering ulcer sprouting in his gut and find Jessie. “Where are you, Angel?”

      He received his answer as he rounded the corner. He followed Jessie’s laughter to the bar and nearly perished on the spot from a potent combination of lust and irrational jealousy. She was standing amid three male bartenders who sported wide, charming smiles.

      And Christ on a cracker, would you look at her?

      Red Riding Hood had grown up.

      A small red cape flowed down from the crown of her head, and her white, off-the-shoulder peasant shirt was cinched with black satin ribbon on a black velvet corset that pushed those glorious breasts sky high. The itty bitty red pouf thing that was parading as a skirt made her legs with the white, over-the-knee stockings look a mile long. He felt like licking his chops. Big Bad Wolf indeed.

      She must have felt the heat of his stare because she glanced at him, the subtle change in her smile a compelling little movement because there was so much awareness in that slight shift of her lips. He hardened instantly.

      At that moment, the DJ started the music, and Jessie began dancing—with the bloody bartenders—while looking at him.

      Her knowing smile made him want to bite through his cheek.

      He marched over to the bar, making sure each of the men saw the warning in his eyes as he cut through them to stand in front of her. Damn, he was dying to press his lips to the most sensitive spot on her neck where her pulse seemed to solicit his touch. When she looked into his eyes, her little shiver was gratifying. “It isn’t safe to walk about these woods alone, my pretty,” he said.

      “I’m tougher than I look.” She grinned and wiggled her shoulders in an inherently feminine way, making her breasts jiggle enticingly. He ached to take her home and show her how much he loved those creamy objects of his obsession, but he settled with brushing the backs of his fingers against her jawbone.

      Then again, he could always mind-wipe the bartenders…

      “Up here, boss.” She snapped her fingers next to her eyes once more.

      He blinked hard and lifted his gaze to focus on her lips. He loved those red-painted beauties, too. “You are always lovely, but tonight your brazen comeliness is as bewitching as a lake sprinkled with a million diamonds on a full moon night. I cannot look away.”

      Her blush was divine. “You and your fancy speech. Thank you. You look dangerously dashing yourself. I knew the mobster look would suit you perfectly.” Her eyes crinkled with her smile in that honest and open, yet intimate way he was beginning to covet. When she turned around to bump and grind against him, he realized JBlaze was out to play. And he was going to humiliate himself in an epic way if she did that for much longer. He grabbed her swiveling hips, holding her against him for a torturous moment before setting her away. “Are you looking forward to tonight?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “I’d jump up and down for joy, but my boobs are too big for that nonsense.”

      “Your breasts are magnificent, Jessica.” He dared to look at them once more before recalling what he wanted to impress upon her. “If you need help, find me, Jaws, or Dorian. Right away.” He’d chosen Jawahar, the security supervisor from Alexios’s club to teach Dorian the ropes at Mirage. Both men were like brothers to Nate. He’d entrust her care to either of them if he was otherwise detained.

      Jessie patted his cheek. “I’ll be fine. I’m a professional.”

      “So I’ve heard. But in case you feel uncomfortable about anything—signal me. I’ll be watching…every square inch of you.”

      “It’s my desire that you enjoy yourself tonight,” she whispered.

      A double entendre if he’d ever heard one. “I’ll hold you to that. Leave your car here tonight. We’ll come back for it after lunch tomorrow.”

      Her eyes softened. “Okay.”

      Someone yelled over the driving beat of the music. He turned back to see club promoter Eugene Ford walk onto the dance floor with three attractive women. Their hungry smiles reminded him of a wealthy, desperate woman he’d extorted for two hundred fifty pounds when he was sixteen. It had been a small fortune at the close of the Victorian era, but his lover had paid to keep her secret intact from her husband, The Lord Great Chamberlain.

      Nate’s skills at manipulation had especially blossomed from there. As had his bank account.

      The good ladies of high society hadn’t seen fit to warn one another about a smooth-talking, dark-haired chameleon who aspired to never be cold or hungry or taken advantage of again.

      A recent Georgia transplant to the Midwest, Eugene Ford was nearly Nate’s equal at manipulation. The young human’s dark skin, deep brown eyes, and tall, muscular frame had turned many a female’s head, but unless they wanted to be put to work in the oldest profession known to man, they’d do well to steer clear of the club promoter-cum-pimp.

      Nate was gonna kick Dorian’s ass for letting him in.

      Jessie planted a quick kiss on Nate’s lips that had him hungering for so much more. “You don’t mind if they see us?” he whispered.

      “I don’t think we’ve managed to dupe anyone, and I’m tired of denying my urges.”

      Her reply unleashed his pent-up desire. He reached out to grab her, but she was already on her way back behind the bar. In no time, the little minx was cracking jokes and delighting the other bartenders as they waited for the official club-opening countdown to start. Perhaps he should park it on one of the stools in front of her station—which was front and center of the whole bar—so he could keep an eye on her all night. He had his earpiece in, so he’d be able to hear security’s communications.

      Eugene walked up to Nate in a doctor’s lab coat with the nameplate Dr. Seymour Bush and whistled as he watched Jessie use her soda guns to squirt a clear stream at José. “Ooowee, she got the spankin’ body of a porn star.”

      A rush of heat spiraled through Nate and the floor actually rumbled beneath their feet as his earth element translated his angst. His nostrils flared as he struggled against the urge to wrap his hands around Eugene’s neck. “I already told you I don’t need your assistance, Mr. Ford.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. Tonight’s my freebie so you can see how good I am at what I do.”

      Nate’s fingernails dug into his palms. So hard to be good. He looked at Jessie and found her staring at him in concern. Try. For her. “I’m sure you’re good at what you do, but we can fill the club without a promoter.”

      “I’m not here to talk business. Tonight I’m partyin’ just as hard as the rest of the hoochie mamas and pimp daddies.”

      Katherine strode up to them with her customary composed elegance, but her skin was much paler than it had been in his office. She’d completed the young coed’s exorcism then. “You should go to the sanctorum to recharge,” he pushed at her on their shared Guardian telepathic link.

      “I would have, had your hormonal outburst not rattled the entire building,” she retorted.

      He wasn’t sure if that made him feel more guilty or more irritable.

      Kat turned to the club promoter. “If hoochie mamas and pimp daddies are your invitees of choice, Mr. Ford, you may as well rip up that tidy little contract I had my assistant prepare for you because you’ll never work for Unholy Inc again,” she said.

      “You should have run that by me first,” Nate said on the pathway.

      “There’s a 99 percent chance I don’t care, Nate. You’ve hardly been around,” came her scathing reply.

      “Can I get an instant replay of your cute little nose wrinkling while spitting out ‘hoochie mammas’ and ‘pimp daddies,’ please?” Eugene’s robust laugh caught the attention of all the bartenders.

      “Don’t annoy me. I’m running out of places to hide bodies,” Katherine rejoined.

      Eugene’s brown eyes widened. Nate hid his chuckle with a rough cough.

      “Ahh, shit. I’m just jerkin’ your chain, Lady K. Hey, you’re not even dressed up. It’s Halloween, fine lady. Why you in this business if you’re all uptight?”

      When Katherine started tapping her strappy, pointy-toe stilettos, Nate felt the urge to hit the hills. “Silence is golden and duct tape is silver. Which color are you favoring this evening, Mr. Ford?” she asked.

      Eugene grabbed a white napkin from the shelf behind the u-bench and waved it in the air. “A’ight. You the boss, Lady K. You don’t need me for any shit straight up, I’ll go check with my girls. Gonna be the fuckin’ party of the century with DJ Immortalis, Dante and his Dead Enders band, and JBlaze’s booty call.”

      Nate’s spine straightened. Booty call?

      Eugene’s wert whirl whistle drew rebound cat calls from all three male bartenders while that scoundrel José ass-bumped Jessie. The floor shifted so suddenly from Nate’s worked up earth element, that he had to grab Katherine’s arm lest she fall. She leveled a quelling look on him, but right now she could stuff it. She had no idea how close he was to firing one of their bartenders minutes before they opened.

      Do the right thing.

      Nate closed his eyes and breathed deep.

      “Bro, you got some badass special effects going on with that floor shakin’ like some hundred-foot snake’s slitherin’ right under our feet. High-five, motherfucker.” Eugene held up his hand, which Nate chose to ignore for the club promoter’s own welfare.

      Eugene dropped his hand. “Or not. See you later, dickhead, I mean, dude. Time to party.”

      When Eugene moved out of earshot, Nate turned to Katherine, but she beat him to the punch.

      “I suggest you get your Neanderthal impulses under control, Guardian, or you’re going to miss important details this evening. You do remember why this network of nightclubs was started in the first place, do you not?”

      Yes, teacher, he wanted to bark back, but he was trying so hard to be considerate and well-mannered for Jessie’s sake. He respected—and dammit, even liked—most of the Unholy Inc partners that he’d met over the years, but that didn’t mean they had an easy alliance.

      He still didn’t know why he’d thrown himself in front of a blade meant for a perfect stranger. He’d died, and that one self-sacrificing act allowed him to become a Guardian.

      It was a complete aberration from decisions he’d made before.

      What he did know was that this Guardian gig was a test. If he failed, he’d spend eternity in Hell.

      Yay for second chances.

      “Well, do you?”

      He blinked at Katherine, then remembered her question about why they’d started their business. “What do you think?” he threw back sarcastically.

      “I don’t know, Nate. When you act like an immature and over-stimulated adolescent, it makes me suspect you need a reminder.”

      Humans were generally at their most uninhibited state in nightclubs, and thus more vulnerable to demonic influence, not to mention possession. The nightclubs gave Guardians the unique opportunity to lure and deal with demons. It would be swell if all bars, lounges, and nightclubs in the world were Guardian-owned. But even then, human free will would still be a factor. The Guardians could never vanquish every demon.

      As it was since the beginning of time, the path of wickedness was so very tempting.

      Nate put an arm around Katherine. She stiffened in his arms before shrugging him away. It took all his power not to tease her. “I’m sorry, Kat. I promise to be a good little Guardian and watch out for monsters messing with all the innocents.”

      “You call me Kat one more time, and I’ll flood this dance floor with salt water one second after the last person exits the building.”

      Nate chuckled and held his hands up in a universal no-contest gesture. She’d do it and bring in man-eating sharks to boot. “My apologies, fair lady.”

      She straightened her suit jacket as they walked toward the hallway leading to the stairwell. “Have you tried reaching out to Alexios regarding Jessie healing your death wound?”

      “Not outright, but he’s touched my mind.”

      Katherine nodded. It was something Alexios did to all of them. Somehow he was able to gauge what was going on by telepathically reaching out. While all Guardians could communicate telepathically, no one else had that one-way ability of discernment that Alexios possessed.

      “Have you heard if he’s been able to locate Sophia yet?” Katherine asked quietly.

      “I don’t think so.” Both Guardians were silent for a time. In return for the valorous Spartan warrior’s sacrifice as the first Guardian, the Archangel Michael had promised that the love of Alexios’s life, Sophia, would return to him again and again, reincarnated through the ages.

      It must be an exquisite torture to watch your soul mate die over and over.

      Perhaps worse yet, to not be able to locate her, knowing she was alive somewhere and at great risk because demons the world over knew the lore of their abiding love story.

      Nate’s gaze found Jessie. If he were in Alexios’s shoes, he would be as relentless in his search for his soul mate as his leader was.

      “I added an extra layer of wards to the building’s exterior after the exorcism,” Katherine said.

      Nate’s gaze returned to his partner. “Thank you.” Katherine’s wards were nearly as powerful as Alexios’s, and with the threat of the Seam opening soon, they’d need all the reinforcements they could muster. Thing was, the wards they used at the nightclubs were different. These weren’t protection wards that kept demons at bay. Rather, they worked to keep the monsters locked inside the club until they could be dealt with permanently.

      Setting wards on top of an exorcism, however, must have depleted Katherine considerably. Her jeweled, sea green eyes were now a faded blue. “Why don’t you take five in the sanctorum,” Nate suggested.

      “I’m in no mood to meditate.”

      He shouldn’t. Really. He knew he’d regret it, but… “Then I highly recommend lovemaking as a means to recharge. I’m quite certain Ari would be happy—”

      He sputtered and gagged as a surge of water blew him backwards against the wall. The attack hit him only a few seconds before he managed to manipulate the drywall around him like a caterpillar building a chrysalis.

      When he pushed out of the drywall cocoon, he saw two people at once.

      Katherine…and Jessie’s friend Dante.

      The Dead Enders’ band member stood twenty-five feet away, two large drum cases on the ground at his side. When he recovered from his shock, he grabbed his cases and stiffly walked out the back door.

      Fuck. Nate sprinted to intercept the drummer before he started jabbering about the impossibility of what he’d witnessed. “Dante.”

      The drummer froze, but didn’t turn around. Other Dead Enders band members were getting their equipment unloaded from a small trailer hitched to Dante’s truck. Nate slowed, praying Dante kept it cool for two more minutes so he could get him alone for a mind wipe.

      “You guys go on and get shit set up, I gotta talk to Mr. Temple, eh?”

      Dante’s band mates nodded and called a greeting to Nate before leaving him and Dante alone. When Katherine slipped outside, Nate steepled his fingers to ramp up the mind wipe energy as he approached the drummer. “Dante, I’m so glad you accepted my invitation to play at tonight’s Grand Opening.”

      Dante watched Nate’s hands, then met his stare. “I always knew there was more out there than what most people believe about the world.”

      Nate froze. “What do you mean by that?”

      Dante’s smile faltered. “Ghosts, spirits, poltergeists…aliens.”

      Nate glanced back at Katherine who mirrored his humor, curiosity, and caution. “What do you think just happened?”

      “You’re not denying that those things exist?”

      How to answer? Dante might be testing him. “Not responding to a question is neither acknowledging the validity of the claim nor denying it. I’m asking what you think you observed moments ago.”

      “You and you,” Dante’s gaze swept over Katherine, “aren’t human. No human I know can manipulate wall pipes to spurt water or peel the fucking wall back to block such an impossible geyser.”

      “Nate.”

      Katherine wanted him to proceed with the mind wipe. He knew he should, and yet…

      “Shit!” Dante’s stance widened as though he was preparing for a possible ambush. “You’re going to make me forget, aren’t you?”

      “Nate.” Katherine moved to Nate’s side, intentionally pressuring him to get on with it.

      “My Noni practiced voodoo until she died. She still comes to visit me from the other side. She doesn’t mean for it to happen, but sometimes mean son of bitches cross over with her.” He took a deep breath and continued, “not too much scares me anymore, so believe me, I can live with what I saw and not squeal. What I can’t live with is having my memories taken away against my will, so be ready for a fight.”

      Interesting. Nate could count on one hand the number of humans who were able to deal with scary shit like that. “If I wipe your mind, you won’t have any awareness of it. Your life will go on as before, undisturbed.”

      “I don’t know who or what you are, but if you disrespect human life enough to rape their minds, you should go back to wherever you came from. The Earth’s already full of lowlifes.”

      Katherine glanced at her watch. “Fifteen minutes until the doors open.”

      Nate pitched his voice as placid as possible. “How many humans do you think can live peacefully with this type of knowledge? Mind wiping is an act of kindness, not a violation. We don’t touch or look at anything in your memories besides the supernatural acts you witnessed.”

      Dante paled a little. “What are you?”

      “Nate, this is absurd!”

      He turned to Katherine. “Go inside and see to your health. You know where the key to the sanctorum is.”

      Katherine suddenly looked more exhausted than he’d ever seen her. She put a hand on his arm. “Please. We’ve worked too hard to drop our guards now.”

      She was referring to all the years of sustained effort it had taken to build the Unholy Inc clubs into the successful enterprises they’d become. But really, she had nothing to worry about. Mirage was opening on schedule. “You’re just tired. Trust me, I can handle this. After tonight, you’ll see light at the end of the tunnel.”

      Katherine sighed and walked to the back door hugging her arms against the chilly, fall air. At the door, she looked back. “I hope you’re right, Nate. But sometimes that light in the tunnel is an oncoming train.”
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      Three hours into the wildly successful opening night, Jessie winked at a departing Elvis impersonator who’d left her a twenty-dollar tip. She glanced up at the mirrored glass of Nate’s office, adding a dash of grenadine to a Blazin’ Apple Martini, one of her signature drinks. Was he upstairs watching the dance floor crowded with sweaty monsters and skimpily clad sirens?

      She’d thought—okay, hoped—that he’d spend a good share of the evening within eyeshot. Not that she needed help or wanted him sitting smack in front of her, but she wanted to tell him how much she appreciated her set-up. This bar was a total dream, with each of the mixologists having their own stations with ice makers, individual soda and liquor guns, garbage cans, speed rails up front with the most common spirits used in mixed drinks, and—thank you, God—their own cash registers. Best of all, there was a separate station for waitresses and runners to pour their own beers and wine, so the bartenders could focus on their liquor art.

      Mostly, though, she wanted him around because she enjoyed having him around.

      Ugh. That doesn’t sound needy at all.

      He was responsible for the safety and welfare of the five hundred imbibing customers. Of course he had a thousand things to attend to instead of mooning at her while she juggled cherries and martini glasses.

      “JBlaze! When are you gonna get your sweet ass up on them rails, sugar?”

      Jessie looked over at Eugene, the club promoter who didn’t spare her the courtesy of eye contact before shoving his head in a young coed’s cleavage. In between classes and spending time with Nate this week, Jessie had managed to catch up with a few of her uncle’s previous employees. Based on those brief conversations, Eugene seemed the likeliest candidate for bringing the drugs into Mason’s club.

      Her uncle had been aware of the illegal activities and did nothing to stop them.

      How many people had he hurt by turning a blind eye? It was so disappointing.

      Earlier this afternoon, Mason’s sometime girlfriend Sonja had reached out, saying Mason hadn’t returned her calls in a couple days. She worried he was having a breakdown. Was it due to drugs or a chemical imbalance? Her uncle obviously needed an intervention. Maybe rehab? Jessie’s shoulders dropped. Gramma and Grandpa would be devastated. It was like her mother’s situation all over again.

      First things first. Find Mason and make sure he wasn’t hurting himself or anyone else. She wanted to talk to Nate, too, because she trusted his insights. She would go from there and hope she didn’t have to involve law enforcement, but she would if she had to.

      Receiving a drink order from a server, Jessie reached once more for the Goldschlager, unable to tear her eyes from the scene in front of her as Eugene raised his glass in a toast to those gathered around him. For some reason it brought to mind the Bible passage etched on the aged fireplace mantle in Nate’s special room:

      You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons.

      A shiver passed through her. Eugene turned her way in slow motion, his eyes morphing to slits of a glowing, repellent yellow. His lips retracted in a snarl to reveal a mouthful of dagger-like teeth, the black plastic spiders above his head quavering as though awakening from a long slumber.

      The Goldschlager bottle slipped from her fingers to shatter on the floor. She felt the cool wetness of the liquor all the way up her thin socks, smelled the bold tang of cinnamon, and heard blood rushing in her ears, shutting off even the heavy bass of Dante’s band on the stage.

      “Blaze, you okay, babe?”

      It was José. She blinked at him, then looked down at the mess on the floor and quickly back at Eugene.

      All was normal.

      No yellow eyes. No mouthful of tiger teeth. No vibrating spider web. The club promoter was merely a man in a perverted doctor’s lab coat, smiling and drinking amid a circle of laughing women.

      Then he looked over once more and winked. Her breath came out in a quaking rush. Jessie swallowed with difficulty. How silly she was being. How utterly ridiculous. The Halloween decorations were influencing her imagination. Clearly, this week’s lack of sleep was catching up to her.

      But she could sleep all she wanted next week.

      Alone.

      She sighed, determined to push loneliness and thoughts of intervention aside until tomorrow. She took the broom from one of the bartenders who’d started cleaning up the glass, jumping when someone’s hand groped her ass. Immediately the offender was lifted from his stool and escorted out of the club by Nate’s head of security, Dorian.

      Why couldn’t Nate come to her rescue instead of José and Dorian?

      A hot tide of shame filled her. She was acting clingy and insecure and purposeless. The next thing she knew she was going to start crying like a spoiled brat who’d had her candy plucked away. How could she be an example for the downtrodden if she couldn’t even pick herself up from the weight of her emotions?

      Maybe a mood disorder thing ran in her family after all.

      “You gonna get back to work, Blaze, or you gonna stand there all night looking tasty and gettin’ the men riled up enough to get their asses kicked out of the club?” The other mixologist, Drake, tossed a bottle up in the air, caught it, and poured a shot with his unique flair. José wheeled a mop bucket to the spilled liquor and swabbed the area.

      “Yo, Jessie, I need two Blazin’ Heat Moonshines and one Legal Brief with three cherries, please!”

      Jessie nodded at the sleek, cat-suited server, grateful for the order. Grateful to have created something people enjoyed even if it was only sweet-tasting liquid courage. When she placed the last drink on the server’s tray, she glanced toward the stage. She smiled and started to wave in greeting to Dante, but his hands holding the drumsticks had frozen, pausing mid-song, staring at someone or something in the crowd so intently it made her stomach drop.

      Jessie’s gaze rapidly scanned the faces below Dante, trying to identify who or what was affecting him so keenly, but the dance floor was too crowded and half the faces were covered with costume paint or a mask.

      Dante had always been a rock amid sifting sands in her life. Not much rattled him. Not giving up an MIT scholarship so he could help his sister build her motorcycle repair business after their parents’ death. Nor being wrongly convicted for assaulting a peace officer and spending a year of his life behind bars in place of one of his buddies, so his friend could stay home and care for his dying wife.

      He’d told her he’d sought ugliness so he could better appreciate beauty. Exposed himself to hate so he could feel the depths of love. He said extremes forged character. For how could he know one if he didn’t intimately know its opposite?

      Jessie poured a whiskey neat as the Dead Enders launched into the final set of their allotted gig. What could have given Dante such pause? A small voice inside urged her to ignore it all. To carry on with her job, and later, enjoy her last night with Nate. To return home with Scourge and make a fresh start tomorrow when she’d have fewer worries and more money in the bank after fulfilling her contract.

      Dante can take care of himself.

      Yes, but...

      Something was wrong.

      She knew it. Call it a sixth sense, intuition, whatever…

      She felt it.

      Jessie turned and motioned to Stark, a security team member here temporarily from Katherine’s Hawaiian club, Liquid. Stark nonchalantly pushed away from the pillar that belched green mist from a fog machine and wove toward her through the crowd, his golden haired, blue-eyed looks capturing more than a few interested gazes along the way. Jessie capped the whiskey and set it on the mirrored shelf behind her when Stark none-too-gently nudged aside the frat boys in front of her station.

      “These jokers bothering you, Little Red?”

      She shook her head rapidly, pressing her hand against her fluttering midsection as the uneasy sensation multiplied. “Can you find Nate and ask him to stop by when he has a minute?”

      She should have felt better when Stark was en route to Nate, but she didn’t. Her eyes scanned the dance floor, lifting to take in the balconies, and all she saw were angels, devils, and monsters.
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      Nate pulled the mic out of his ear and shoved it in his suit coat pocket. The piece of shit had only worked for the first couple of hours of the night. But whatever, things were going well. What a relief after Michael’s ominous warnings about the Seam splitting tonight on his watch.

      It’s not over till it’s over.

      Yeah, but so far, there was no demon bullshit that they hadn’t been able to handle. The place was seething, so he was going to let the good times roll.

      And fantasize how he was going to tie Jessie to the bed in a few hours.

      He looked up to the third floor balcony where Alexios’s right hand, Jawahar, kept aerial watch. When he signaled the all’s well, Nate turned his attention to the crush of people at the bar. He couldn’t see Jessie for all the bodies, but since everything appeared to be in order he forced himself to check out one of the VIP rooms on the north end of the club.

      It was quieter and less frenzied here. A girl in Betty Boop duds was giving a lap dance to a lusty fireman. They sprawled on a leather chair near three occupied pool tables. Live and let live.

      After scouting the club’s other VIP rooms, he was headed toward the upper balconies when Katherine’s man, Stark, approached him from across the room. Alexios had once commented that the Archangel Michael had drawn his flaming sword upon first seeing Stark, unnerved by how much the tall, light-haired, well-formed human resembled Lucifer before the powerful angel was cast from Heaven and escorted to Hell by Michael himself.

      “What is it, Stark?”

      “When you get a moment, Jessie asked that you stop by her station.”

      “She okay?” Nate began walking before he even heard Stark’s reply, his pulse jumping in his neck. Ten feet from Jessie’s station, he saw José attempting to dirty dance with her, the wiry Latino grinding against her left hip.

      “Get back to work, you bloody sod,” Nate bellowed, endeavoring to stave off the possessiveness that ramped up his earth element. The floor under the bartenders’ feet rippled up half a foot. He lunged across the bar and grabbed hold of Jessie’s flimsy sleeve, trying to right her, but the damned material ripped and came away in his hand. When Jessie tumbled face down toward José’s groin, the bartender had the balls to laugh. Jessie blushed, trying to fix her damaged shirt, but buggeritall, more of her breasts were showing now than before.

      This time Nate’s boiling blood made the walls shake, sending liquor bottles crashing down from the shelves. When one almost landed on her head, he vaulted over the counter, ignoring José’s incredulous look. Nate wrapped his hands around her waist and pulled her out of harm’s way. He shucked his suit coat and shoved her arms into the sleeves like she was a recalcitrant toddler. “You’re done here, Jessica.” His voice was rough and deep. The bottles rattled on the shelves again.

      Jessie looked at the floor warily. “What was that?”

      Nate’s conscience pricked at the waver in her voice. “Special effects. Like them?”

      “Not sure yet.” She kept her gaze glued to the floor like it was going to eat her.

      José turned the task lighting at his station on high. “Special effects, you say?”

      “Hell, yes, and I’ve got plenty more where that comes from.” If looks could kill, José would be dust right now.

      Jessie put a hand on his chest. “Nate, have you checked in with everyone on the security team?”

      José tossed a bottle of Patrón in the air with a flourish. “Why you so pissed, boss man? Surely you know our booty poppin’ is part of the show?” He smiled, but any man looking at him would see his challenge.

      “Discourtesy to your employer is ill-advised, Mr. de la Fuente. Discourtesy to your employer in front of others is self-immolation. This is your first and only warning.” He stared him down until José looked away. Nate turned to Jessie. “Keep my coat on and come with me,” he barked. Goddamn. He was starting to sound like a stiff, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. So much for live and let live.

      At least when it came to his woman.

      “How does that thing with the floor work?” she asked, pulling a broom from the narrow utility closet next to José’s station. Her entire vibe communicated unease.

      “I’ll tell you later. Let’s go.” He needed to put his hands on her, wrap her in his arms to reassure both of them all was well.

      “I can’t. I’m working. We have one chance to get this grand opening right.” She stopped sweeping to pin him with a somber gaze. “Has everyone on your team checked in? I feel really unsettled about something.”

      That gave him pause. Especially because she’d asked him twice now. He took the broom from her hands and dumped the glass-filled dustpan in the garbage. “Yes, they have. What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head, frowning. “I don’t even know.”

      A weaving Freddy Krueger staggered and shoved his way to the bar. “JBlaze! I’m a Virgo, what’s your sign, baby?”

      “Do not enter,” Jessie yelled, looking more frazzled than he’d ever seen her. All his protective instincts rose to the fore.

      Freddy pressed his razored fingers to his chest. “Damn, girl, you know how to break a monster’s heart. If you won’t date me, how about you show me some more of those lickable tits!”

      Nate snarled and grabbed a fistful of Freddy’s red and black stripped shirt so forcefully the man’s brown hat tumbled backwards. “Show the lady some respect!”

      Nightmare on Elm Street guy tried to shrug out of Nate’s grasp. “I didn’t mean no harm, dude, but look at her! She makes me wanna suck—”

      Nate shoved the man backward so hard Freddy knocked a wave of people down like bowling pins. Nate would have followed to remove the piss artist from the building, but Dorian already had the guy halfway to the door.

      Jessie came around the bar amid the partygoers, a fretful look on her face that made his heart stutter. “What about Mason? He told me he’d be here tonight. Has anyone seen him yet?”

      “No, but everything’s going to be okay, Jess. Why don’t you retire to my office for the rest of the night? You can watch me as I pinch-hit behind the bar.” He smiled and ran his fingers down her cheek. He needed to keep an eye on José anyway. The bartender likely knew his days at Mirage were limited, so it wouldn’t surprise Nate if he walked out at the height of the party.

      “I want to work. If I sit upstairs, I’ll just worry.” Jessie shrugged out of his suit coat and held it out to him. “Would you mind asking Dante to stop by the bar when the band wraps up their set?”

      Make her go upstairs. There he could guarantee her safety. Forcing, manipulating, coercing—that was what he knew best.

      He also knew it wouldn’t get him what he really wanted this time around.

      Jessie’s….acceptance?

      A bead of sweat rolled down the center of his spine, making him want to fidget. “Only if you put the jacket back on.” More manipulation but…

      Fucking Look. At. Her.

      She re-cinched the ties of her costume with slightly shaking hands. “Nothing is hanging out.”

      Yet. From his taller vantage point her sweet left nipple was perilously close to the top edge of all that ruffled business. A menagerie of witches, zombies, and clowns was closing a semi-circle behind her, seemingly hungry to be in the same air-space as his beautiful, celebrated mixologist.

      To lay eyes on her was to be captivated by her.

      Only he could see the tiny stress lines that bracketed her forced smile. He broke through her groupies, gently grabbing her by the arm, and started pulling her toward the hallway that led to his office.

      “Nate, stop.” She pulled against his hold, but he only tightened it and pressed onward through the crowd.

      How did he ever think this would work? After one taste of her honey lips, he should have known he’d never be able to share her—any part of her—with anyone else. She was his soul mate, and she belonged to him.

      “Stop!”

      It wasn’t so bloody loud in the hallway, subduing some of the buzzing in his head. He growled at an amorous pair to take their heavy petting elsewhere, then turned to her. “I can’t stand it when others see you like this.” His right hand swept through the air in front of her body.

      His honesty shocked them both.

      Her mouth dropped open. “What? You’re being ridiculous. I’ve got more clothes on than most of the other women in this place.”

      “I don’t give a bleeding shit about any other females.”

      She took a step away from him, her eyes wide, bright, and…disappointed.

      Bollocks. He was being a fool when all he’d wanted to do was take care of her. Protect her. He reached for her hand, almost short of breath. “Jessie…”

      She shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself. “This controlling behavior of yours is not okay. I don’t know what you did with the respectful and trusting man I’ve enjoyed this week, but if this is the real you, I guess it’s for the best that I find out now.”

      Nate ran a shaky hand through his hair. He’d learned as a child that you can’t grasp a butterfly with all your force without destroying it. If this is what happened when he knew his soul mate existed, what kind of brute would he turn into when he’d gone the Full Monty and actually bonded with her?

      His tongue felt thick in his mouth. “Jessie, I’m…” Why is it so hard to say? “I don’t…What I mean is, that’s not... I don’t want to…” Lose you. The words stuck in his throat.

      “You have no reason to be jealous. Look, I need to help the guys—the bar’s swamped. We’ll talk later, okay?” A sudden bull horn sounded, raising the hairs on the back of Nate’s neck. “The Dead Enders must’ve wrapped up. Don’t forget to have Dante stop by. I gotta run!”

      “Jessie, wait.” His fingers clutched air. Letting her go was like severing his own limb.

      “Just relax and enjoy the show!”

      “I’d rather you wear my jacket. You’ll give them blue balls, Jessica,” he said, but she’d already melted into the crowd. Nate followed her path, knowing he’d be better off retreating to his office for the rest of the night.

      But he’d never been a man to do something just because he should.

      Dorian stepped down from a raised security platform halfway between the bar and the stage when Nate indicated with a jerk of his head that he was relieving him of his post. It was the perfect location where he could keep an eye on Jessie, yet far enough away that he couldn’t jump every other guy who tried to make a pass at her. The two minutes it would take to get to the bar would give him time to settle down and think before he acted.

      That was the plan anyway.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Immortalis take up the mic on the DJ’s platform.

      “What up, Mirage crew?! Can you give me a Happy Halloweeeeen?” He held the mic out to the crowd as they erupted in ecstatic screams. “Welcome to all you intrepid newcomers! We have no tricks—only treats—for you tonight! Those of you who partied here under the old management, listen up and tell me…what time is it?”

      Without skipping a beat the crowd hollered, “Midnight!”

      Immortalis bawled, “Oh come on, now! I said…What. Tiiime. IS IT?”

      “MIDNIGHT!”

      “Hell yeah, bitches! And you know what that meeeeeeans?”

      Nate’s heart hit the deck. Oh, damn. He wasn’t going to like this, was he?

      The music flared on a crazy drop beat. When José and Drake hoisted Jessie up on top of the bar, it dawned on Nate with a rush of heat why she’d requested that pole and over-head railing at her station. She started shaking her hips, making that red floofy skirt bounce all over the place.

      “JaaaaayBlaaaaze, y’all!!!!!” the DJ wailed. The crowd proceeded to go bat-shit crazy as Nate lunged toward the bar feeling every bit as wild and out of control as the gobby drunks he pushed out of his way. As he neared Jessie’s station, he dodged and swatted flying costume pieces of dubious origins that sailed toward the bar.

      Jessie swiveled her hips in time with the thick beat as she sling-shot a sequined bra back into the crowd. José tossed her a hot pink microphone. As soon as her ruby red lips opened Nate could only think of one thing.

      And he bet every other male with a pulse was having the same fantasy.

      That was it.

      She was coming down off that bar counter in five, four, three—

      “Happy Halloween, you sexy, scary crew! It’s only midnight so the party’s far from over. But right about now, I’m thinking there’s something you want. Am I right?” Jessie asked her adoring fans.

      Nate’s eyes were glued to his woman as chants of “Shots!” pealed out, over and over. Many of the men begged for tittie shots.

      Nate’s fist struck the nearest offender and dropped him like a ghetto anchor without a rope. When he turned around, Spencer was smirking at him in that arrogant way of his.

      “You cruising for a proper punch-up, mate?”

      Nate curled his lip at his buddy. “Not interested in a widespread fistfight, thanks. I’ll tell you this much, though, if I make it through the rest of the night without murdering one of these dozies, it’ll be a blooming miracle.”

      “Are you suuure?” Jessie held the mic out over the crowd to amplify their feverish screaming.

      Spencer grinned appreciatively up at Jessie as she paced—no, sauntered—across the top of the bar. Nate shoved Spencer sideways. Spencer apologized with aplomb to the group he’d rammed into before turning back to Nate with an even wider smile.

      “Hmm, your soul mate is rather fit, Nathaniel. Tis a wonder you haven’t burned the place to bloody ashes already.” Spencer paused and looked back up at Jessie. “I would have.”

      Talk of burning things to ashes took on a whole new meaning with Spencer since his element was fire.

      “I hope I’m around when you meet your soul’s match. We’ll see how stroppy you get.”

      Spencer laughed and slapped Nate on the back. “I fear you’ll be waiting a long time, chum.”

      José handed Jessie a bottle of tequila which she held up for all to see. “Are you party people tellin’ me you’re ready for some shots?!”

      The frat boys directly in front of her lost their minds, trying to touch her, making rude gestures with their mouths and fingers. Nate picked two of them up by the front of their shirts and threw them ten feet into the crowd. Spencer took his lead and dispatched the other two in a similar fashion. Nate nodded his thanks to the Guardian, then parked himself in front of Jessie’s position on the bar, reminding himself he wouldn’t—he just couldn’t—pull her down off that counter because it would humiliate her.

      And she was…having fun?

      Huh.

      That was actually a turn on when it really shouldn’t be.

      Right?

      He was seriously becoming a wally over her.

      Didn’t mean he couldn’t try to make himself as large and intimidating as possible, though. It wasn’t his fault if he couldn’t completely control the throat-choking vibes he pushed at any man who got within five feet of her.

      He’d have to recharge all his spent energy for days. Jessie would have to help him with that now, wouldn’t she? He smiled as he looked up at the woman who had stormed into his world on a burst of color that first day he’d caught a glimpse of her from the produce section of the grocery store.

      In less than two months, she’d come to mean so much to him.

      Jessie glanced down at him, winking as though she’d read his mind, and turned her attention back to the crowd. “Well, then, let’s do this! DJ Immortalis, give our Mirage crew what they want!”

      Shots by LMFAO burst from the speakers at an ear-splitting decibel as two dozen shot girls fanned out from the far left side of the bar. They held their loaded shot trays high above their heads as they snaked their way through the crowd to their designated serving locations.

      Nate spun toward Spencer as dread gripped his gut like when he’d woken up on the floor next to his seven-year-old brother. Death had come for his younger sibling early in the night because his skin had already firmed and faded to a terrible bluish-white when Nate had reached to shake him awake.

      “Do you feel that?” His voice scratched the back of his throat.

      “Aye.” Spencer’s eyes roamed over the crowd restlessly. All mirth fled from his face, replaced by cold resolve. The thick, oily energy that had slithered into the place meant demons. Dozens of them by the way Nate’s skin prickled and his hearing amplified. “My comm unit failed earlier. Put the team on high alert. Dorian should have felt the presence, too, but tell him to stay where he is until we know what’s here. Find Jaws and Stark to clue them in.” When Spencer left to alert the human security team members, Nate pulled a man off a bar stool and climbed up to have a better vantage point. A head stood out not only because it was somewhat gray amid a sea of in-their-prime college students, but also because it was racing against the current.

      Mason Jacobs.

      Jessie’s uncle clasped something under his left arm as he scrambled onto the DJ stage. After he placed the object on top of the disc jockey console, his fingers pushed something across the wood, his lips moving quickly like he was on death row praying for salvation.

      Nate’s heart stopped. He’d seen hundreds of rectangular pieces of wood like that over the last century. Ouija board and planchette.

      DJ Immortalis approached to see what the other man was up to. Mason whipped a knife out of his pocket and slashed so viciously at the DJ’s neck his head listed backwards as his body slumped to the floor.

      A couple people who’d witnessed the butchering started screaming and running away from the DJ’s stage.

      Shit, shit, shit! Nate pushed a mental picture of what he’d witnessed to Spencer, Katherine, and Dorian. He glanced back to see the other bartenders helping Jessie off the bar. He had to trust they’d protect her while he focused on the bigger threat to everyone. He jumped down from the stool and bulldozed his way through the as-yet oblivious dancers toward Mason. So far, most people were only laughing at those who were shoving their way to the door, thinking the panicked people were being rude or it was part of Mirage’s Halloween experience.

      Which worked in his favor as far as the number of mind wipes they’d have to do, but then a bad thought crossed his mind.

      Ouija boards were used to call upon dark spirits.

      If the crossroads demon had instructed Mason to summon him while drawing on the power of a Guardian insignia—and there was one etched on the DJ’s platform, goddammit—he would probably generate enough power to create a portal.

      The Seam.

      “Out of my way!” Nate snarled. He was ten feet from Mason when fire erupted from the upside-down, heart-shaped planchette in Mason’s hands. It set off an enormous explosion of solid, blinding light that sent Nate and everyone nearby careening back twenty feet. The blaring electronic music transmuted into radio static. Screams all around him merged with a high pitched squeal spliced with grainy static. Like someone was turning an old-fashioned radio dial, frantically searching for a station.

      Draped layers of taffeta shook and floated down over the u-benches set back into the cove seating areas. Lights on the tables, in the booths, and over the dance floor flickered, faster and faster, like strobes out of control, while the life-sized zombies undulated like they were in their death throes.

      Or coming back to life.

      Nate pushed to his feet, rushing toward Mason who now stood on top of the DJ console with his arms outstretched, palms out. The faux webbing strung over the dance floor vibrated, animating hundreds of plastic spiders that descended toward the dance floor, dangling from translucent threads that somehow acted like arms holding Nate immobile.

      Mason reached into his pocket and pulled out a jar of what looked like blood and a box of matches.

      “Mason, no!” Nate’s heart thundered. Blood spells were prodigious trouble. Especially if the blood was laced with accelerant and ignited.

      Mason picked up DJ Immortalis’s limp body like it weighed naught but a feather. He draped it over the edge of the stage so the DJ’s blood streamed down over the Guardian insignia. Then he poured the jarful of blood on Immortalis, tossed a lit match to ignite the body, and chanted an ancient summoning spell.

      A sickening acrid smell assaulted Nate’s nose. Sulfur.

      Nonono! Nate called on his element to make the floor surge towards the DJ’s stage.

      Unfathomable layers of the earth shook, deeper and more comprehensively than even Nate could make the ground rattle.

      “The legions are coming. They’re coming for you!” Mason rasped in an unusually deep voice as Nate finally shook free of the spider webs and reached Mason, grasping his legs to take him down. Mason’s head cracked against the stage floor, knocking him out.

      The club went black except for the continued burning of Immortalis’s body. There was stunned silence in the eerie pitch. The hairs raised on the back of Nate’s neck as a brittle cold stole around him, sapping his will to move.

      Then the world fell.
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      Monsters are real.

      Jessie coughed in the dark, trying to get her bearings. Her left arm felt like it was on fire, sliced open from something—shards of glass, likely—and doused with eighty proof alcohol from the bottles that had tumbled from the shelves.  Moans, crying, and screams punctuated the darkness. Complete panic and mayhem had erupted as the club goers stampeded toward the exits. Her stomach pitched at the smell of rotten eggs. She brought her hand up to cover her mouth as she gagged. What the hell had happened? One minute things were normal, the next she was watching Mason kill one of her friends.

      Her uncle had murdered Immortalis. My God!

      Nate had taken her possessed uncle down. A normal human male wouldn’t have been able to do that single-handedly, not in Mason’s state.

      After that, an earthquake. Never mind that earthquakes were supposedly rare and unremarkable in Minnesota. She’d been airborne for what seemed like an eternity. Weightless as the world dropped. Or maybe it was just the club? When the tremors had ceased, they’d come to a bone-cracking stop.

      Her stomach twisted, and her head pounded. She gingerly fingered the goose egg swelling on the back of her noggin.

      “Jessie, you okay, gorda?”

      José. She coughed again. “Yeah. Be careful for the glass. I think it’s everywhere. Is Drake with you?” And where was Dante? She heard glass crunch underfoot and smelled José’s cologne as he leaned closer to be heard over the sounds of chaos. “Drake’s unconscious. We have to get out of here.”

      “Jessie, where are you?”

      Nate? Her skin prickled. She’d heard his voice as clearly as if he were actually speaking to her. It wasn’t the first time either, which only fueled her increasing alarm that Nate was…more than a man. Then again, maybe she’d hit her head even harder than she’d thought.

      José’s hands came under her knees and against her back like he was going to lift her. She pushed away from him. “No, help Drake instead. I’ll see about getting us some light so we can find the—”

      She was going to say exit, but after what had happened, she wasn’t so sure she’d like what she’d find outside these walls either. Call it instinct. Maybe survival. She reached for the flashlight velcroed underneath her work station.

      “No, Jessie. It’s too late for—”

      The emergency generator restored power to the building. The lights and club music resumed like nothing had happened, yet the screaming and pushing of the crowd seemed amplified now that they could see the terror and panic reflected in one another’s faces. Jessie’s muscles locked, watching people trample each other, clawing their way to the exits like animals. Most of them were bloody and dirty from the rubble of the earthquake. Their costumes and the club’s Halloween decorations created a macabre scene from Hell that had come to life.

      “Dante!” she yelled toward all corners of the club, knowing it was futile, but needing to anyway.

      No one could get out. They pounded and shoved, but the exit doors wouldn’t budge. How many people were under that mass, trampled by now? Please don’t let Dante be one of them.

      Jessie’s heart thundered against her rib cage, and she was short of breath. We can’t die in here. Not like this. She swung to her left. Terrible emotion opened her mouth and squeezed her chest. Drake. Slumped back against his station, eyes wide open, a corkscrew embedded in his skull. “Oh my God!”

      José grabbed her. “He’s gone, Jess. We need to get out of here!”

      “How? We’re trapped!” she yelled back.

      “Jessie!”

      She glanced toward the dance floor. Her heart surged to see Nate pushing through the throng as though people were mere gnats. He vaulted the counter, pulled her from José’s grasp, wrapped his arms around her and buried his face in her hair. She could swear his heartbeat slowed next to her ear. But then, she was crazy, right? She was hallucinating all of this. Nate was human, and he hadn’t vaulted countertops, shoved entire groups of people down like paper dolls, or commanded the floors to come alive beneath their goddamn feet.

      Please let it all be a bad dream.

      Because if it wasn’t, she was falling in love with a monster.

      She swallowed back a wave of nausea and pushed out of his arms. “What happened here? You know, don’t you?” His guarded expression cleared more of the fog in her head. It also made her more afraid. “Jesus, t-there’s been some kind of natural disaster, right? Or…or has the next world war started? Was it a bomb? I saw Mason—” Her voice broke as she raised her hand, mimicking Mason when he’d cut Immortalis.

      Nate cupped her face, staring intently into her eyes. “Stay with me, Jess. I need to get you downstairs. It’s the safest place right now.”

      “What are you even saying? There is no downstairs anymore, Nate! In case you didn’t feel it, we just had an epic earthquake. Nobody can get out because all the doors are blocked. They’re killing each other trying to get out!”

      “I don’t have time to answer your questions. I’ll take care of this, I promise.”

      But he couldn’t. How could anyone? It would take an act of God to fix this.

      New screams erupted near the DJ platform. Nate grabbed her arm, pulling her past José, steering her toward the hallway. She yanked her arm free of his grasp and turned to look toward the commotion.

      Mason.

      Dorian stood guard over her uncle, who was tied up and thrashing so hard his chair overturned. She lunged toward Mason, but Nate scooped her up and pushed his way through the crowd. She could hear Mason’s wild grunts and furious hissing over the music. No human could make sounds that loud. She looked over Nate’s shoulder and found Mason’s eyes trained on her. Yellow. Glowing. Like Eugene’s.

      Another monster.

      Nate turned into the hallway. She couldn’t see what was happening on the dance floor any more. “No! Put me down! Mason isn’t right. We need to stop him before he hurts anyone else. And I have to find Dante!”

      Nate squeezed her more tightly, immobilizing her arms so she couldn’t wriggle free. “Your uncle is sick. I’ll take care of it and find Dante, but I need you downstairs.”

      “Sick? He’s not sick, Nate. I saw him murder someone in cold blood. And his eyes…”

      “How long has your uncle been involved in the occult?” he asked.

      Everything inside her froze. “What?”

      “How long has he used or owned occult objects like Ouija boards, skulls, charms or amulets, items of the Zodiac, tarot cards, crystals, dragon figures, or even Yin and Yang symbols?”

      Jessie shook her head, not able to follow. Mason had accused Nate of hiding occult items in the downstairs storage room, but now Nate was saying the same of Mason?

      “His eyes were yellow,” she blurted as Nate stopped at the storage room door he’d shown her a few hours ago. It felt like years. He set her down carefully like he was afraid she’d collapse at his feet. “Earlier in the night. I thought I’d imagined the same thing about the club promoter’s eyes. What the hell is going on?”

      He searched her eyes. He looked so human. He was going to tell her something important. She could feel it. She moved closer to him, but wrapped her arms around her waist. The next few moments passed in a blur. Nate raised his arms as though shielding her, speaking in a tongue she didn’t recognize in a threatening voice that made her pulse knock in her throat. The door to his private sanctuary flew open of its own accord. “I’m sorry, Jessie. You’ll be safest here.”

      She had a fleeting glance of an attractive salt and pepper-haired man who approached the head of the stairs above them before Nate shoved her inside the room and slammed the door, leaving her inside the warm space alone. The unknown man’s husky laughter carried down the stairs and through the door along with what sounded like screams from the main level.

      She flung herself against the solid wood. She twisted and shook the door knob until her vocal chords ached with her vows that Nate would be sorry. Oh, he would.

      The son of a bitch had locked her in.
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      Jessie dropped her hands to her side and leaned her forehead against the warm door. A primitive voice in her head urged her to lose herself in screams like those erupting upstairs. They were so awful she wanted to crawl up into the fireplace flue in case something managed to find her down here.

      Something…like what?

      Monsters.

      “Stop it!” She spun around in the room alight with candles in sconces and tall, glass hurricanes. How was this room still here? She looked at the ceiling and walls, but there weren’t any cracks in the foundation. Still, she felt like a sitting duck. What if there was another quake? A friend from California had told her that aftershocks were common. That was bad enough, but honestly, there was more to this situation than an earthquake.

      Something bad had happened. Something epic. Nate had said ‘occult.’

      And then there were Eugene and Mason’s scary eyes.

      She ran to open all the cupboards. She was a visual person. If she could write it down, she’d be better able to draw connections. To fit the pieces of the puzzle together. There was all kinds of food and dishes, but technology or paper. Not even any pens to make notes on paper towels about what she’d observed.

      Who was that man at the top of the stairs? He was sophisticated in a suit and tie, his face friendly and clean-shaven from what she’d gathered in the couple of seconds before Nate had pushed her into this room. She looked again at the inscription on the mantle.

      You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons;

      
        
        you cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons.

      

      

      Panic fluttered at the edges of her sanity. Mason had warned her about Nate, but then she’d watched her uncle kill in cold blood. It was so horrific. Was he sick, fried on drugs, or…? Nate had warned her that Mason wasn’t all that he seemed, but then what was Nate, exactly?

      Things didn’t add up. Things like his unusual physical strength and agility. Questions had been nagging at her the last several days, but she’d been so determined to push them away. She didn’t want anything to spoil the remaining time she had with him.

      Well, she couldn’t ignore the questions any more. How could he have vaulted over the bar like that or carried her through the throng and down the stairs without even a hitch in his breathing? What about Nate showing up in Mason’s neighborhood three days ago? He hadn’t driven across two suburbs and left his car in the wrong neighborhood to ask them if they wanted a tour of Mirage. No, he’d been carrying the woman who’d raved about evil skeletons.

      Then there was the so-called special effects in the club’s flooring.

      And his cheek wound and ghastly belly scar that were mysteriously gone. They had been there. She’d swear it on her grandparents’ burial plots.

      What the hell was going on?

      A tremendous crash reverberated above her. Have to get out of here. She poked through the cupboards and drawers again. She grabbed a couple of butter knives and a fork, cursing when she looked at her costume, realizing that she had few options when it came to hiding weapons. She tossed the fork back into the drawer and shoved a pair of knives in her knee high socks. They were fairly visible, and she wasn’t sure she’d actually have the cojones to use them if it came to it, but she felt better knowing they were there.

      She ran to the bookcase and reached for the biggest hard cover when the door opened.

      Dorian. “What are you doing here?” Was he a monster, too?

      The tall, underwear-model-look-alike wiped blood from his swollen nose. “Juice it up, girl. Someone told me I’m supposed to take you to Nate, so let’s git.”

      Whether he was a monster or not, she refused to be trapped down here one more minute. She barely kept up with Dorian as they hauled ass upstairs. Once she reached the main level, she gagged at the stench of body odor and rotten eggs. She tottered, nearly falling back down the stairs. Bodies—people!—lying everywhere in the hallway. So many it was like an obstacle course. They must have dropped while in flight to the exits.

      She tried to take a deep breath, but air stuck in her throat. She stopped weaving around the bodies, reaching out for the wall to steady herself. “Oh God, they’re all dead!”

      Dorian glanced back at her with a frown. “Only a few dozen. The rest we put to sleep like we always do while we handle— ” He must have seen her eyes widen. “Aw, naw.” He turned completely around and bent to stare into her eyes. “Fuck me! You don’t know anything yet, do you?” He spun away and hammered a fist into the wall, grumbling how Nate was going to nail his ass to a tree.

      Jessie knelt down to check the pulse of the three bodies closest to her. Their skin remained warm even though the temperature must have dropped at least twenty degrees since she’d last been up here. And all of them had a steady pulse, thank you Lord.

      Dorian hauled her to her feet and started marching her back toward the stairs. She tried to pull out of his grasp, but he only held on tighter. “Where are we going?”

      “I made a mistake. Guess I wasn’t supposed to get you after all.” His face clouded with a grim determination that only served to feed her own. She needed to find Nate and Dante. Needed to know her grandparents were okay. Her body softened when Dorian’s booted foot hit the first stair. When his fingers relaxed on her forearm, she lurched back, breaking his hold. She turned and ran for the dance floor. A roar like something from her worst nightmare ricocheted around her, raising the hair all over her body as she came face to face with something unimaginable. She opened her mouth and screamed.

      Screamed until she was hoarse.

      The seven-foot monster in front of her seemed to smile before raising his hulk-like arms to the ceiling and opening his scaly mouth to bellow in response. He walked on two feet and had the legs, torso, and arms of a man, but that’s where the similarities ended. His face was triangular and scaly with red eyes set in a head that was indistinguishable from his neck. Steely plates protruded from the hump of his back and the two horns curling from the top of his head were as sharp as her mother’s tongue had been in the middle of a bender.

      Jessie heard a shout from the left before she was slammed to the ground. She’d know that husky timbre anywhere, anytime, for always. Nate! His large, heavy body bore down on her as a shower of warm blood sprayed across her face. His terrible gasp filled her with terror. She fought to lever up under him, but found herself pushed into a new set of arms. Nate staggered around to put himself between her and the scaly creature, the skin of his back in shreds.

      “No!” Her gaze shot around the place wildly. More bodies everywhere and more shocking creatures being killed by Spencer, Stark, and Jawahar—with swords and axes!—whose faces showed nothing of the disbelief or hysteria she was lit up with, only steely concentration and determination.

      Another roar snagged her attention. Nate wielded a sword of his own, glinting in the meager light cast by the emergency generator. He advanced on the monster that must outweigh him by three hundred pounds. He sliced a chunk out of the monster’s midsection, but wasn’t fast enough on the withdrawal. The demon swiped its tree-trunk of an arm, catching Nate across the neck. Blood poured down Nate’s chest.

      Jessie’s whole body shook as she battered at the arms that drug her toward the back of the room.

      “Lady, stop your struggles.” A man. Big and bald with tattoos on his eyelids and the right half of his face. He grabbed her cheeks to make her look into his dark brown eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you. I am Cruz Zavala, head of security at Iniquity, Jinx’s Tokyo club.”

      Nate had spoken of him. Gentle giant, he’d said. Could calm the wind from a tornado. Yeah, not today. “We have to help Nate! That thing is going to kill him. Please!” Jessie cried.

      Cruz increased the pressure on her skull, dimming the panic rising through her. “Calm yourself. Nate and the other Guardians are the only ones standing between us and those demons. Humans like us can do nothing against a Demogorgon like that. If you distract Nate much longer, we’ll all be…”

      Human? Guardians? Demogorgon?

      Cruz was still talking in that soothing voice. Jessie could see his lips moving, the tight lines around his eyes the only sign of stress on his tattooed face. But his sound had muted. All the wet, gory sounds of bloodshed and fighting had receded, too. Nate would die if no one did anything to help. In the vacuum of her mind, Jessie’s eyes drank in her surroundings and saw many things at once. Bodies of both sleeping and dead party goers amid the overturned tables and chairs. Dorian, Spencer, Jawahar, and Katherine engaged in their own life and death struggles with creatures Jessie would have never believed possible. Nate’s blood slicking up the floor, pieces of tendon and muscle flayed from his body and hanging in shreds.

      The jagged edge of the broken, metal chair leg.

      She kneed Cruz between the legs and dove for the length of sharp steel. When she had the chair leg in her hands, she ran toward the creature and used her inertia to try to drive the chair leg like a stake into his back. The metal failed to penetrate his thick skin. As the creature turned toward her, its elbow spike sliced open her cheek. She had a second to stare into its cold, intelligent eyes—a moment to face her death—before the eyes, horns, and head were suddenly gone, sliced cleanly away by Nate’s silver sword.

      She blinked, saw black, and went down.

      She came back sputtering and squinting against a bright light.

      She shook her head. Felt like she was gonna throw up, her brain was spinning so fast. And Heavens, the smell. Her cheek burned like hell’s flame, too. She brought her hand to her face. Sticky. She cracked her eyes open wider to peer at her fingers. Blood?

      “Get her hands on him, now!”

      Sounded like Katherine. Hands grasped Jessie under the armpits, jerking her upright into a seated position. They placed her hands on something gooey and slippery. Her mouth dried as she came instantly, brutally awake.

      “Nate!” Her fingers fumbled with his bloody skin, trying to rake pieces of him up over his raw, exposed innards as he lay dying on the dance floor. “Somebody call an ambulance, please hurry! Help me stop the bleeding!” She yelled for Dorian and Cruz. Nate was bleeding out, yet those two were too busy dragging the beheaded monster off to the other side of the club to give a damn. Same with Spencer, who was doing weird swirly things with his hands near the club entrance. And Katherine, blonde hair trailing from her chignon, was on her knees beside Nate, her eyes closed, her lips moving in what looked like a silent prayer.

      But prayers alone weren’t gonna do it. Why didn’t anyone do anything useful? Jessie grabbed a tablecloth that had fallen to the floor and pressed the fabric to Nate’s chest to help slow his rapid blood loss.

      It’s not enough. A great gasp broke through her lips. “Katherine, please, please help!”

      When Nate’s Unholy Inc partner opened her eyes, they were a crystalline pink, a color that spread through the rest of her skin, down her neck to suffuse her whole body in a pale, rosy glow. She placed one hand on Nate’s forehead and one on his mangled hand. “Lay your hands upon his heart and together we will heal him.”

      “What?”

      “Do it!” The walls shook with Katherine’s unearthly bellow.

      Jessie jumped and laid her hands over the strips of skin where his heart had stopped pumping moments ago. She’d known because the blood had stopped flowing out of him. Jessie’s throat burned, her chest feeling as torn apart as Nate’s. She bowed her head and closed her eyes, unable to stop her gasping sobs.

      Nate was dead. Killed by a monster.

      Monsters are real.

      She leaned back, ready to end this healing farce when the skin underneath her fingertips tightened. She blinked, shook her head and looked again. Nate’s color was returning, his tissues knitting together right in front of her eyes.

      The glow beaming from Katherine faded and shone, faded and shone abruptly, like a child playing with a dimmer switch. Four, then five times until Spencer gathered her as she shivered violently, then slumped back, clearly exhausted as if she’d…what? Absorbed some of the horrific damage Nate’s body had sustained?

      Jessie’s gaze skittered back and forth between Nate, Katherine, and Spencer. Then down at Nate’s body that was repairing itself as she watched. “What are you people?”

      Spencer ignored her question. “Kiss him. It will help him mend faster since you’re his sou—”

      Katherine snapped her fingers in front of his mouth before he could finish what he was saying. He spared a quick glare at Katherine before yelling at Jessie. “If you care about him at all, do it now!”

      “Are you kidding me?” What brand of crazy was this? Nate needed a surgeon, not some lip lock.

      Spencer frowned. “Hurry, Jessica. With Katherine now depleted, we need Nate at full capacity to reverse the wards to forestall the demons from entering the club.”

      “Demons.” Jessie mumbled.

      “Aye, demons,” Spencer snarled back. “The ones that crawled out when your brilliant uncle decided to unfasten a Seam of Hell.”

      The ground trembled, shaking the walls so hard more plaster flaked off the load-bearing pillars, raining down hazy dust. Jessie leaned over Nate to shield him from falling debris, his body still knitting together, but considerably slower since Katherine wasn’t touching him any longer. Jessie pressed her lips to Nate’s, feeling a strange energy wrapping around her. Around them. She sighed into his mouth as his lips parted for her. Then, his hand was in her hair.

      She leaned back abruptly, blinking at him. “You’re not dead.”

      “So it appears.” Nate smiled and the great pressure in her chest began to ease. She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed as hard as she could, blubbering, until…

      She reeled back on her haunches, staring at his newly perfected face. “I’ve never even had a choice in any of this, have I?”

      Nate sat up, sparing a quick glance at his chest as his face grew serious. “Yes, you have, Jessie. Everything that I am, and everything that happens is because of free will.”

      Everything that had happened to her was free will? Riiight. “What are you?”

      He stood, then offered to help her to her feet, but she refused. He looked around as though assessing.

      “Answer me!” she cried.

      “I’m a post-human. We are called Guardians because we protect humans from demons.”

      “Post human. So you’re an angel?”

      “No. I was born a man, but because of my less-than-ethical choices, after I died, I became…what I am today.”

      “Which means?”

      “I have super senses, I live a really long time, and I have a second chance to make good decisions.”

      This was so far-fetched she wouldn’t be able to make this shit up if she tried. “Does everyone get this buyout option?”

      “No. Only those who were bad in their human—”

      “We don’t have time for this, Nate.” Katherine’s voice held a slight waver Jessie had never detected before. It wasn’t comforting. “Asmodeus is rallying outside. I heard a few demons say his name. And…I feel it.”

      Jessie couldn’t help looking around. There were so many pockets of shadows in the nightclub. “Has anyone seen Dante?”

      Nate nodded. “He’s asleep with the others in the back room near the pool tables.”

      Thank Heavens. “Who’s Asmodeus?”

      Nate shoved a table and two leather benches aside to retrieve his sword. When he stood, he looked at Katherine and nodded his head toward Jessie. “Heal her. Please, Katherine.”

      How could he know about the lump on the back of her head. “No, I’m…”

      Katherine laid her cool fingers on the back of Jessie’s skull where her pulse beat in the goose egg that seemed to be driving nails into her brain. Soon, Katherine’s fingers warmed, and a bubbly feeling floated through Jessie like the prelude to a happy buzz. Then, her pain was gone.

      When Katherine removed her fingers, Jessie touched the back of her head. The large contusion was gone. Unbelievable. “Thank you.”

      Katherine acknowledged the gratitude with a slight dip to her chin, even paler than before. Jessie righted a chair and patted the seat, which Katherine accepted. Dorian and Spencer drew patterns in the air with their hands as they chanted, making quarter turns at the end of each breath. Members of the security team who’d come from other Unholy Inc nightclubs were sprinkling greenery, salt, and water from a cross-adorned container along the perimeter of the building, concentrating on the doors and windows. The walls still trembled.

      Almost as though something wanted in.

      “Who’s Asmodeus?” Jessie repeated. “And how can we protect ourselves?”

      A muscle ticked in Nate’s jaw as he looked her in the eye. “Asmodeus is one of Satan’s children. He’s a dark prince who commands one of the Legions of Hell. We protect ourselves by killing him before he kills us.”

      Her jaw slackened, her shoulders fell. She shook her head because what else was she supposed to do? Maybe start screaming. She’d never be able to stuff this knowledge away again. This was material you read about in horror stories or watched on TV. This couldn’t be her life. “What does he want?” she whispered.

      Nate jogged to a hidden panel in the front of the stage and withdrew a few small, circular blades from a velvet-lined box, a black pouch that he attached to his belt loop, and a bottle of clear liquid, which also had a cross on it. Then he stalked back to her, his expression inscrutable. His face was so dear, yet so foreign seen through these new lenses.

      “We’re not entirely sure what he wants yet. I’m sorry you had to find out this way. You should have stayed in the sanctorum,” he said.

      “That’s what you call the room downstairs.”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Can you really kill one of Satan’s children?”

      He brushed a curly piece of hair from her eyes and smiled. “I’m going to keep you safe, Jess.”

      “Your avoidance of the question isn’t reassuring. You weren’t even going to tell me—about any of this—were you?”

      He hesitated. “I was.”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I was. Tonight. I just needed time to figure out how I was going to explain. In my experience—hell, in almost all of our experiences—most people can’t handle knowing about beings like us. Knowing that we exist only because there are demons who walk the Earth, who crave inflicting pain and suffering before sucking the life out of you. You can’t tell me you’re fine with all this. That you’re not scared out of your bloody mind?”

      “Yeah, but…ooo, I hate this!” She paced around the room, stepping over a few people they hadn’t yet moved off to the side.

      Spencer approached Nate. They stared at each other without saying anything, until Spencer nodded, then turned to walk to where Dorian and Cruz stood by the DJ stage. While they’d looked at each other, she’d felt the word Alexios echo powerfully through her mind.

      Felt? Why—or how—would she feel a word?

      “You can talk to me—in my mind. Can’t you?” she asked.

      Nate’s eyebrows lifted momentarily. “It’s nothing to be afraid of, Jess.”

      “That’s easy for you to say!” She gestured to the unconscious, costumed cat-girl curled up beside a one-eyed pirate on the floor. “Will Dante and the rest of these people wake up normally?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will they remember anything?”

      “Most of them were drunk when we put them under,” he replied.

      “But not Dante.”

      Nate sighed. “No, not Dante.”

      “How long will you keep them like this? And how will you explain the time advance?”

      “Their minds will be wiped of all but how much fun they were having. If they’re confused about anything, they’ll blame it on the alcohol.”

      “Mind wiping? You can do that?”

      He shrugged. Unreal. This was all way too scary. She pinched the underside of her forearm, but the painful sting meant she wasn’t dreaming. She’d never been the kind to explain away paranormal stuff. The universe was too big to think humans could perceive everything that might be out there. But she’d never thought she’d witness the veneer falling between what she thought she knew…and what was actually going on.

      Her heart thumped painfully in her chest. “When did you live? Like, how long ago?”

      He approached her, but she backed away.

      “Jessie, we’ve shared so much. I know you feel a connection between us.” He raised a hand to touch her cheek, then dropped it. She did feel something, but how could she trust that? If he could make the floor heave with a thought, who was to say he couldn’t manipulate her feelings, too?

      Nate’s lips lifted briefly, but the hollowness in his eyes told another story. “I was killed in 1915 when a German Zeppelin dropped a bomb on London during World War I. Besides Dorian, who only died five years ago, I’m actually considered fairly young.”

      She tried to swallow but her mouth was too dry. “How many others of… your kind are there?”

      “Several hundred operate nightclubs in the Unholy Inc network, and thousands more are Guardian free agents who deal with rogue demons around the world. I don’t know our exact numbers.”

      World War I, and he was considered young by Guardian standards? Black spots swam in her vision. Nate helped her fold in half at the waist so her head was close to her knees. She blinked rapidly.

      “Deep breaths, Jess.”

      She inhaled so deeply, she started coughing. After a few more breaths, Nate pulled her up. His eyes searched hers, but she knew he wouldn’t find what he was after. She was blank, washed out, short-circuited. She didn’t even know what questions she should be asking.

      Nate walked her across the dance floor toward the hallway. “I need you in the sanctorum until we get this figured out.”

      She pulled out of his grasp. “I need to check on my grandparents.”

      “I will make sure they are protected. I promise, Jess, but you can’t leave right now.” You’d never make it, was the implied meaning in his eyes. She put her hands in her hair and looked around helplessly, trying to make sense of it all.

      Spencer jogged up to them. “Nate, the metropolis dropped.”

      “What do you mean, dropped?” Nate asked.

      “The Twin Cities and many suburbs—I’m not sure the precise number at this point—have descended twenty feet into the earth’s crust, cutting off power, communications, roads, and all means of transportation—air and otherwise—since it also appears there is a force field encompassing the entire area,” Spencer said.

      “My grandparents!” Jessie cried. “Everyone’s buried alive?”

      Spencer turned to her. “No, Jessica, I’m sorry I frightened you. What I mean is that the Twin Cities are still generally intact—however there’s a twenty-foot cliff jutting up around the edges of the drop. The area literally took an elevator-ride two stories down into the Earth’s crust.”

      Oh My God.

      The walls shook with an aftershock, detaching two of the large disco balls from the ceiling beams. Dorian sprinted to catch them as they fell. Slow, scary sounds swirled outside. That would be the demons. Don’t. Panic. Nate grabbed Jessie’s arm again to pull her toward the hallway, but she planted her feet. “How are you guys going to fix this?” She looked from Nate to Spencer, but neither of them said anything. She could feel strange vibrations in the air, though, so they were probably doing that telepathy thing again. “Well? Don’t tell me this ‘dropped earth’ thing hasn’t happened before.”

      “Not in the last four hundred years or so,” Spencer drawled. “We could ask Jinx or Alexios for a wider time frame. However, I don’t ever recall them talking about—”

      “Four hundred years?” Jessie shook her head. “This…this is just…I can’t believe this. Are demons around humans all the time, but we just don’t see them?”

      Nate nodded as more demons howled outside. “Dark spirits who find a way back to Earth have to possess a human host quickly as their mist forms can’t survive long without a physical body on this plane.”

      Horrors. “What’s going on right now then?” When Nate pursed his lips, she put a palm on his chest. “If you’re not going to tell me, I want to go home.”

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the hallway, only stopping when they were out of earshot of the others. He took her other hand, squeezing both of them in one of his own. His eyes looked haunted. “Do you want me to wipe your memories?”

      Other sounds—dark and threatening—scattered through her mind. She looked over at the mouth of the stairs expecting to see the man in the suit standing there again. Maybe she should have Nate make her forget all of it. Then these voices would go away. “This is all insane. I should say yes, but I can’t.”

      He nodded, looking relieved, which afforded her some relief as well. He held up his hands. “I’ll be right back. Stay. Here.”

      She followed him to the dance floor where Spencer was arguing with Katherine. When Nate noticed her he threw up his hands. “Woman, why don’t you listen?”

      “You’re not my…” Well, actually he was her boss. Then again, she didn’t really have a job anymore since the whole metro area was Demon Central. “I think all bets are off at this point, don’t you?”

      “No. Right now, martial law rules. You don’t know anything about these demons, so you’ll take my word as law.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Really.”

      “Knock it off, you simpering fools. Your fatal attraction is beyond tedious when we have work to do.” Spencer glared at them before waving Cruz and Dorian over. “You chaps alright with holding things down here so I can venture out again…” Spencer’s voice trailed off, his eyes going blank, then crackling with anger before he refocused on those standing around him. “My head of security at Inferno has informed me that there are high level demons at my club as well. More fallout from the rift in the Seam, I’d wager, though our city hasn’t plummeted into the Earth’s bowels, so that’s something. Katherine, have you checked in with Liquid?”

      The female Guardian shook her head, and moments later, her eyes took on that same faraway look until a battle light came into her gaze. Nate yelled, “Wait!” But it was too late. Spencer and Katherine simply….vanished.

      Jessie closed her gaping mouth when she felt Nate’s eyes on her. “Where…?”

      “They teleported, most likely to their clubs. It’s actually good news that the archdemons weren’t able to stop them from doing so with the force field in place.” Nate looked like he was quite serious. But…this was Minnesota while Spencer’s club was in California and Katherine’s was in Hawaii.

      Jessie rubbed her eyes. Too much.

      “Dammit!” Nate paced as he fired off orders to the remaining security team. He offered to teleport them to their home bases as soon as things were secure here. Then they went to complete their tasks, leaving Jessie with Nate—yet not alone, with all the sleepers on the club’s perimeter.

      “Can you take people with you when you do that beam-me-up-Scotty thing that Katherine and Spencer did?” she asked.

      “Yes, but it’s taxing.” He took a cushion off one of the u-benches and placed it under a sleeping co-ed’s head. “I’ll answer all your questions as best I can. But later, okay?”

      “I want to know how to protect myself if they get in.” When they get in.

      “I’m not going to let anything hurt you. I swear it.”

      “You can’t be with me always.”

      “NATHANIEL.”

      Her knees wobbled at the powerful reverberation of his name. Especially when she noted Nate had momentarily paled. “Who was that?”

      “Jessie, you need to go back into the sanctorum. It’s a safe room where no demons can enter.”

      “I thought you were doing that abracadabra thing to keep them from coming in the club.”

      “They’re called wards. And yes, we are. But it’s going to take extra time to get this area as fail-safe as the sanctorum because your uncle breached my earth element and opened the Seam with an extremely powerful summoning spell.”

      “Where is Mason anyway?”

      Nate’s fingers were warm on her shoulders. “He made a deal with a crossroads demon who promised him something in exchange for his soul when he died. Crossroads demons don’t typically get involved in violent episodes like this, so I’m guessing the demon was being controlled by the archdemon who wanted this Seam rift.”

      “So you haven’t seen Mason?”

      “He accomplished their mission and is no longer valuable to them. I’m sorry, Jess, but he’s probably dead.”

      “But you guys had him. When and how did he get away?” As soon as the question was out, she knew the answer. She looked toward the spot where Nate had faced off with the Demogorgon. Yeah, that must’ve been when Mason had escaped. She reached for a barstool, her legs wobbly like a newborn colt’s. When Nate pulled her into his arms, she wanted to curl up there and wake, many hours later, to find that this was all a bad dream.

      But no, Nate was taking her somewhere.

      Downstairs.

      She shook her head. “Don’t put me back in that room.”

      His jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

      “What happened to free will?”

      “It goes away when you’re in danger.”

      The hell you say. She tried to release herself from him, but of course he was abnormally strong, and her efforts were as puny as a housefly banging against a screen door. “At least tell me how to fight a demon. There’s got to be a way for humans to protect ourselves.”

      “Be good.”

      Even though it was pointless, she struggled again on principle. “Screw you, Nate.”

      “Settle down. That’s not how I meant it. Being good is how you fight a demon. Or at least, it’s how you prevent yourself from being particularly vulnerable to one. Don’t do bad shit. When humans make bad choices, they leave pockets in their souls that demons can sense. Evil spirits hunting for a host are good trackers. And they do it fast, believe me.”

      He opened the sanctorum’s door, somehow made the lights turn on all by themselves, and set her on her feet on the most luxurious rug she’d ever seen. “If you leave me in here, you’ll regret it.”

      “I doubt it.” His eyes took on a determined gleam. “Don’t waste your fingernails or vocal chords trying to get out.”

      As he slammed the door, she noticed he touched his abdomen where his wicked scar had been. And yeah, it damn well had been there. His action felt important somehow. Like there was something about that scar that was going to change her life forever.

      She ran to the door and started pounding.
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      Nate lunged up the stairs three at a time and sprinted down the hallway to assist the others in safeguarding the club with wards, herbs, holy water, salt, and iron. Jessie could be pissed at him until the next millennium if it meant she was safe.

      He was pretty sure that had been an ancient demon calling him by name moments ago. Ancient and powerful. And from the sound of it, four other Unholy Inc clubs were likewise shoring up their properties against the same formidable evil. Which meant they couldn’t help one another, except by sharing intel.

      He grabbed a broom and began clearing the debris from the dance floor as he reached into the ether to connect with Jinx Tanaka at Iniquity. “Do you have any idea what we’re dealing with here?”

      Jinx didn’t answer right away. He couldn’t feel her either. Then…

      “Kinda busy right now making a pincushion out of a cocksucking Demogorgon, Hellraiser.”

      “That’s brilliant, Jinx. I can tell you’re doing your best to live down your bloodthirsty reputation.”

      She grunted, then let out a war whoop Nate imagined she’d sounded hundreds of times as an onna-bugeisha, a female warrior who fought beside samurai men in early twelfth century Japan.

      She chuckled. “Kill or be killed, I always say. Alexios believes the old ones rattling our cages are Princes of Hell. Aren’t we lucky? I’ve been dying to try out my double-sided naginata for ages.”

      Nate almost smiled at the image of tiny, fine-boned Jinx wielding the long, bladed spear. She’d always been one of the most ruthless Guardians. But if Princes of Hell had boots on the ground here on Earth, the time for smiling was over. “I couldn’t reach Alexios a few moments ago. Is everything buttoned up at Rapture?” he asked.

      “Alexios’s crew sustained several casualties before he got things locked down at his club. He probably doesn’t want to talk to you because this shitstorm erupted at your club.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you really think?”

      “Aww, did I hurt your feelings, English? Apparently finding your soul mate has made you soft.”

      Femme fatales were such a pain in the ass. He leaned the broom against the bar. It was a good thing she couldn’t see him cleaning. He’d never live it down. “No other Guardians I’ve contacted have been affected by the Seam rift like we have. You have any other perspectives?”

      “No. Which leads me to believe they want—"

      “The relics,” they said simultaneously.

      Of course. It was the first thing he’d thought of, but it would’ve been nice to be wrong. Demons raising hell for the sake of being assholes didn’t sound so bad once you considered other reasons why they’d come.

      In other words, they were on a mission to claim the relics.

      He’d known it would happen eventually—all the Guardians did—he’d only hoped it wouldn’t be in this century. Especially now with Jessie in the picture. But it made sense—the Legions of Hell didn’t have the juice to get Lucifer out of his cage without the relics. If they managed to steal even a few, the archdemons would likely have enough mojo to force the archangels’ hand.

      And if the archangels got involved, that meant Armageddon.

      It was a dominoes thing. If the Guardians failed, the end of the world would begin.

      No pressure.

      Nate severed the connection with Jinx, then went to share what he’d learned with Dorian, Stark, Jaws, and Cruz. By seven-thirty, as the first rays of sunlight set the opaque glass blocks to glowing above the entrance door, he and the others had scouted the city in a ten-mile radius. They’d also reversed the wards that lured demons into the club, rescued humans they found trapped in the rubble, fought the remaining twelve demons who’d hidden in the club’s dark spaces, and incinerated thirty-seven of them they’d captured in Devil’s Traps throughout the club—circular symbols etched into the floor or painted on the ceiling that physically detained demons and inhibited many of their powers.

      Too bad they hadn’t collected enough evil-summoning objects to perform a vanquishing ceremony. It might not get rid of the archdemon who’d come calling, but it would kill all the lesser demons in a ten block radius.

      They had three possessions that would have to wait for exorcisms since Katherine was no longer on site, but bringing in a priest for the job would be much easier now that daylight had broken and most demons would hide out until nightfall when their power resurged.

      Exhausted and hungry, Nate descended the stairs to the sanctorum as softly as possible. All he wanted to do was eat and lay down in a soft place with Jessie. He paused outside the door, pressing his ear to the dense wood, listening. Several times as the morning had worn on, he’d been tempted to let her out of the room. But with every hiss and promise of retribution from the dying demons’ mouths, he’d known he was doing the right thing.

      Keeping her safe was all that mattered.

      His fingers closed around the doorknob. He whispered the unlocking ward, turned the lock tumbler with the power of his mind, and swiveled the brass knob. The door swung open abruptly, catching him off balance so he stumbled into the room with great momentum. He slid forward, scraping his knees on the stone tile and his broken nose on the walnut side table.

      “That’s for all the lies,” Jessie announced above him as he groaned, swiveled, and plopped down to his bottom on the floor, too tired to even look up at her. Moments later, her concerned, silver-blue eyes were inches from his own, assessing him from head to toe. “Oh heavens, look at you!” she scolded.

      Her lips pressed against his sweaty temple before she ran to the counter to wet a clean towel. “What the hell did you expect? Demons don’t typically wait for my stunt double to show up.” He was surly, yes, but she deserved it for her ungratefulness, the lovely, little wretch. He sucked back another groan when he tried to stretch his arm over his head.

      She returned and pressed the cool cloth to his face, taking special care not to bother his nose. “Are they gone?” Her voice was contrite. He could definitely press his advantage now. Guilt her into making it up to him. Con her into believing she was still in imminent jeopardy so he could more easily control her safety.

      Make good choices.

      Damned inconvenient conscience. Ever since she’d blown up his world with color, he’d been dealing with these irritating principles. He wanted to take that small, honorable voice and shove it up a demon’s arse. But protecting Jessie was the best choice, no? And to protect someone, you often needed to scare them.

      Scare her? Or trust her to make her own decisions? She was intelligent after all.

      But still…demons were a whole new level of fucked up with which she had no experience.

      Blast this bloody morality shit. “There are no more demons in the club. Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for the metro area, thanks to Mason.”

      “I’ve got to get to my grandparents, Nate. What if something’s already gotten to them?”

      He grabbed her hand as she started walking toward the door and pulled her down to the floor with him, ignoring the flare-up of pain in his torso. The sooner he could eat, sleep, and lose himself in Jessie’s body, the sooner he’d patch up. “I set wards on their house and compelled them to remain inside until they hear from you.”

      “Compelled.”

      He only smiled.

      She pressed her lips together. “Thanks?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re welcome?”

      “What?”

      “That was the most ungrateful thank you I’ve ever received.”

      She frowned and scooted off his lap. He felt her withdrawal like an echo in his chest.

      “You intruded on their minds. Took away their control,” she said quietly.

      He shoved a hand through his hair and used the wingback chair to lever up from the floor. Her eyes widened at his grimace. “Would you prefer I left them vulnerable?”

      She remained silent for a time. She wound her fingers together in front of her. “No. I’m glad you…did whatever it is that you do.” She waved a hand in the air. “Magic. Or whatever.”

      “It’s not magic, Jess.”

      “Well, what then?”

      “I don’t know.” He’d never really thought about his abilities. They were just there. “Heaven’s Special Ops Forces, maybe.” Well, didn’t that sound ridiculous?

      She seemed to accept it, though. “I don’t know what to think about all this.” She looked around the room. “What happens now?”

      The need to claim her—to complete their bond—was growing stronger. And yet…

      Her eyes reflected disillusionment and insecurity.

      He hated that. She’d had a lot to take in already. He could wait a few more hours or another day to tell her she was his soul mate. “Right now, we just go on.”

      Her gaze fixed on his arm tattoo that was visible below his t-shirt sleeve. He’d swapped his shredded mobster getup for jeans and black cotton shirt. She clearly remembered their conversation earlier in the week when he’d told her about the ink’s reminder to pick up and move on in the face of hardship. He leaned forward to place a kiss at the sweet spot beneath her ear. She shuddered and melted into him. Finally.

      “I’ve had hours to do nothing but stew and worry. I can understand why solitary confinement is the worst sort of punishment.”

      “I wasn’t punishing you, Jess. I only wanted to keep you safe.” His hands slid down to cup her ass. She still wore her costume, so there was nothing under her skirt but her itty bitty thong. He groaned deep in his throat. She wound her arms around his neck, sighing his name against his stubbled skin. His body shuddered in response. Want her.

      Take.

      No, he should make a plan. Take care of the demon problem. Keep the relic safe.

      Keep her safe.

      My Jessie.

      His lips feathered along her hairline. He closed his eyes, absorbing her berries and coconut scent. He backed towards the sofa, sat down, then laid back, bringing her down on top of him. His fingernails curled into the skin on the back of her thighs, then raked up to slide over her bottom. “Damn, you feel good.”

      Her lips closed around his earlobe. Take her, she’s yours, said a voice.

      Make good choices, said another.

      Her hips started a slow grind against his pelvis as her mouth fused to his. His tongue swept across her teeth as the scent of her arousal fanned the fire in his own blood. Sweat rolled down his temples and beaded between his pecs. Sounds of her breath coming fast and hard made a dark hunger swamp him. He scooted up from the sofa, grasping her to him, then laid her back down while he stood to unbutton his jeans. But before he even got the first button undone, she bolted up from the sofa and ran toward the door. Son of a bitch. He raised his hand, locking the door. She tried the doorknob in vain, then swung around, her eyes spitting sparks…and silvery hot desire. Her chest was blotchy red with her passion, her nipples tight through her white peasant top.

      He smiled darkly.

      Her pupils dilated wider. “Open that door! I’m going upstairs right now.”

      Everything slowed inside him. Focused on her minutest movements. He took one step forward and paused.

      There was a disturbance in the ether.

      Jessie made a sound of frustration and jiggled the door handle a little too desperately. “Open it!”

      A trickle of sweat slid down the center of his spine. Something was coming. He heard it in the shifting of the air molecules. Felt the footfalls on the polished oak floor.

      Coming this way.

      “Jessie, get down!” he yelled, lunging for her as the sanctorum door shattered inward.
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      Jessie’s bones groaned under the weight of Nate’s body pressing her into the floor. Before she could even process what had happened, Nate pushed away from her. She heard his zipper, then went weightless as he pulled her up and practically plastered her to his side, facing the doorway where the one of the tallest men she’d ever seen stood in black boots, a brown t-shirt, and camouflage pants.

      “Your manners are as impeccable as ever, Alexios,” Nate noted dryly.

      “Your wards aren’t good enough yet.” Though deep and rich, the man’s voice was much softer than she’d anticipated. He kicked what was left of the door to the side. His short-clipped, dark brown hair hugged his scalp, laying flat with obedience while his extravagantly dark, curling eyelashes painted a rebellious image, hooding amber eyes that seemed to assess everything at once.

      If not for the sickle-shaped scar extending from his left temple to the corner of his mouth, he could have been one of the most classically handsome men the world had ever seen. With it, he was damned intimidating.

      He advanced on them without a smile, his eyes briefly passing over Jessie before setting his hands on his hips, addressing Nate. “Mammon’s legion showed up at Rapture.”

      Jessie felt Nate’s body tense. She snaked an arm around his waist. “It’s not his fault.” Heavens, this Alexios guy was big. Several inches taller than Nate. When his gaze dropped to Jessie, Nate spoke up.

      “Asmodeus was here briefly. I don’t know where he went, why he left, or when he’ll be back.” He absently rubbed a warm palm up and down Jessie’s bare arm. “You must have things under control if you left your club.”

      Alexios nodded, though he continued to gaze impassively at Jessie.

      Nate exhaled slowly. “Alexios, meet Jessica. Jess, this is Alexios. He’s our leader, and old as dirt.”

      She smiled tentatively as she reached out to shake the tall man’s hand. When her hand touched the tall warrior’s calloused palm, his eyes narrowed, then widened almost imperceptibly. Finally, they softened in what she’d be tempted to call friendliness.

      Then she pulled her hand from his grasp, and the warmth was gone. All this without moving a muscle of his massive frame. Alexios’s hawk-like gaze tracked slowly to Nate. “She’s your mate. Sophos—bravo—my brother. I am pleased for you.”

      Was he though? It was hard to read emotion on that chiseled face. She was beginning to even doubt that she’d seen any kind of feeling pass through his eyes. She glanced at Nate to gauge his reaction, but he was also guarded. “What do you mean ‘mate’?” she asked, wondering if Alexios was using the word in the British-sense, the way Nate and Spencer did when they referred to a friend.

      Alexios raised an eyebrow in what…surprise? Neither men answered. She pushed out from under Nate’s heavy arm. “Look, I’m tired and anxious to find my grandparents. If you don’t want to answer my questions, I’m out of here.” She started for the door, not entirely sure Alexios would let her pass, but willing to try anyway.

      Nate grabbed her hand and pulled her off to the side. He lowered his voice. “Hang tight for a few more minutes. Then, I promise, we’ll wake the hu—the others—and layer them with wards before we send them home. After that, I’ll answer all your questions and discuss more protection for your grandparents. I just…I don’t want you out of my sight.”

      She was such a sucker when he played protective boyfriend. “Fine.” She went to the cupboard, took out the box of black industrial garbage bags, and began cleaning up what was left of the door, careful not to make too much noise so she could hear them talk.

      “When we finish with the archdemons, the rest of us will help you find Sophia this time,” Nate said.

      “No. I must do so alone. You know this as well as I.”

      Jessie’s hand stalled on a piece of wood as she caught the soul-deep grief that came and went like a requiem in Alexios’s voice. Clearly the missing woman was the love of his life. Jessie blinked back tears as she returned to her work cleaning up the floor.

      “Is the city of Tampa descended and cut off from the rest of the state in the same fashion as ours?” Nate asked.

      Alexios shook his head. “Neither are the other clubs.”

      Jessie glanced over at the pair again as they moved toward the bookcase. Nate’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m not surprised it’s worse here since we’re ground zero for the Seam opening.”

      “Your remorse is worthless. If the hordes hadn’t chosen this site, it would have been one of the others. Each of our clubs will likely have a period of quiet depending on the power status of each archdemon. Being fresh from Hell, they need souls to increase their strength before they launch an offensive.”

      Nate nodded. “That makes sense.”

      Jessie sat back on her heels. “But why would they alert us that they’re here? Now they don’t have the element of surprise, and we have time to mount a counter-offensive.”

      Nate’s lips curved, but it wasn’t a true smile. “Demonology 101: they live to inspire terror. The more fear they inspire, the stronger the juice when they take possession of that human soul.”

      Oh Lord, that was awful. “Can they possess anyone at will?”

      “No. Possession is not an accident. The victim must, at least in some way, cooperate with or sell out to the demon.”

      Well, that was a little reassuring. “What do they want specifically? I mean, why are they at each of your nightclubs?” She saw Alexios watch Nate carefully. She stood, the black bag still in her grasp. There was a silent warning being spoken, she could almost feel it.

      Nate took the bag from her and set it aside. “Our kind is guarding more than human life—”

      “Nate.” Alexios’s deep voice raised the hair on her arms.

      Nate glared at him. “I trust her with my life.”

      “Good for you. But what happens when a demon gets hold of her and tortures the knowledge out of her. You would put her in that type of danger? They will know if she knows.”

      Nate sighed, and she realized she’d be waiting a long time for whatever he’d been about to tell her. “He’s right, Jess. You’re already in enough danger. These demons are ancient, and as Satan’s children, they will be fighting to gain his favor. They want what we have, and the first to get it will be papa’s favorite.”

      “Our objectives are simple, but not easy,” Alexios added. “Kill the Princes of Hell before they amass their armies to kill us.”

      Oh God. She twined her fingers together in front of her to anchor herself. “So, is this the end of the world?”

      Alexios’s first smile since entering the room sent chills racing through her. “Only if we fail.”
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      True to his word, Nate took Jessie upstairs after Alexios’s departure. He sure as hell didn’t want her up here, but some part of him understood if he reneged on his promise, it would be hard to go back and regain her trust. So he’d have to worry about her in addition to figuring things out at the club and what was going on outside these walls.

      Right now she was smiling and patting the back of one of the last remaining, disoriented clubbers they’d awoken twenty minutes ago after he and Dorian had woven temporary wards over them. They’d believed the earthquake story. And why wouldn’t they? The club was in shambles. So was the entire metro area. No electricity, no cell phone reception, no passable roads so any vehicles larger than a scooter were worthless.

      At least the water’s running, Jessie had said with a bright smile as she stood behind what was left of her bar station.

      But for how much longer? He’d almost said it aloud, but he didn’t. He’d had to lock his knees not to march her down to the sanctorum once more. Her optimism and warmth drew him. It also made him edgy. Was Jinx right? Was Jessie making him soft? He couldn’t afford any weakness.

      Dorian punched him on the shoulder. “Stare much? Man, you got it bad for her. Way she was about to shut the club down last night, though, I can see why.”

      “Toss off, blighter.”

      Dorian crossed his arms over his belly, bending forward to laugh like a jackass who’d never been laid low by a female. Wretch.

      “Sorry, man. Just never seen you turned inside out like this. It’s kinda funny.”

      Nate wondered how much satisfaction he’d get out of seeing Dorian’s white teeth stained with blood. But Jessie chose that moment to glance over at them from where she was helping a girl in a devil’s costume to her feet. Nate forced his fists to relax. “The wards should last at least six hours, and now that it’s full daylight, the mortals should be able to get home without any demon meddling. Did you remember to warn them about staying inside at night?”

      Dorian unzipped his leather jacket, pulled a slip of paper out of an inside pocket, and read it carefully. After a few moments, he looked at Nate. “Sure. I think I got all the steps right. And don’t worry. I told them after the sun sets tonight all bets were off.”

      Nate rubbed his forehead. “You didn’t tell them the truth about the demons, I hope.”

      “You think I’d do anything crazy like that? It’d scare them too much. Naw, it’s going to be hard enough to pick their way through the rubble to get home, much less worry about being attacked by demons. But I told’em, whatever they do, don’t throw in their lot with evil. That way, they’d keep their souls intact. See? Nothin’ to it.”

      Nate stared at Dorian’s guileless expression and shook his head. With any luck, the clubbers who’d been under Dorian’s wing would write him off as half-baked because Nate had other things to worry about. Like how close the now-fully-awake Dante was standing next to Jessie. The drummer had a strong sense of the other side of the veil, but thankfully his sixth sense hadn’t been strong enough to resist the sleep wards like a few—mostly psychic—humans he’d met over the decades.

      A muscle ticked in Dante’s cheek when Nate approached. “I appreciate you not wiping my mind like every other sheep you put to sleep in this joint. Here’s the thing, though, if you fuck with Jess, I’ll find a way to hurt you no matter what you are.”

      “If I were you, I’d have a care for that finger you’re pointing.” Nate’s earth element sent a spear of heat up his spine, but could he really fault Dante for being protective of the woman he’d willingly sacrifice himself for? It made it easier knowing Dante and Jessie had never been involved. When Dante lowered his hand to his side, Nate tried to relax. “Have I ever demonstrated disrespect or unkindness towards her?”

      Dante’s brows smoothed out slightly. “No, but I’ve only seen you two together in bits and pieces. I’ll tell you this much, if you wipe my memories, I won’t know, but it will be on your conscience every time you look at me…or Jess.”

      Nate grabbed Dante by the shirt collar. “Not scared by much, eh?”

      “Nate, let him go!” Jessie tugged at his arm. “This is a lot to take in. Before the Seam opened and you put him and the other clubbers to sleep, he saw the yellow eyes of the demons like I did. He saw a few other terrible things, too.”

      Nate complied with Jessie’s request, but shoved Dante toward the exit. “Whether or not I wipe your mind will depend on how well you can keep secrets. Good luck, human.”

      “Wait!” Jessie grabbed Dante’s hand, but glared at Nate. “You’re really going to send him out there without protection?”

      “He’s already layered with wards. As long as he keeps inside at night, he should be fine. The demons won’t be interested in him, in any case. Now, if you don’t stop touching him, I may have to remove said wards.”

      Dante hugged Jessie, then set her carefully away from him. “I’ll be fine. I need to make sure my sister’s okay, okay?”

      Jessie bit the inside of her cheek, still not looking convinced, but she let the drummer walk away. When Cruz closed and locked the door after Dante’s exit, Nate wondered if he’d done the right thing by not wiping Dante’s mind. But there was something about the fellow he respected. In all these decades as a Guardian, he hadn’t come across many humans he’d felt that way about, so he’d gone with his gut.

      When Jessie’s hand squeezed his shoulder, he looked down into her soot-smudged face, his stomach churning like a school boy’s.

      “Alright tough guy, it’s time you tell me everything.”

      “Fine, but first, I want you to meet someone.” He led her down the hallway and upstairs to his office. He paused by the closed door. “I need to tell you one thing before we go inside.” She’d been remarkably cool about everything so far, so there was hope that she’d take this in stride, too. “As you know, Guardians have some special abilities that allow us to battle demons.”

      “Like super strength and manipulating the ground.”

      “Super strength, yes. We also have extra sensitive hearing and sight. Besides that, all Guardians have one element they can control. Earth element Guardians like myself can manipulate the ground and its biological matter in all sorts of ways. I can also manipulate building structures if they have grounded footings that extend into the Earth.” He paused and took her cold hands into his own. Her eyes were wide. “Say something.”

      She blew out a breath slowly. “Wow. Just…yeah. It’s hard to absorb.”

      “I know. I never planned for you to be involved in any of my Guardian work.”

      She looked at the door to his office. “What’s in there?”

      His chest lightened, and he couldn’t resist kissing her. She kissed him back with an ardor that left him reeling, and pretty soon they were both breathless by the time she pushed him away.

      “Now talk,” she ordered.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “Nate—”

      “I want you so bad I ache, Jess.”

      She smiled weakly as she wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. His heart thumped in its rib cavity, his blood vessels seeming to expand. Make her forget everything but you. He could. With his body, he could enslave her. With his mind, he could break her. Make her dependent on his attentions like so many other women in his past.

      You aren’t worthy of her.

      He inwardly blanched, but the damned voice wouldn’t silence. He pressed one more kiss to her hair. “I brought you up here because you need to stay here…indefinitely.”

      “What? You can’t—”

      “Listen. When I realized what was going on with the Seam, I asked one of my partners to come when her club was secure. I wanted her help get this place ready for you. As an air element Guardian, Jinx can remodel spaces rather quickly.”

      Jessie crossed her arms. “You won’t get me in there if there are bars on the windows.”

      He knew that, which was why he’d rejected his first idea to have Jinx remodel the sanctorum even though that would be the safest place for Jessie. “No bars because there are no more windows. When we dropped twenty feet, the windows shattered, so we replaced them with something better.” Plus, he didn’t want her looking out at the city’s devastation all day long. Especially at night when the demons were on the prowl for souls. He took a deep breath and sent a quick heads up to Jinx that they were coming in.

      “I’m already back home, Hellraiser. You should know by now, I’m much faster than you,” she taunted.

      “When can you come back to clean up the rest of the club?”

      “Go to Hell, Temple.”

      “I’m half-way there. You can’t fault me for asking when you’re the best air elemental out there.”

      She snorted. “Flattery might save your ass, but don’t push your luck.”

      “It’s what I do best, Jinx. You should know that by now.”

      She laughed in reply. Maybe it was for the best that she wasn’t here. Though tiny in stature, Jinx Tanaka was a whole hell of a lot to explain with her intricate tattoos, Weapons-R-Us get-up, and in-your-face-at-full-volume personality. He backed up and gestured for Jessie to take the lead. She opened the door and walked into the new candle-lit flat that Jinx had created complete with eating, living, and sleeping quarters. He’d told her of Jessie’s likes and dislikes—as many as he knew anyway—and the result was even cozier than he’d hoped. He watched Jessie’s face, trying to gauge her reaction.

      “This is crazy.” She walked to the floor-to-ceiling aquarium that used to be the wall of windows overlooking the city streets. “No use having windows if all you see is rubble, right?” She laughed mirthlessly as brightly colored fish zipped in and around the coral in the clear water.

      “This is only temporary until we’ve restored order.”

      She turned to face him, the reflection of the water casting a luminous glow on her smooth skin. “Meaning I’m a prisoner here.”

      “Of course not.”

      “So, if I wanted to, I could walk out of this club like everyone else even though there’s a demon invasion going on? You wouldn’t stop me?”

      Dammit. Of course he would stop her. “You don’t understand.”

      She raised her hands and let them drop. “Then tell me. Explain why I’m more important than any other person who was in this nightclub last night. Why do I deserve special treatment and not them?”

      Tell her or not? Fuck it. He was already in way over his head. He walked to the mini bar, poured two drinks, and held one out to her. She pursed her lips as she sashayed toward him, all swaying hips and jostling breasts. He’d bet money she wasn’t even aware she moved that way. Divinity in motion.

      When she took the drink from his hands, he tossed his back and waited for her to do the same. She did, shivering violently afterwards. She slid the glass on the tabletop. “Now spill it.”

      The sooner he told her, the sooner they could get on with the bonding. “You saw the scar on my abdomen.” She nodded slowly, glancing at his t-shirt. “That was my death scar. A flying piece of scrap metal soared through the air as I was running to save a woman after a German Zeppelin dropped a bomb. The metal flew at such velocity it severed her head before it slammed into me.” Her lips parted in sympathy. He took the emotive expression in and wove it round the dark shadows in the cordoned off areas in his brain. “I died. When I re-awoke as a Guardian, all of my physical imperfections were gone except for the death scar.” He paused. She watched him silently, her silver-blue eyes like turbulent seas.

      He closed the distance between them and breathed in her scent. His pulse pounded madly in his neck. “Guardians retain their death scar until the first time they make love with a soul mate.”

      There. He’d said it. All secrets were out in the open now. Well, not all of them, but the ones that would matter to her. Jessie blinked up at him, not immediately comprehending. Then…

      “Oh. Oh. So you’re saying…I…it’s me?” Her voice cracked on the last word.

      He nodded slowly. “I assume you recall my own surprised reaction.” Panicked was more like it.

      “But…why me?”

      “Why not you? You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever met.”

      Her shy, sexy smile revved his engine into high gear. “That doesn’t answer the question.”

      “Can’t you simply accept it? It’s fate.” He pulled her toward him, plucking the top stays of the bustier that confined her peasant shirt. “Enough talking.”

      She smacked at his fingers. “You promised you’d answer all my questions.”

      He picked her up, walked to the bed, and tossed her upon it. “I lied.”

      Before he could cover her with his body, she shot up with a hand on his chest. “I thought you’re supposed to make good choices.”

      “That’s the theory.” He stripped off one of her shoes and began peeling down her stocking.

      He loved it when her face was so conflicted. “You’re sick,” she said.

      He heartily agreed. “And yet, you still want to be with me.” She rolled to the edge of the bed, but he caught her around the waist before she could steal away. He rolled back on the bed, pulling her with him so she was laying on top of him, facing the ceiling. The back of her head nestled between his pecs, yet her feet were still a couple inches shy of his. “You’re fun-sized, you know that?”

      She wriggled again, trying to get away, and all that squirming made her can-can skirt hike up around her waist. The whole raunchy episode instigated intriguing consequences for the lower half of his body. His arms pinned her to him as he shifted his swollen cock to the cleft of ass, and just like that, she froze.

      He smiled.

      “What does sanctorum mean, and why is that room so special?”

      He groaned. Her busy mind was going to kill them both. “Alright, how about one piece of clothing per question. When you’re out of clothing, you’re out of questions.”

      He began working on the rest of the stays of her bustier, but she stopped his hands and flipped around to face him, her hair a coiling, silken curtain around them in the softly lit room. Her lips parted on a beguiling indrawn breath when she shifted her legs apart and her lower body settled around his erection. His hands slid down the gentle slope of her back.

      “You’ve already taken off two pieces of my clothing, so get talking.”

      His fingers trekked southward, pushing through the layers of the infernal skirt and her underwear to find her bare ass cheeks. “Sanctorum is short for sanctum sanctorum, which is Latin for holy of holies. In other words, the most holy place. And I’m not telling what’s special about it because it would put you in greater danger.”

      She pursed her lips. “Because I’m a weak human female.”

      “No, because you have my scent and that makes you more of a target. If the demons are able to get close enough, they’ll torture you for information. The less you know, the more likely they are to leave you alone because they have this uncanny knack of knowing when people are lying.” Which was true, but they’d still probably try to take her to lure him. And it would work. But she didn’t need to know that.

      “You marked me?”

      “It’s a side effect when we have sex with mortals. It usually goes away after a couple of days if we have no further contact with them, but we still shadow them to make sure they aren’t targeted until it wears off.”

      “So this will go away a few days.”

      He pulled the satin ribbon out of her stays. “You should be naked by now with all these questions.”

      Her eyes glinted, the slight rocking of her body making him start to sweat. “I think not. My last several responses were statements, not questions,” she said.

      He had to laugh. “Okay, well you’d better get asking because I’m not going to be able to concentrate much longer.” His gaze was glued to her chest where her cleavage inspired fantasies involving lube. Lots of lube.

      “Up here, Nate. Your scent goes away if we don’t have sex for a few days?”

      His gaze shifted back to her face. “Normally, yes.”

      “Elaborate.”

      “A week isn’t going to be enough for me, Jess.”

      “Well here’s a news flash, boss man, we signed an agreement.”

      “This isn’t about the agreement anymore. Not when you healed my death scar.”

      “Are you saying you aren’t going to honor it?”

      “I’ll do everything I promised in the agreement.” I just won’t let you leave. “That’s at least two more pieces of clothing.” He rolled to the side, laid her down, scooted up to his knees, and removed her black bustier and single remaining shoe. Now, she was down to her peasant blouse, can-can skirt, thong, and one stocking. “Still too many clothes. Ask another question.” His voice was gruff.

      “You’re eying that stocking like it’s your last meal.” Her voice wasn’t exactly steady either. She cleared her throat. “If you’re able to leap tall buildings with a single bound—don’t tell me you can’t because José told me he saw two of your partners vanish into thin air—why do we have to stay here? Why can’t we go somewhere else? Somewhere safe from the demons—like another city?”

      “I have to stay because I have a responsibility to the sanctorum.” Or more specifically, what it housed. “Moving it is impossible at this point because there are more powerful safeguards in place here than I could possibly set up with a horde of demons chasing me elsewhere. You’re staying because I don’t trust your safety to anyone else. The demons that your uncle let in are much more powerful than ones we usually tangle with.” He pushed her blouse up and rubbed his cheek against the smooth skin of her belly before pulling her arms up to slide the shirt over her head. A strapless bra clasp nestled between her breasts. He sprang it open and groaned as her full warmth filled his palms, then his mouth as he pushed her deep into the mattress.

      She arched her back, tunneling her hands through his hair. The creamy deliciousness of her skin was perfection. Her pink nipples, puckered and tight. His breathed her in for long moments before he realized she was yanking on his hair, pulling him away.

      And talking?

      He lifted his head to try to focus because more questions meant less clothes.

      “W-why is it easier for the weaker demons to get to Earth than the more powerful ones? Why does it take such a big event to bring the archdemons?”

      Her breaths were coming hard and fast. He had to feel those flushed breasts against his skin. He sat up and stripped off his shirt. The slight cooling cleared his head somewhat. “The ancient demons are usually locked out because there is some justice in the Seam separating the realms.”

      He slid down the bed, parked his mouth between her thighs, and licked until she quivered, then used his teeth to slowly peel her paper-thin white stocking down her leg.

      Gooseflesh spread across her skin. “Meaning the big chess master in all this prevents the really Big Bads from preying on humans unless someone royally screws up, and then you guys are here for clean up duty?”

      Nate smiled at her terminology, his fingers curling into the toned muscles of her thighs. That was two more questions. “Pretty much, but we’re always on clean up. Unfortunately, even the lesser demons can do some damage. If one of them preys on enough human souls, they can become almost as powerful as the much older demons.” He paused. “You ready to get naked, Jessica?”

      She pulled the can-can skirt up over her belly button. “One more question and you can turn off the lights.”

      Blood pounded in his ears, and he yanked the skirt down again. “Who was the bloody bastard who made you feel like you need to fuck in the dark?” He’d find the scrote, dismember him, and feed his parts to a demon.

      “We aren’t talking about this right now!”

      “The hell, we aren’t!”

      “Stop being a jerk.” She sat up, pulled a pillow across her chest, and glared at him.

      He shot to his feet. “When some limp dick scoundrel has made my woman feel ashamed about her worship-worthy body, I’m justified in being a asshole! Fuck that makes me furious!”

      Breathe. Talk about a bloody bastard. He was yelling at her when all he wanted to do was make her see how beautiful she was.

      “We shouldn’t even be messing around. The demons could come back at any time. I have to get to my grandparents and Scourge.”

      He shook his head and pushed down on her shoulders when she would have sprung out of bed. “Your grandparents are safe. Demons—even the ancient ones—won’t be out in daylight. We have hours.”

      “What are they, vampires?”

      If only. “No, but they burn when exposed to sunlight like a vampire.” Unless they were juiced up with a stolen relic, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “Trust me, we have plenty of time.”

      “Then you should be using it to plan your defense. And how we’re going to protect everyone,” she said.

      “You think you’re responsible for the three and a half million people in the metro area?”

      “Well…there has to be something we can do.” She looked around the room. “Any chance you have a spare t-shirt and some sweats around here?”

      He sat back down on the bed. “I will give you whatever you need to make you happy, Jessie. I will take care of your schooling expenses, your grandparents, hell, if your uncle is still alive, I’ll even take responsibility for keeping the duffer out of trouble, but I won’t give you up.”
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      He won’t give me up. What did that even mean to someone who wasn’t a human? Jessie looked down at her hands pressing the pillow to her nakedness. “I don’t understand why there are beings like you.”

      Nate scrubbed his hands across his stubbled chin. “Bottom line is, we’re here for a second chance. We were people who made bad choices on purpose while we were alive. We lived selfishly, but at the moment of our deaths, we made the decision to save another life. Because of that one selfless act, we were given the option to become Guardians. If we succeed as Guardians, we’ll avoid the damnation we originally deserved, and instead, go on to paradise.”

      Okay, now they were getting somewhere. “So basically, this is your Purgatory.”

      That smile of his was dangerous long before she knew he was more than just the guy next door. “Yes, though our version of Purgatory is more than a cleansing, it’s an actual test.”

      “How long’s the test?”

      His hand came up to stroke her messy hair. She loved it when he got that soft look in his eyes. It made her body go all silky and elastic.

      “Until the End Days,” he replied quietly.

      “Which is when?” Did she really want to know?

      “No one knows.”

      She relaxed slightly. “So you may be in this for a long haul to redeem yourself.”

      His eyes darkened as they held hers. “Hell is a very bad place, Jessie.”

      How would he know? “Have you been there?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but paused. Finally he said, “Yes and no.”

      “Wow, thanks for the non-answer.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you.”

      And that right there was what she couldn’t understand. “I don’t know why this is happening with us.”

      He brought her chin up, his eyes slightly hooded. “Because you healed me, Jess. Ever since I first saw you, you’ve brought vibrant color to my world. Literally. Before you, I saw colors, sure, but it’s like they were behind an opaque screen. Muted and pale. Now everything is bright and beautiful and loud.” His thumb brushed across her lip. “Even my ability to feel emotion had started to decline.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “So I’m your temporary girlfriend.” Come on, how many had he already had since the first World War? The thought kinda ticked her off.

      “No, Jessie. Only a soul mate can heal a Guardian’s death scar.”

      She was finding it difficult to draw a full breath. “The idea of a soul mate obliterates the whole free will thing.”

      “No, it doesn’t because Guardians have more than one potential soul mate in the world. The choices we make take us down different paths. If we’re lucky, those decisions lead us toward unity with one of those soul mates. Stop and think. Or better yet, feel.” He took her hand and laid it on his chest. His heart beat slow and strong, the warmth of his skin making her fingers restless to explore more of him. “You can’t deny this. I know you feel drawn to me unlike any other attraction you’ve ever had.”

      Yes. Unequivocally so. “Your arrogance knows no bounds.”

      He blinked slowly, and she noticed the dark purple smudges under his eyes for the first time all night. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      It sort of was, but being naked with him in bed was not a good time to be having such a life-altering conversation. “This notion of a soul mate still doesn’t jive with free will. Maybe you put some kind of sex spell on me like Lachlan did.”

      He smiled. “A Guardian doesn’t need to resort to an incubus’s tricks. Though, I must say, it’s nice to know you struggle to resist my sexual prowess.” His eyes closed briefly. “It only reinforces what I’ve been saying all along.”

      Oh, but he was cocky! “Still no free will anywhere in sight.”

      “The Guardians may have a variety of pre-destined soul mates, but the bonding itself is completely free will.”

      “Nate!” She snapped a finger in his face. When his eyes opened, she prompted, “Bonding?”

      He swayed slightly on the bed, then jerked upright, his eyes instantly scanning the room. “The ceremony that happens when each person accepts the other as his or her mate.”

      “Sounds like a bunch of New Age, woo-woo business.” Wait. “Or…marriage.”

      “Whatever name you want to give it—whatever helps you understand it—is fine. But Guardian bonding cannot be undone by an expensive lawyer and some papers crossing a judge’s desk.”

      “Do you actually want this?” Do I? She held her breath waiting for his answer.

      He yawned again, stretching his arms to the ceiling, his muscles rippling in his chest, abs, shoulders, and arms. “I haven’t spent a lot of time thinking about it. But as this week has passed, I’ve experienced an intensifying, disorderly, inexplicable, almost violent need to bond with you…Jess…” He laid flat, perpendicular across the foot of the bed, and closed his eyes.

      “You’re exhausted.” It surprised her. She’d seen him go over and beyond bulletproof. How could one such as him need something so human as sleep?

      He cracked his eyes and gave her a wan smile. “Guardian energy eventually depletes. Especially when we’re wounded. We regenerate with food, sleep, meditation, and sex. Sex is like a power-shake for us.” He winked, then closed his eyes once more. “But since you’d rather yammer all bleeding day than let me slide between your honeyed thighs, I just…need…to…”

      Jessie bent forward, setting her pillow aside. “Nate?”

      Nothing. Didn’t even look like he was freaking breathing. God, please. She laid her head on his chest and the spasm of worry in her gut unwound to hear his heart beat strong, though extremely slow. She sprawled on her belly on the bed, coming up on her elbows to softly brush her fingers over the features that looked so much less dangerous in sleep than when he was full-on passion, mischief, and dominance.

      She’d never seen him sleep, but several times she’d woken in the bed they’d shared to find him watching her. Most times he’d be lying beside her, looking into her eyes intently as she greeted the day. Once, he’d been draped across a chair, his hair falling carelessly across his forehead like a Greek god, his eyes riveted on her as he’d drained half a bottle of 1904 Vintage Armagnac.

      He’d come out of the chair with an animal grace, stalked to the bed, then made love to her, over and over, with a desperation she didn’t understand but tried to match, until she couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Afterwards, he’d tenderly cleaned her body and sank down into a soothing bath with her in his arms.

      Whole oceans rolled inside him.

      He was a beautiful force of nature. Domineering. Witty. Unrelentingly confident—how she admired that!—protective, driven, sexy…

      So sexy.

      Her fingertips glided over his cheekbones, the black wings of his eyelashes so rich in contrast against the uncharacteristic paleness of his skin. How long would he need to sleep? It was a deep slumber. Like he’d sunk worlds away. Would he hear if she called to him?

      Perhaps she’d been selfish with all her questions, but—

      No.

      She deserved to know what was going on.

      Still, if he’d only told her he needed her.

      Needed her.

      Even if it was just her body for his healing…

      She would have relented emphatically.

      Instantly.

      Her throat ached. She missed him already. An unfamiliar cocktail grenade of emotions under pressure, waiting for the right blend of circumstances to detonate inside her. What the hell was happening anyway? Nate had said this wasn’t the end of the world, but she’d seen the ruins of the metro as the clubbers had taken their leave. She’d stood trembling by the door, fighting off her need to tell them to be good.

      Make good choices. Otherwise the evil would find them.

      They thought it was only an earthquake.

      She should call the dynamic pastor she’d met tailgating at the last Gophers home game. Maybe Nate would let him in on what had happened and together they could plan an epic Jesus-loves-you convention or something. Get the club cleaned up and hold the meetings here. Anything to keep people on the straight and narrow. Anything to keep them from being possessed.

      Jessie pressed her lips to Nate’s, and he didn’t even move. She wouldn’t leave his side until he woke. Then she’d give him a power boost he’d never forget.

      She kissed Nate’s neck, and it felt so good she eased down to caress, then kiss, his gorgeous, inked chest. His belly with the dark line of hair arrowing down into his pants that made her go all tight and gooey at the same time. She should stop touching him, let him power up in peace, but…could he really be hers? This wasn’t as simple as he seemed to think. She was a human while he was supposedly immortal.

      That sucked. Especially for him. Unless he’d find his next soul mate when she died.

      The thought painted jagged black and blue streaks across a picturesque postcard of her future.

      She leaned away from Nate, coming up on her knees. She needed to get some emotional distance from all this. She was a logical thinker. Her mother had fallen headlong in and out of love so many times the rumor rags could have put her on the cover every other week.

      Another side of her wanted to stay with him. Get on with this bonding thing, whatever that entailed, while the monsters crouched in back alley shadows, waiting for daylight to fade. She had one foot on the floor, her blouse clutched to her breasts when Nate’s eyes sprang open and two of the candles in the room extinguished in a rush of air. Her lips parted, but her mouth was too dry for words.

      He sat up slowly and stretched a hand to her. “I felt you leaving.”

      The purple smudges under his eyes hadn’t abated. She forced herself to stand when all she wanted to do was melt down into the warmth of him. “I…you need your rest, and I was disturbing you.”

      He scooted to the edge of the bed and grasped her about the waist, pulling her forward until his chin pressed in the valley between her breasts. “Stay with me. Give me solace with your body.”

      The need was stamped on his features. It pulled at her. Strings deep inside her, out of tune until the moment his fingertips played the right chords. She placed her hands on his cheeks and bent to kiss him, long, hungry, slow. Her tongue swept into his mouth, seeking his flavor, his heat and spice. Her fingers fisted in his hair, her heart rate soared. An energy swirled about him, tugging at the bindings of her inner restraint until they gave way.

      She shoved him back on the bed, undid his slacks and slipped them from his body. She shivered. He watched her strip off her skirt and thong with a gaze that marked her.

      “I assume you have protection?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I cannot get you pregnant, nor do Guardians carry human disease.”

      He sat up when she placed one knee on the bed beside his hip, opening her legs to straddle his lap. He grasped her ass, fitting their groins together. The heat, the texture—the rightness of it—softened her muscles in a wave of yielding. She arched her neck toward his hot mouth. She slid along his thick length, shaking, sweating, panting.

      His fingers dug into her ass, lifting her, tilting her pelvis to accept him. His pause, a question he hadn’t needed to ask, but the fact that he had…

      Empowering.

      His dark wild scent like an old forest after a storm filled her nostrils as she pressed her face into his neck. “Please, yes.”

      He lowered her, sheathing himself deep in her body. His mouth opened, his head tilting back on a guttural groan. She stared at the stubbled expanse of his neck, driving herself up and down, willing him to make more of those exquisite sounds. Sounds that quenched her soul and fed her brazenness.

      Small quavers shook her frame, a million minute eruptions. She wrapped her arms around his neck for anchor. He straightened his torso, the better for her to hold on to, the striations in his straining shoulders a work of art. “Uh.” Her moan slipped out, followed by another, and the look he leveled on her was the hottest, most erotic thing she’d ever seen.

      “Bond with me.” His voice rumbled between them, an octave lower than usual.

      He covered her mouth when she gasped. She felt a tickling at the base of her skull. A coercion?

      Had to be. The man had superpowers. Sure as hell rocked her body like a superhero, too.

      But did it matter if he was messing with her? If he could make her feel like this…

      No.

      But she was falling for him. Epically. Why deny what they both wanted?

      Sweat rolled down the center of her spine and between her breasts. She closed her eyes. Pressed her forehead against his. He tilted his chin to fuse their lips. She opened to him, tears at the corners of her eyes.

      She had to say no right now to the bonding. She couldn’t make a sound decision when she was about to come undone.

      “Say yes,” he ground out.

      “No.” It came out on a husky moan. The wet slide and fervid vocalizations of their sultry joining was impossibly carnal. She couldn’t think anymore. The whats didn’t matter. Nor the whys. She felt him. Felt him in every corner of every dark place inside her.

      “Look at me, Jess.”

      You already know everything. Her gaze locked with his. Here lie dragons. The thought would have made her lips curve had they not been open, sighing, gasping.

      He stood fluidly, grasping her firmly under the ass and backed her against the wall. She grasped his flexing biceps, secure in his hold, her cheeks hot, her skin gliding gloriously against his.

      “You. Are. Mine.” Each word punctuated with slow, deliberate thrusts.

      On the last, she shattered.

      At her wild cry, he stiffened, his muscles locking down, perfectly, beautifully chiseled beneath her fingertips. The back of her head shifted against the wall, tangling her hair, his breath hot and choppy against her neck as his orgasm fired through him. She opened her eyes when he lifted his head.

      His gaze seared her. And the purple smudges beneath his eyes were gone.

      Thank Heavens. Who knew what would happen after this little reprieve of theirs. They had a mega mess to clean up, not only downstairs but beyond these walls. The thought of demons loose on the Earth filled her with dread.

      But she had Nate, and she trusted him like no other.

      “You should rest now,” she murmured, running her fingers through his dark-as-cocoa hair pressed wetly against his temples.

      He feathered a kiss to the corner of her lips, then carried her to the bed. “No, Angel. We’re just getting started.”
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      Nate paused at the doorway to the small VIP room at the north end of the club, his lips tilting to see Dorian passed out with two gorgeous black women sprawled across his lap. Might as well let the younger Guardian sleep. He’d need to rejuvenate more frequently and for longer stretches of time until he was at least half a century old. Nate moved on and headed downstairs. Thanks to Jessie, he’d never felt stronger in mind and body.

      Or more heavy in heart.

      What kind of existence was he bringing her into? She was all that was kind, warm, and loyal. She wouldn’t stand a chance against the lowest order of demons, much less an archdemon he wasn’t even sure he could defeat.

      He’d have to find a way.

      After sharing some leftovers from the club’s kitchen with her—thankfully the emergency generator keep the refrigerator running—he’d put her out with enough oomph to keep her asleep for hours. Enough time to hopefully figure out how he was going to put down the devil who’d dared to mess with the Twin Cities on such a massive scale.

      Jawahar fell into step with him on his way to the front door. “You sleep at all, Jaws? You look like hell.” Alexios’s head of security gave Nate the finger without looking at him. When they reached the door, Nate paused. “I don’t need backup, mate.”

      “Almost twilight. They’ll be coming out in droves. I feel it.” Jawahar was human, but a sensitive—more in touch with what people called intuition. Working with Alexios for the last five years had also finely honed his demon senses.

      “I can handle it. I’m only scouting. I want you here watching over Jessie until I return.”

      Jaws scowled. “Alexios didn’t send me here to be a babysitter.” His energy sizzled like a lit bundle of TNT. Nate didn’t blame him. He was more than ready to strike back at the evil bastards, too.

      “You’ll be fighting soon enough. If I haven’t returned by the time Dorian wakes, you’re welcome to come out and join me.” He slapped Jaws on his massive shoulders. “Damn. Alexios feeding you something illegal?”

      Jaws smiled cryptically, but didn’t reply. Nate smirked back and slipped outside into the eventide. The setting sun’s rays didn’t penetrate in spears of light, but rather, cast a hazy pall through the low-slung, ashen clouds. Rubble littered the streets, chunks of concrete, metal, and cables from ravaged skyscrapers creating an obstacle course that would become a life and death gauntlet as soon as the sun set. And dark it would certainly be without power in the city. He’d have to restrict power usage at the club because the emergency generator only had enough juice for a few days.

      Nate’s boots splashed in puddles created by broken water lines as he continued down Hennepin Avenue. In a normal situation, this type of devastation would unleash emergency responders in droves. But the streets in every direction were eerily quiet, the only sound an occasional crash or crumble of debris as it rained down as a structure settled. It had taken Alexios, Nate, Spencer, and Dorian working in unison to push out a compulsion strong enough to encompass all humans in the metro area. Their compulsion ordered people to hole up at home, but he would’ve imagined there’d be at least a dozen stragglers—psychics or human sensitives like Jawahar—who were immune to Guardian coercion.

      There weren’t even any cries for help. Surely there were trapped survivors they’d missed on their first sweep? But hearing nothing of the sort, Nate continued down the avenue. At the corner of 10th Street, the hairs on the back of his neck raised. The sky darkened unnaturally fast, and the bells of The Basilica of Saint Mary began to chime six blocks away.

      A summons.

      Nate streamed to the massive, beaux-arts structure. Surprisingly, the campus was largely left unscathed with the exception of the collapsed parking lot across the street under the freeway, wedging cars and trucks in fearsome layers of broken cement. The bells stopped ringing when he stepped foot on the grass on the east side of the church yard.

      Archdemon Asmodeus sat on a quaint bench under the canopy of trees, one leg crossed over the other, and waved his fingers at Nate like they were molly-coddled prep school comrades or something.

      “Guardian! How kind of you to answer my call.” The archdemon could have stepped off the cover of GQ with his dark eyes, square jaw, five o’clock shadow, custom silk suit, slim tie, and excessively groomed hair and nails.

      “Get out of my city and go back to Hell. I’ll give you a proper send off if you like.” Nate probed his earth senses into the ground to discern the tree root placement around them.

      If he could bind the archdemon using his earth element long enough to move closer and sever his head with the Xiphos Michael had forged for him, he could take the head back to the sanctorum and burn it with a saint’s ashes. As long as he didn’t bungle the perdition incantation, that should send the pretty-faced archdemon back to Gehenna.

      According to Alexios anyway.

      Asmodeus straightened from the bench, smoothing his suit coat as he stood.

      Now or never. Nate mobilized twenty tons of elm and maple roots to rocket above ground, gunning for the archdemon. The ground trembled with the force of exploding organic material. Nate reached for his sword. Asmodeus held out his hand toward the trees, and they erupted from the Earth, the trunks launching skyward more than a hundred yards as their limbs shattered and splintered like crude spears.

      Nate streamed from sidewalk to street at light speed, dodging wood, hefty stones, and chunks of earth and freeway rubble as gravity reasserted itself and biomass rained down like hammers in a giant whack-a-mole. When it stopped raining earth, the previously serene, untouched west-side lawn of the Basilica looked like his ravaged East End London neighborhood after the German Blitz. A crater the size of four school buses slashed across three blocks.

      Unbelievably, the Basilica remained untouched.

      He’d have to check into the why of that after he figured out where the motherfucking archdemon had gone. He gritted his teeth and fingered the Xiphos at his hip. He scanned the now darkened streets. Asmodeus sauntered down the grand stairway in front of the church, his gleaming teeth a dentist’s wet dream. “Please stop before you further embarrass yourself. Really, I thought you Guardians had more oomph behind your superpowers.”

      It seemed as though something had protected the Basilica from harm—archangels?—yet the archdemon didn’t seem to be troubled standing so close to a holy house. That was worrisome. All demons—including fallen angels like the Rephaim and the Nephilim—stayed as far away from churches as possible.

      Nate crossed the street to the sidewalk in front of the church stairs, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. Looking up at the demon, he realized the disadvantage of his position. “You’ll never get what you want.”

      One side of Asmodeus’s mouth tilted up. “You presume to know what I desire?”

      Nate frowned. Why was he even talking to this devil? Asmodeus was only going to continue baiting him. He needed to go back to the club, check on Jessie, powwow with Alexios, reinforce the wards—would they even work against this one?—and figure out how he could put the stopper on this bottle of bad medicine.

      There was a dragging noise behind him. Glancing back, he spied two black-eyed demons pulling a body by the feet. A dead priest, his features stamped with the horror of his final moments. Nate sprang forward, beheading the demon on the left with his Xiphos. The other demon dropped the priest’s legs with screams that pealed off metallic structures, shattering windows. Nate shook his head, trying to block out the piercing sound.  Something about this cry was different. Was it because of the archdemon’s presence?

      Nate grunted, caving forward when the demon punched his solar plexus, then sliced into his neck with a gleaming blade. Behind Nate, Asmodeus laughed on the stairs.

      Nate ducked the demon’s next knife thrust, his palm gripping the Xiphos. He called upon the tree beside the Basilica’s grand staircase. It obeyed, releasing a deluge of leaves while he skewered the demon with his sword, backing the evil creature into the trunk. Icy fingers of unease scraped down Nate’s spine as he spiked the demon to the tree, wrapping it in layers of branches to immobilize it. Soft cries filtered through his mind as though coming from worlds away—

      Save me! Please, God, help me.

      Demon tricks. Had to be! Nate gritted his teeth and yanked the Xiphos from the demon’s bleeding chest. This demon had exhibited nothing but the soulless black eyes of a human beyond hope. But as Nate’s blade sliced through the creature’s carotid, its eyes flickered a rich, human green as the head cleaved from the body.

      “No! No, no, no!” Nate yelled, staggering backwards.

      He thought the demon had been fully-fledged, but the human male had still been battling the invading spirit.

      Too late. The demon’s mist form seeped from the human host’s eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. The tree dropped more leaves where the body collapsed on the ground, smothering the horrific cries and hiding the grisly scene as the mist fused to both pieces of the corpse and burned the entire body to ash.

      Nate hung his head, wanting to weep at the tree’s agonized whispers as it absorbed, then neutralized, the evil.

      Then, clapping. Asmodeus.

      Nate exhaled quietly, his shoulders re-tensing. He was here to guard human life and the relic entrusted to him. Guardian soldiers could exorcise demons, but it required an incantation they rarely had time to recite on the battlefield. When Guardians killed the possessed—identifiable by their human colored irises—instead of exorcising them, they were taking the life of their human hosts, too. That was something Nate tried not to dwell on. He hated the killing. Healer Guardians like Katherine and Ari were different. They could exorcise with a touch. Katherine thought it was as much a curse as an advantage. Nate thought the downsides—exhaustion, temporary vulnerability, and psychic absorption—might be worth it.

      “Well, that was entertaining.” Asmodeus descended to the sidewalk, his broad smile and twinkling eyes raising the hairs on Nate’s arms. “Did you hear the human host screaming for mercy as you raised your blade and killed him in cold blood?”

      Aye. The man’s cries would join hundreds of others that haunted Nate’s dreams. But of course, he deserved the torment. It was part of the price Guardians paid for redemption. Before he met Jessie, Nate often wondered if the screams would make him go mad before he crossed the finish line. She alone silenced the horror. His heart accelerated, thinking of the archdemon so close to her. He’d been away from the club too long already. He needed to check in. What if this summons was a ploy to leave Mirage vulnerable?

      What if demons were attacking the club right now?

      Dorian? He shoved the summons into the ether, but found the zone curiously flat, like a phone line with no dial tone. He tried contacting him again. Then Spencer. Katherine. Jinx. Alexios.

      Nothing.

      What the hell? His heart thumped faster in his chest.

      Asmodeus frowned. “I don’t like telepathy. It’s so rude to talk about people behind their backs.”

      No. Way. He’d never heard of a demon being able to shut down a Guardian’s telepathy. “You can’t do that.”

      Asmodeus tsked and shook his head. “I keep forgetting what a young one you are. Of course I can blockade the ether around me. Look at what my brothers and sisters and I did to this town. We’re going to do it everywhere, so get used to it, Nathaniel, because your world changed irrevocably last night.”

      “Why do you want to let Satan out? He’ll just control you.”

      “Oh good, we’re not beating around the bush. I hate equivocation.”

      “You don’t even know which relic I guard. Perhaps it’ll do nothing for you.”

      “The relic…yesss.” Asmodeus hissed the word like a serpent, eyes gleaming. It was the first honest emotion from the demon. “Our father needs to amass them to rise again. That is no secret.”

      “But you’re here on Earth now. Why not stake your claim without having to kiss your father’s ass?”

      Asmodeus nodded at him with a searching look which made Nate’s skin crawl. “I like you, Nate. You’d make a good lieutenant. Perhaps we should talk.”

      “In your dreams.”

      Asmodeus raised his hand, blasting Nate across yards of concrete sidewalk to the boulevard dissecting Dunwoody Boulevard and Hennepin Avenue. Nate shot to his feet, winded and bloody. The archdemon materialized before him.

      Now would be a good time for backup, but since he didn’t have it…Time to go.

      Asmodeus held out his hand, curling his fingers into a fist. Nate crumpled to the now-withered grass on the boulevard, his large muscle groups spasming like he’d been zapped by a high voltage live wire.

      “Oh, please, do stay. I’ll make it worth your while with some free advice.”

      Nate didn’t answer. Asmodeus walked to the flagpole next to a life-sized statue and ripped the twenty-five-foot pole out of the ground. Holding the pole, he approached Nate.

      That didn’t look good. Nate gritted his teeth to mobilize his rubbery muscles. He rolled to his side and lay catching his breath, staring at the skyscraper edge of purple and gray light that was growing more leaden by the minute. Soon the waning gibbous moon would be the only source of light in the city besides emergency generators. Who knew how many demons would be prowling these streets then. Demons who would hurt people. People he wouldn’t be able to protect if he didn’t figure out how to get up.

      He closed his eyes and tried to summon all his energy to stream back to the club, but his mental circuitry seemed scrambled.

      “You will answer when I talk to you.” Asmodeus’s visage blurred and swirled, giving Nate a brief glimpse of the smooth skinned, gray-faced monster beneath the glamour. The archdemon swung the flagpole, the metal whistling through the chilly air inches from Nate’s face. Nate called upon the grass to push him along like a body being carried atop a crowd at a rave, but the grass was dead. Shit. His eyes scanned the area for another earthen solution while his muscles were still worthless.

      “You think playing patty cake with these trifling demons prepared you for my coming. Well, newsflash, you have no clue what you’re up against.” Asmodeus chucked the flagpole like a javelin, impaling it into the rubble of the crumbled highway overpass. He brushed his manicured hands down his suit jacket and raised an eyebrow. “If you were smart, you’d switch loyalties because soon I will own the Twin Cities and all their delicious suburbs.”

      Feeling was starting to return to Nate’s hands and feet. He swiveled his head slightly to the right without appearing too obvious. There were several trees in front of the building across the street. He closed his eyes to make it look like he was fading. Closing his eyes sharpened his hearing. And his smell. The pungent odor lingering in the air nearly choked him. A cough racked his body, the great indrawn breath bringing with it a cleansing scent to layer over the odor of evil. Coconut and berries.

      His eyelids flew open.

      Demons were coming.

      And so was Jess.
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      Saturday, Nov. 1, 5:39 pm

      

      “Jessie, no, it’s almost dark,” Jaws bellowed behind her as she bolted out Mirage’s front door.

      “Scourge! Scourge, come!” Jessie squinted, trying to keep her Chihuahua’s tiny, fawn-colored body in view as she gave chase, her boots crunching debris and splashing in puddles. “Scourge!”

      The little shit didn’t even pause, bark-bark-barking at something Jessie couldn’t see. Countless blocks later, he’d maneuvered so far ahead the only sound she heard was the vivid swearing of the babysitting detail Nate had left her with, hard on her heels.

      She ground to a stop, her lungs on fire. She bent at the waist, hands on her knees to catch her breath. Behind her, she heard grunts and more expletives as Dorian slammed into Jaws to avoid plowing into her.

      “Shit, girl, you lost your damn mind?” Dorian shoved Jawahar, who shoved him back harder.

      Jessie brushed her tears away as she stood. She advanced on Dorian, poking him in the chest. “You were the one who let him out without his leash! What were you thinking? He doesn’t know this area!”

      “I’m sorry, alright? I thought he had to pee.” Dorian raised his eyebrows, his deep brown eyes too sincere to stay mad at him. “I’ll help you look for him, honey, but we gonna have to wait till tomorrow now. It’s gonna be full dark soon and all the creepy shit’s gonna start slithering out of the dark places.”

      Her heart would not stop pounding. “I can’t leave Scourge out here to fend for himself.”

      “Dorian’s right, Jess. We have to get back to the safety of the club immediately.”

      She frowned. If she returned to Mirage, she’d be abandoning Scourge after Nate had gone to the trouble to bring him to the club while she’d been asleep. If she didn’t return inside, she knew these two would never leave her side for fear of what Nate might do to them. She’d be putting their lives at risk.

      She turned away from their stony faces, observing the city in detail for the first time since everything had happened last night. The unusual, purple-hued twilight above the skyscrapers cast a sinister backdrop for the heaved and rubble-strewn avenue. The skyway over Hennepin Avenue was completely destroyed, its broken glass and shafts of bent metal sticking up at odd angles. Abandoned cars littered the streets, their windows smashed and hoods collapsed. Smoke and flames licked the growing darkness, the chalky puddles in the streets reflecting the glow of the fires. Threaded through it all, a choking dust, an awful silence, and the scent of pollution.

      Her beloved Minneapolis lay in ruins.

      Her heart squeezed. “Okay, we’ll go back to Mirage, but Nate will help me find him in a little while.” He would. Scourge would be okay. So would Gramma and Grandpa.

      “Nate, where are you?”

      Her ears strained in the continued silence as Dorian and Jaws flanked her on their walk back to the club, but she didn’t receive even a faint impression of Nate trying to touch her mind.

      She should be so mad at him for hocus-pocusing her to sleep like he had, but it seemed so trifling compared to what had happened to the city. He was probably out there doing something dangerous. Like taking on Satan’s offspring. Her fingers reached under the neck of her black sweatshirt to pluck out the delicate rosary necklace he’d given her after they’d made love this morning. Gramma Tilly’s older sister had earnestly prayed the rosary every day, her creased lips silently reciting the words that had been burned into her brain by a tyrannical father. Gramma Tilly had said their father’s exacting dogmatism was why she’d left the Catholic Church and committed heresy in the eyes of her parents by marrying a farm-grown Lutheran boy.

      Please let everyone get through this.

      A block away from the club, she forced herself to slow her breathing. “I want a weapon. Something that kills demons.”

      Dorian ran a hand down his face and shook his head. She couldn’t understand everything he was muttering, but it had to do with castration. Jaws pulled out a pocket flashlight and turned it on, his eyes tracking up and down the littered street. “We’ll get to that later. First, we need to go inside and make a plan. The city’s different now.”

      He was right. Besides the obvious physical destruction, she could feel the energy change. Downtown had always been congested and teaming with life. It still felt congested, but not with vibrancy. Instead, it seemed clogged with heaviness. A waiting and a watching. Like there were eyes peering at you from the shadows. A quiver raced up her back, prickling her neck.

      When Dorian tried the club door, it was locked. He brought up an elbow, intending to shatter the glass door, but Jaws grabbed his arm. “If you break that glass, you leave everyone inside more vulnerable. The wards work best when there’s a physical barrier. You have a lot to learn yet, Guardian.”

      “Can’t you use magic to open it?” Jessie asked.

      A spine-chilling scream followed by vicious snarls sounded up the block to the north. Jessie shivered violently and wrapped her arms around her waist. Please never let me see what makes a sound like that. Jawahar turned to Dorian. “Use telepathy to reach out to Stark. He’ll let us in.”

      “I don’t know how to use it on humans yet, bro. I can barely do it with my own kind.”

      The street rumbled, dislodging more chunks of building. A soft breeze blew down the avenue, fluttering flags on downed light poles, carrying a fresh, bitter scent that triggered a primitive response.

      “Run!” Jawahar roared. “We’ll be safe in the Basilica!” They bolted down the avenue, picking their way over the debris as fast as they could. Climbing a pile of rubble, Jessie stepped on something soft, then screamed to realize it was a body. Jaws reached back to grab her by the forearm and pull her the rest of the way over the chunks of concrete while Dorian pushed her from behind. Even with Jaws’ industrial flashlight, it was so dark. Seemed like something was right behind her, taunting her. Telling her to hurry if she didn’t want her belly ripped open. Seven blocks and multiple scrapes later, they stopped to catch their breath.

      Dorian put a hand on her back and called out to Jawahar. Jaws dug something out of his cargo pockets. “Only a little further. Want me to carry you, Jessie?”

      A grinding screech came from several blocks away. She shook her head and looked around uneasily. “That’s flattering, Jaws, but I’d give you a hernia.” She was completely disoriented. Her throat tightened, and her chest hurt. “What if Nate’s already dead?” If it was true, all her hope would die with him.

      “Stop that negative talk right now, you hear?” Dorian drew out a wicked looking blade, the metal glinting as it twisted in his grip. “If he was dead, your fool self would know. You’re his soul mate, never forget that.”

      Jaws held out a beaded rosary. “Put this in your pocket.”

      “Already have one.” She held up her necklace. “Nate didn’t finish explaining what they do.”

      “They make a demon think twice about messing with you.” Jaws reached into his pocket again, withdrawing a small oval coin and a silver flask. “You wanted a weapon? This is a St. Michael medallion, keep it with you at all times. If anyone or anything gets too close for comfort, open this flask and splash it on them. If it’s a demon, the holy water will burn and temporarily immobilize it. Let’s go see how that big fancy church fared in this clusterfuck.”

      Holy water, medallions, and rosaries. A million questions flared, but there was no time to ask. Jawahar quickly led the way to the historic Basilica of Saint Mary. “Can demons enter churches?” she asked.

      “Only if they like to fry.” Dorian laughed. “Those fuckers light up like torches every time someone speaks the words Dei Patris or Jesu Christi.”

      Well, that was good to know, but Jessie didn’t find any of this remotely funny. But of course, Dorian was a nearly indestructible Guardian. According to Nate’s explanation, it took a beheading or a demon chowing down on their hearts to actually kill them.

      As they drew near the Basilica, Jessie’s pulse kicked up. They ran for cover toward the east side of the massive gray church. It seemed intact, yet something wasn’t right. She couldn’t put her finger on it. “I feel dirty,” she whispered behind Jaws.

      He nodded. “There’s more malevolence here than I expected at such a holy site. Dorian, you and Jess go inside. Nate’s probably making preparations. I’ll canvass—”

      A powerful snapping followed by a heavy thud poured through the thick air making the darkness lighten to a gauzy purple haze. “What the hell?” Dorian raced from their place of hiding to the front of the church.

      Jawahar cursed and turned to her, “Get inside the church as fast as you can. Try one of the side doors first.” Then he ran down the short staircase on the side of the church, across the sidewalk to hide behind a large tree. She dug in her pocket for the medallion and ran around the building trying every door. Dammit. Of course, if there was anyone alive inside the church, they were smart to keep them all locked. It was scary as hell outside with all these unfamiliar noises. Geez. Looked like she’d have to go in the front door after all. She took a deep breath, rounded the corner to the grand entrance…

      And froze.

      A tall, trim man held out a hand, his palm toward Dorian and Jaws. When his hand closed into a fist, both men dropped like stones.

      It was the man at the top of the stairs when Nate had first locked her in the sanctorum. He cut a dashing figure, so incongruous with the demolition around him. There was something magnetic about him, but his charisma wasn’t anything like Nate’s. This was a glistening web. Beautiful, fascinating, deadly. She felt herself drawn to the shiny strands. They were right in front of her. She stumbled down the side stairs, then blinked down at the wetness on her hands and knees. It was red. Why was it red?

      “Run, Jess!”

      She floundered for the stair railing. The voice was so loud. “Nate?” When her fingers clamped on the railing, her gaze slid beyond where Dorian and Jawahar bucked as though being electrocuted on the ground beside the statue of Father Hennepin. Traveled over the man in the suit standing amid a heaved section of road on Hennepin to the boulevard that bisected Hennepin and Dunwoody.

      To the black mass on the dead grass—

      “Nate!” The scream tore from her lungs to see him lying there so still. “Get up!” She tottered down the remaining stairs, but her legs were so rubbery.

      “Jess, get back!” Nate gasped.

      A wild sob broke from her lips. Thank God he was alive.

      A crisp black tie was suddenly in her face. “Mistress Jessica, how truly fetching you are. How nice of you to drop by.”

      How had he freakin’ moved so fast? His voice sounded cultured, even kind, to her ears. But her soul felt the sound like fingernails down a chalkboard. “H-how do you know my name?” She stepped back toward the stairs. Her best hope right now was getting inside the church.

      “I’ve been waiting for you…well, one of your kind…for a long time now.”

      “My kind, as in human? Because you’re clearly not.” She looked around for something she could use as a weapon and saw that Nate was no longer lying on the boulevard. She steeled herself not to react. Something moved behind her, she felt the subtle shift of air. Goosebumps tingled up her arms.

      “No, I’m not a mortal. I never have been, though I would love to be for one day so I would know what it feels like. I’d think you creatures would live like every day was your last considering you never know when your time is up. Funny thing, though, because most of you never do.” His gaze drifted down her body as a slow smile spread across his features.

      Her stomach pitched as she swallowed back a wash of bile. “Why are you here?”

      “Oh, come, surely you’ve pieced this together by now?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re Nate’s soul match. He’s a Guardian. You’re a human. It usually doesn’t work that way.”

      Her heart rate kicked up another notch. “Why does this matter?”

      “Everything the Guardians do is my business.” He spat out the words as though he’d eaten something distasteful.

      “Who are you?” And why were you waiting for me?

      He extended a hand with a gracious smile that made her skin crawl. “My apologies, miss. I’m Asmodeus, Eighth High Prince of Hell. Pleased to meet you.”

      No way.

      No. Way. “I-I’m sorry, I don’t consort with demons.”

      Asmodeus’ laugh sounded like breaking glass. “Oh, that’s lovely. I wasn’t asking you to be my consort, human.” He laughed again until his gaze heated suddenly. “Though it’s not a bad idea. Nate would have a problem with that, of course, but he doesn’t concern me.”

      Everything about this Hell Prince concerned her. “Okay, well, have a nice day then.”

      She took another step back and bumped into something solid. She spun around. Half a dozen, tall stony-faced men stared at her with solid black eyes that wept thin lines of watery soot. Dizzy. She was tipping forward. Falling. Cold. So cold. Falling into a pit where black and blue and bloody hands were raised up to catch her. The sounds below…

      Snarling.

      She screamed as the nearest figure leaned closer, opening his mouth on a lusty inhale as though inhaling her sound.

      “No, it’s your fear. Goddammit, Jessica, run!”

      The moment she bolted sideways, Asmodeus fell to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs—"Nate! Get away!”—and something warm swooped down from the sky and carried her skyward.
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      Jessie screamed and struggled against the arms that held her close when they landed on the large, flat top of the Basilica’s portico. The arms that pinned her weren’t a man’s if he could fly, but he was taking the shape of one. That included the enormous erection pressed against her bottom. “Please, let me go,” she whispered, eyes widening at the Marilyn Monroe breathless quality of her voice. Oh, he smelled divine. She shivered and half-clawed, half-pulled the arms tighter around her. What the hell?

      “Halt your fightin’, lass, and enjoy the show. It’s not often we get front row seats to a beat-down between a Guardian and a Hell Prince.” He spun her around to smile into her eyes. “And it’s all for you, my sweet. How important you must be, no?”

      Lachlan. His name filtered through her consciousness. Her knees softened, and she wanted nothing more than to melt into him. Her hand lifted to trace the soft, full pads of his lips that were descending—

      BOOM!

      A blast of energy ripped Jessie from Lachlan’s hold, hurling her spread-eagled against the Basilica’s round, stained-glass window before she plummeted back down onto the platform. Pain washed through her shoulder, but her head was now clear of the sex demon’s influence. Lachlan rolled his neck and stepped toward her. She dug inside her pocket, uncovered the flask, and flung a stream of holy water on the incubus. Lachlan bellowed in a voice that seemed to come from the pits of Hell. Then he vanished. She exhaled, shaking all over. Now what? If she jumped from here, she’d either break her neck on the concrete steps or…

      Oh Lord, oh shit, oh heavens.

      …expose herself to the growing number of black-eyed demons gathering around on the lawn below. Dorian and Jawahar fought back to back with ninja-style precision, but there were so many. Nate was shredding Asmodeus’ chest with a weapon she’d never seen before. Looked like two crescent blades tied together so there were four points. Nate sliced several more horrible cuts, blood spurting everywhere. Then he looked up, locked eyes with her, and then at the tree nearest the steps. Before she could tell him to watch out, the tree stretched its branches toward the platform where she stood and Asmodeus rolled sideways, wrapping Nate’s legs in his own, slamming him back to the ground.

      “Nate!”

      “Use the tree. Get ins—”

      The crunch of bone and the slippery sound of blood. Jessie’s gorge rose and tears blurred her vision. Hurry. He’d left himself vulnerable to move the tree for her. The least she could do was keep it together and get inside the church.

      She brushed at her eyes, picked out the widest branch, and bent down on her hands and knees to distribute her weight. She closed her eyes as she moved onto the branch, then started breathing again when it held her. Quickly she maneuvered her way down the tree, dropping to the concrete steps when she was close enough.

      Right in front of a pair of black, soulless eyes.

      The demon raised a blade with a snarl, but before she could reach for her holy water, his head went sailing sideways.

      “You’re welcome, my darling.” Lachlan grabbed her before she could scream, bringing his lips to hers forcefully. She beat and scratched and pushed at him until she forgot why she was fighting. No fighting. More kissing. A warm hunger. The sounds of fighting and horror faded. A tender hand at her breast, kneading.

      “Jessie, no! You’re mine!”

      A roar in her head. She started to draw back from the powerful body that held her close.

      “Jessie!” The voice, louder in her head, but distracted. “Fight…fight for us.”

      She shook her head, the cold night air caressing her skin when firm hands pushed her sweatshirt up, a man on his knees, his tongue laving her belly. She frowned and brought a hand up to caress the golden head.

      Gold hair.

      Not Nate’s.

      “Sex demon, Jess! Fight him with the rosary—”

      She stumbled back with a gasp, her head fuzzy, so terribly disoriented. Like trying to see through the windshield at night during a driving rainstorm. She fell as though in slow motion, twisting away from the large hands that reached for her. Pain bursting as her skin peeled on contact with the concrete.

      White hot pain ripped away the confusion.

      “Stay away from me, you devil!” She scrambled toward the door of Basilica. Lachlan grabbed her ankles and pulled her away from the church. Her breath came hard and fast as he pushed her back to crawl on top of her. He smiled, and he was so beautiful. Don’t look at him. She didn’t know what to do.

      Nate and the archdemon were making sounds that would never leave her head.

      Lachlan trailed a hand down her cheek. “I’ll take you away from here and give you the best night of your life. But first, you have to look at me, my sweet.”

      She couldn’t help the moan that slipped from her lips at his husky voice. His evil touch. She needed to do something before he completely fried her brain again. But what? Her body went soft as his hands cupped her breasts, the rosary sliding across her heated skin…

      The rosary! Her eyes opened. “You will never know how to kiss like Nate.”

      Lachlan smiled arrogantly. As he leaned down to kiss her, she shoved the crucifix into the side of his throat. He seized, then began to quake violently, his skin sizzling, flashing red and blue as his screams echoed off the church doors. She pushed out from under him as another white-blue blast of energy heaved everything every which way, shoving her to her knees. She shook her head, glancing to where Nate now tottered, bloody, unsteady on his feet in a shallow crater.

      Alone.

      Where the hell was the archdemon? Even Lachlan had suddenly disappeared.

      “Jessie, get up, move!”

      She got to her feet, glancing toward the vicious sounds to her right. The tree she’d shimmied down earlier bent again, its branches spiraling around three demons who ran toward her. Nate launched himself at her attackers, his crescent blades raised overhead. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe as he beheaded the demons with three furious swipes. Filled with raw power, he didn’t even look like himself anymore. He was almost as scary as those he’d vanquished. Her legs wobbled, her head pounded even though the demons—all of them—were gone.

      She backed away from Nate. “You f-fight as viciously as they do.”

      “Stop being a child. What do you think this is? A polite debate among dinner guests? These bloody demons will suck out your soul while they watch the light die from your eyes. After that they’ll leave your carcass for wild animals to fight over for their nightly entertainment. If you give quarter to a demon, you won’t have the chance to fight the next one.”

      “Did you kill the archdemon?”

      “They cannot be permanently erased, only sent back to Hell. But no, I didn’t do that either. He’s just playing with me. He—and the rest of his horde—will be back.” Nate brushed his bloody blades on the side of his pants. “This is war in all its horrific reality, Jessica. Now let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      With that stinging rejoinder, he turned and walked toward Jawahar, his blades glinting as his arms swung at his sides. She would have never guessed demon blood would be red. Shouldn’t it be black or at least something other than the color of human blood? She was trying to make sense of something that she would probably never understand. Meanwhile the man who’d saved her was walking away, and her heart felt like it was drowning. Something was crushing her chest. She wanted to cry and the tears were right there, but she couldn’t let them fall. She couldn’t let him get away because what if…

      “Nate!” Don’t leave me.

      He stopped and turned to look at her. His eyes were different than they’d been this morning. Everything about him communicated distance. “I won’t let harm befall you.” His voice was slightly less distant, but still husky-harsh from the recent violence.

      She pressed her hands together under her chin, her lips beginning to wobble. “I don’t know how to do any of this.”

      He didn’t say anything, just shifted both blades to one hand, then raised the other one to her, his eyes still bright with battle adrenaline.

      She should run away. He was scary on so many levels. And it seemed like he was pulling away emotionally, even as that hand beckoned her closer.

      Run.

      She ran. To him.

      It would probably be the worst decision of her life.
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      Nate held Jessie close to his body as they teleported, but he released the backs of Jaws and Dorian’s shirts as soon as they were safely inside Mirage. Easing Jessie into a warm bath was his last mission before he’d allow himself to collapse. He’d nearly run dry streaming the four of them at one time after going head to head with the likes of Asmodeus.

      He’d nearly lost.

      If Jaws hadn’t lobbed that second demon cocktail of holy water, chrism oil, and communion wine at Asmodeus, Nate wasn’t sure he’d be standing here right now.

      It shook him. As a Guardian, he’d never come that close to the end of it all.

      And with Jessie’s life at stake—hell, the whole world at stake if the archangel wasn’t lying—this was horrific news.

      Dorian groaned and rolled to his back on the dance floor beside Jaws. “Dude, thanks for the lift, but tough landing, bro.”

      Nate left them lying there and lifted Jessie into his arms. Her rhythmic sniffles chiseled his heart into slivers. She pressed her face into the crook of his neck as he shushed into her hair, carrying her upstairs into the bathroom of their loft. He turned on a dim light, set her down on the bench by the tub, and bent to remove her boots, not trusting himself to look her in the eye. He didn’t know how to face her accusation that he was as brutal as the evil he battled. Was afraid to show her how weak he felt and how distracted he had been by her presence.

      He was coming to need her.

      He helped her stand, then peeled her olive cargo pants down her legs. His hands shook as they lifted to the hem of the sweatshirt Jinx had left for Jessie, along with enough practical clothes to see Jessie through the next millennium. She needed him strong, and he needed to recharge. His erection grew heavier, thicker, thinking about the best way he could rejuvenate. But he couldn’t make love to her after what she’d been through. If he could get her washed up, remove that sex demon’s scent from her skin maybe he wouldn’t feel so crazed.

      The demon had touched her. Kissed her.

      Licked her.

      His pulse rocketed, remembering it. Reliving the awful rage and helplessness he’d felt for those horrible moments when he’d grappled with Asmodeus, knowing he couldn’t help Jess. How long would it take Lachlan to heal and come back for round three?

      How long would it take Asmodeus?

      Even when—if—he somehow managed to overcome the archdemon, his soul mate’s life would always be in danger if he kept her with him. Those were the facts. His life revolved around demons.

      How could he do that to her? He didn’t even deserve her.

      He turned on the shower, raked the sweatshirt over her head roughly, and pushed her under the shower spray. When his gaze finally met hers, her wide, wet eyes instantly quenched his fury, leaving a liquid sense of lamentation. She wrapped her arms around her body protectively, and he wanted to die.

      “I’m s-sorry,” she rasped. “I know I shouldn’t have been outside. Scourge ran off, and I was afraid for him.”

      His throat squeezed painfully. He hadn’t protected her from any of this, and now he’d made her think he was angry with her. He stepped into the shower fully clothed and pulled her into his arms as her tears finally came in earnest. No, he didn’t deserve her. How could she fit into his world? He could only imagine how she felt. The violence she’d seen. The abject terror of learning that monsters and demons actually existed.

      And that they wanted to possess her. Hurt her.

      The water sluiced down their faces as he kissed her eyes, her temples, the high cheekbones he loved. Her lips. The warm, cleansing water washed away the blood. Washed away the incubus’s scent from her bruised skin. “Forgive me, Jess. Forgive me.”

      Steam rolled between them as tears ran down her face. “I couldn’t find Scourge. And my grandparents…”

      He framed her pale face with his hands. “Animal spirits are too good, too pure to be possessed. Besides that, I’ve never met a wilier dog than The Scourge. He’ll hide out until we find him. And as long as Walt and Tilly haven’t ventured out, they’ll be safe. I set heavy protection wards.” And Asmodeus didn’t know anything about them yet. He hoped. “At first light of dawn, I’ll take you to them, and then we’ll track down your scrappy pooch. The demons get way more pleasure terrorizing humans than animals, okay?”

      She nodded slowly. “Okay. I was worried for you, too.”

      “You think to protect me?”

      “You mock my concern.”

      “No. It’s only that…” No one has ever cared. Truly cared. “I’m the Guardian, the one who protects.”

      Her eyes took on a faraway look that he didn’t like. “Why is this happening?”

      He paused for a moment, deciding how much to say. She deserved the truth. And as he knew very well—for better or worse—knowledge was power. “The demons are looking for a relic.”

      Her eyes cleared. “A relic you guard.”

      He nodded. She was so damn smart. “Long before time began, God ordered Archangel Michael to escort Lucifer to Hell for his insurrection. Angels who’d followed Lucifer’s rebellion became known as The Fallen. Their ranks form different classes of demons who wreck havoc on humanity when they have the opportunity to escape Hell and come to Earth. In addition to watching over humans, Guardians across the globe protect religious artifacts that embody divine power. Lucifer covets these holy objects because they are the keys to releasing him from his cage once and for all.”

      Nate held both of her hands, watching her carefully as she processed everything.

      “Is he—this Asmodeus—really Lucifer’s child?”

      “Afraid so. Satan compels succubus women to visit his cage, then he rapes them to produce heirs,” he said.

      “Heirs for what purpose, though? Doesn’t he want to rule Hell all by himself?”

      “Indeed. But since his blood runs through the archdemons, they have a measure of his power, and he has some manner of control over them. They are the perfect lieutenants for his army. There’s no way he can win against his brother and sister archangels without a lot of backup.”

      “Sister archangels?”

      He shrugged. “The Bible was written in patriarchal times. There are a lot of accounts that aren’t completely accurate.”

      She rubbed tired eyes. “Tell me more about your family. I know you lost a brother. Did you have other siblings?”

      He tensed, though he understood that she was only trying to make sense out of senselessness. He stepped out of the shower, heedless of the puddles he left on the floor. He turned on the tub faucet, adjusting the temperature exactly how she liked it. He stared at the rapidly filling basin, not really seeing the water.

      He knew different types of pain by color. A hard kick to his guts usually produced a blinding white, made all the worse by the endless hunger that twisted inside him like a living thing.

      Black had always been the tormented, awful sounds he’d heard when his father slipped behind the curtain on his sisters’ side of the room late at night. Black.

      Black.

      Black.

      He’d been shocked that his father hadn’t bled black when Nate had finally found the courage to put an end to those noises.

      He flinched when Jessie’s hand touched his shoulder.

      “Let’s get you soaking, and then into bed for a long overdue rest,” he said.

      Her gaze ran over his wet clothes, her eyes unguarded. “Join me.” He was about to refuse, but she unhooked her bra and peeled off her underwear. “You’re hurt. Let me help you heal.”

      His throat dried. She was so lovely. His gaze traced the feminine lines of her face down her neck to her shoulders, the defined clavicle that was such a work of art, the heavy, more-than-a-handful breasts, and her soft belly where he could almost imagine his chil—

      He shook his head, the pain in his groin from the wet, constricting pants almost a welcome distraction from the impossible direction of his thoughts. “You’ve been through so much today, I cannot.”

      “This isn’t about taking advantage of me. I will ask more questions later. But I need you right now, Nate. I think we need each other.”

      He peeled the wet clothes from his body, too weak to think them off, then brought her naked skin to his. He stepped into the tub, then lifted a hand to her. Wasn’t much he’d ever been afraid of. But the thought of losing her turned his insides ice cold.

      Their mouths met as their bodies joined. Jessie’s back arched, her hair trailing in the tepid water as she settled down around him. She rolled and swiveled her hips, riding him slow and purposefully. Like she meant it. He’d never met anyone like her. Good to her core. She was drawing him there—to her center—and keeping him, binding him, without even knowing it.

      He would learn to pray. Learn to pray for the strength to let her go so she could be safe.

      Nate’s hands slicked up her belly to cup her breasts, mesmerized at the way they moved. Gentle little jostles, so different from when his thrusting hunger made them bounce, yet no less erotic. When he leaned down to tongue her nipples, she moaned. He gritted his teeth, nearly losing his control at the carnal sound. She began to move faster. He shifted his hips so she could grind herself harder at the base of his pelvis. Water sloshed over the sides of the tub. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, her breath quickened. His hands came up to fist in her wet hair. Her silver blue eyes met his. He saw himself in them. Felt a belonging.

      It was too much. He couldn’t hold on. “Jessie.”

      A plea she understood. Her lips opened on a sound he was becoming addicted to, her orgasm a thing of beauty. Jessie in bloom. He watched her flushed cheeks, her eyes, the silken skin he’d come to know as well as his own. Watched her as a sizzling wave of energy speared through his gut, spreading through his veins, into his cartilage, bones, sinew.

      He watched her as long as he could.

      Then, he let go.
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      Jessie stood beside Nate on the heaved sidewalk in front of Mirage, trying to comprehend that the sun was actually starting its daily ascent when the orange light breaking between the tops of the battered skyscrapers made it appear mid-afternoon.

      Crazy how being dropped in a five thousand square mile sinkhole changed your perspective.

      She stepped over a downed streetlight to better see the fleeting rays. They wouldn’t last much longer. Soon they’d be swallowed up by the growing cluster of ashen clouds that hugged the edge of the jagged building tops.

      The streets felt so empty. No cold-weather, hardy mums in pots. They’d all been smothered by heavy layers of dust or crushed by falling debris. No traffic. No people. No noise.

      “No birds.” Maybe she missed them most of all. She looked over her shoulder when Nate approached.

      “For you, I will bring them back. For now, the safest place for them is far from here. And the safest place for people—even emergency responders—is inside their homes or places of business. Sometimes compulsion is for the best, Jess.”

      Though she hated to concede, he was probably right. The Guardians and the humans in their inner circle had taken the injured they’d rescued back to the club or to various hospitals across the metro, which were fully staffed with compelled doctors, nurses, and support staff who’d been on duty when the city dropped and would continue to be on duty in a continual loop like nothing was amiss until either the Guardians released them from compulsion…or the compulsion failed.

      Please let it be the former. What human could possibly best a demon? Until their eyes changed to black when they lost the battle for their souls, the possessed humans looked completely normal. They could usually get close to their next target without raising any red flags—until it was too late. Nate had told her that if she focused, she would be able to detect a demon’s faint black licorice odor.

      Not that she ever wanted to get close enough to one to confirm or deny this.

      “How much longer are you going to be able to compel the people to stay in their homes or workplace?” she asked.

      “Not much longer, unfortunately. Not if I’m going to have enough energy to put down Asmodeus.”

      “If you’ve managed to keep everyone inside, does that mean the demons have nothing to do but hunt animals?” If she’d gone to sleep while Scourge was being ripped apart by demons, she’d never forgive herself.

      “Scourge is going to be fine, you’ll see. We managed to keep most people inside some form of shelter, but not all. We don’t know why certain humans—psychics, for one—are immune to Guardian compulsion. The demons would have found them first.”

      She rubbed her arms as her chest warmed with shame and relief. Someone had likely stood between her dog and certain death last night. “Are we any closer to figuring out how he’s able to keep outside government and military emergency responders from entering the city?” What must they think beyond the force field? Was the national news covering this, their press helicopters circling the Twin Cities? She imagined it like a big bubble encircling the entire area, imprisoning them under glass like specimens under a microscope.

      “The other Unholy Inc club locations haven’t had the devastation we have, but the four other archdemons released on Halloween night are present in those cities. We think they’re marshaling their legions and feeding Asmodeus some of their power to maintain the force field over us and to compel everyone outside to unconsciously stay away.”

      The power required to do something of that nature was mind-boggling. “So the archdemons are helping each other?”

      “According to Alexios, it’s unheard of. Chilling, isn’t it?”

      Wow, understatement. “What happens if people start leaving their homes?”

      Nate frowned, and not just with his eyebrows. With his whole face. “Even if they’re impervious to possession, they’ll be at the mercy of those who aren’t.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Anyone out after dark will be preyed upon.”

      Horrors. She almost wished she hadn’t asked. “What can I do?”

      “Obey me without question.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know.”

      Oh, she loved his eyes. Right now they were twinkling to ease her fear when only moments before they’d been burdened with responsibility. She could mine his blue eyes for hours and still discover new dimensions, little nuances. How much had he seen in his decades as a Guardian? How many layers of the veil he occupied could humans perceive? Without knowing what she knew now, would she have ever believed what she’d witnessed?

      Were humans even supposed to?

      Last evening, she’d been caught up in a web of shock, panic, and terror. In the quiet hours before dawn, she’d allowed herself to be lulled into a cocoon where Nate had sheltered her from the monsters. She’d accepted his promise that her grandparents would be safe. She’d been so weak, so ready to pawn her grandparents’ care on him. This morning, it made her neck and cheeks prickly hot. She breathed slow and deep to forestall a burgeoning sense of despair, and turned to Nate before her nerve deserted her again. “I’d like to see my grandparents now.”

      Nate’s eyes narrowed. She dropped her gaze and toed a fallen newspaper stand, the supple leather of her boot a smooth contrast against the debris-strewn, broken concrete.

      “Perhaps you should stay to help my security staff prepare the demon bombs. I’ll bring Walter and Tilly back to the club,” he said.

      “I’m going. I need to go.” To check out their neighborhood. More so, to prove she wasn’t a total coward.

      He nodded. “Alright then. We’ll stream beyond the outskirts of downtown, then try to find a vehicle and drive the rest of the way.” His gaze softened, eyes crinkling at the corners as he pulled her in for a hug. “The shorter the distance you have to demolecularize, the easier it will be for you. Now kiss me. I could use a shot of you.”

      Her stomach was still doing somersaults ten minutes later when they arrived on the outskirts of her grandparents’ suburb and found a truck to ‘borrow.’ The further they traveled from downtown Minneapolis where the Seam rupture originated, the less destruction there was. Minus the twenty foot wall of exposed earth and tree roots that defined the sinkhole’s perimeter, of course. If a structure had been anywhere near that when the world dropped…

      Stop thinking about the casualties. She needed to focus on helping those who still had a chance.

      “Think your grandmother has any of those caramel rolls your grandfather was going on about the other day?”

      She switched on the radio, but turned it off again when she found nothing but static. Stupid demons. “I’d imagine so.”

      “You’re fortunate to have them in your life.”

      She glanced over at him in the driver’s seat, her lips curving when she wouldn’t have thought it possible after the events of the last twenty-four hours. “I am. I think about it all the time.”

      “That’s why you care for them.”

      “Helping them isn’t a burden. You don’t abandon people who’ve shown you love during the hard times.”

      He finally glanced at her, his eyes hot with desire and something else. “I admire that, Jess. You’ve told me a little about your mom. Did you ever know or have contact with your father?”

      She inhaled slowly, then exhaled, blowing at a clump of corkscrew curls. “No idea. I imagine I saw him in many tabloids back in the day. Take your pick, my mother slept with all of the celebrities you’d find in them and probably half the women, too.”

      His palm squeezed her left thigh. “You never asked Aurora?”

      “Of course I did. I told her that’s all I wanted for my thirteenth birthday—to know who my father was.” Her chest tightened. “She rolled her eyes, took another drink straight from the crystal decanter that held her favorite vodka, and told me she had no idea. That there’d been ‘dozens of gorgeous and attentive men’ in her life around the time I was conceived.” Jessie remembered every nuance of the exchange like it was yesterday. “Then she laughed until she began to cry. She cried for two days straight.” So had Jessie.

      Nate leaned over to plant a quick kiss on her temple. “My sweet Jessica, you are fortis in arduis. Strong in difficulties. I admire you greatly.”

      She blushed and placed her hand over his. “Do you have any living family members? You know, like great-great-grandnieces or nephews that you know about?”

      She caught his surprise in the slight widening of his eyes, though he kept them focused on the road. “I appreciate your interest in my backstory, but it’s not a happy tale.”

      “Well, mine isn’t all roses as you just learned. I want to know yours.” She swiveled in her seat to face him.

      A muscle jerked in his cheek. “I murdered my father when I was thirteen for violating my four sisters. My mother was killed by one of her johns a year later. Two months after that, I left my six siblings at the orphanage because I was tired of providing for them. On my own, I honed my extortion skills, blackmailing people with secrets they didn’t want others to know. Mostly older women who didn’t want their illustrious husbands to know they were fucking a boy. I died never knowing what became of my siblings.”

      Jessie kept her hands still, forcing herself not to react. What could she say? It was a terribly bleak situation for an adult, much more so for a child. “It was too much to ask when you were only thirteen. You did the right thing by leaving them with the authorities.”

      He laughed humorlessly and brought both hands to the steering wheel, his knuckles white. “The orphanage was a miserable, loveless place for children. More children died from neglect than were emancipated from that place. I never checked back. Not even once. Guardians are what we are because we were disgusting human beings.” He tore his gaze from the street to pin her with haunted blue eyes. “Don’t ever forget that.”

      “But you’re different now.”

      He shook his head. “I speak for most of us when I say that we struggle with ethics more now than we did before. Sure, we protect humans, but we only do so because we know the consequences of not doing our jobs. We still fight the same vices, the same temptations we had when we were mortal. Yet now we’re more powerful, and therefore, more able to take advantage of and force our will on others. I fight the urge to do so every day. You should know that by now.”

      Meaning, his frequent attempts to manipulate her. To take away her choice like he had several times already. “Point taken, but the difference is, now you’re actually fighting to do the right thing. Before, you didn’t even consider it.”

      He pulled up to the small house where her grandparents lived, frowning. “Stay here.”

      “No way, I’m coming, too.”

      He shut the driver’s side door and hit the locks before she could get her door open. She tried to release the lock from the inside, but he was obviously using his mind skills to keep them closed. When he came around to her side of the truck, he was damned lucky he wasn’t smiling.

      “Nate! This isn’t doing the right thing.”

      His warm breath fogged the window. “That’s a matter of opinion, Angel.”

      He turned away and walked up her grandparents’ sidewalk as she yelled and pounded on the truck window.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Nate shut down the little voice castigating him for leaving Jessie spitting mad in the truck and instead focused on the slow slide of unease in his gut. He reached out with his earth element for fingerprints of evil—those radial slivers of incongruous cold that made your skin want to fold in upon itself.

      The evil essence wasn’t there, and his protection wards were still in place. Yet something was off. He went around to the back of the house, ignoring Jessie’s yells and banging from inside the truck. There was no way he was letting her out until he was sure—

      Someone grabbed him around the neck and took him to the ground. The immediate black licorice olfactory punch meant demon. Nate rolled around with the devil in the litter of crunchy, fallen leaves until he finally pinned it beneath him. Roots of a large maple tree pushed out of the ground and wound around the demon’s extremities, holding it immobile but hissing while Nate waited to see if its black eyes would flicker any other color. After several moments with no change in the black, he beheaded it with his Xiphos.

      Nate re-sheathed the sword at his thigh, brushing off leaves as he stood. He inhaled the dry fall air and made the sign of the cross over the body. The demon had possessed a male, mid-forties, graying, but in good shape. Probably one of Jessie’s grandparents’ neighbors. He should have warded the whole neighborhood. But regrets were a waste of time and energy. He had bigger things to worry about. Like had Walt and Tilly Jacobs voluntarily left their house in spite of his wards?

      He called upon the earth to dispose of the demon, then focused his senses. He did a quick scan of the Jacobs’ house, looking in windows and touching the walls to sense minute vibrations. He couldn’t pick up on anything. Nor had he sensed the demon’s vibe before it had attacked. The whole place felt draped. Like something was inhibiting his senses.

      After going inside to visibly check every room, he went back to face Jessie’s wrath.

      Her eyes flashed blue flame when he slid into the truck. “Don’t you ever—and I mean ever—lock me in another place again. If I was meant to be controlled, I would have come with a remote.”

      “I could appreciate your independence if we weren’t talking about demons who want to take control of your body so they can torment your soul.” He started the truck and pulled away from the curb. “Is there anywhere else they might be?”

      The fire in her eyes died, replaced by a cold fear that was so much worse. “They’re not here?”

      “No. Asmodeus obviously gathered that you are the key to my demise.”

      She gasped. “Why didn’t he take me then?”

      “Your grandparents were a much easier target.”

      “You promised me they were safe!”

      “As long as they didn’t leave the house.” He glanced at her profile. Tears streaked down her cheeks like little gullies of accusation. “What did you want me to do, lock them in?”

      She wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands. “Why not? You sure as hell don’t seem to have a problem with that! Or do I have the sole honor of bringing out the bastard in you?”

      “Now that you mention it. I believe you do.” Think. What could have gone wrong? He was coming to suspect that Jessie was immune to his compulsion because she was his soul mate, and everything between mates was supposedly free will. But how did her grandparents override his coercion to stay inside where they’d be safe under the protection of his wards?

      “You really think Asmodeus has them?”

      It was the only possible answer. Nate wasn’t sure how far-reaching the Hell Prince’s powers were, but clearly he could manipulate thoughts through space. Asmodeus had probably compelled Walt and Tilly outside, then took them because of Jessie, who was important to him.

      And when someone was important to you, you were vulnerable. Weak.

      Which was exactly how Asmodeus wanted him before he made a play for the relic. Fuck. Nate’s foot pressed on the gas pedal.

      Jessie latched on to the grab handle above the passenger window. “I want one of those swords.”

      “Hell, no. This isn’t a joke, Jess.”

      “You see me laughing? He has my family, Nate!”

      “Humans don’t fight demons.”

      “My God, you Guardians are so full of yourselves! Think about it, humans fight demons all the time. It’s called temp-ta-tion. And believe it or not, some of us make damned good choices.”

      They arrived at the location where they’d originally stolen the truck. Nate hit the breaks and put the truck in park. “You think the demons care what anyone thinks about anything?”

      “I can’t control what the demons think, do, or don’t do. All I know is, I’m not going to stand by and let you call all the shots. This is my life, and I’m going to make the decisions that affect me. My first one is finding my grandparents.” She bent forward to grab a narrow metal object that had slid from under the seat when he’d abruptly pressed the brakes. Before he could stop her, she’d used it to hammer through the passenger side window.

      Nate grabbed the back of her long-sleeved shirt and hooked an arm around her waist, carefully pulling her back between the slivers of glass. “Jesus, woman! Are you hurt?” Satisfied she had no more embedded glass in her skin, he looked up to catch the fire in her eyes. He both feared and liked her like this. Fighting. Proud. Not at all like the weak-willed, weak-minded people he’d exploited. “I will find them. I won’t stop until I do. I promise you.”

      “If this is what a life with you is like, I don’t want it.”

      “This is not the time to talk about this, Jess. Let’s get back to Mirage, make a plan—”

      “Why, Nate? Why me? There are hundreds of thousands of eligible women in the metro area, and you have to pick the girl who doesn’t even like to look at herself in a mirror. What is wrong with you?”

      “How can you not know after the week we’ve shared? After how much I’ve told you I love your laugh, your kindness, your loyalty, how you make me feel like…” I can actually be the man you think I am. “You can’t be serious here, Jess.”

      She tried the door handle, turning back to him with disconsolate eyes when she found it locked. “Just let me go.”

      Never. His fingers curled around her arm. “You think I’m lying.”

      “You’ve said many times that you do what you have to do to get your way. You lie as easily as you speak the truth. Maybe easier.”

      He released her arm, his heart ready to pound out of its rib cavity. “I’m not lying. Surely you can feel the difference. If you don’t, I don’t know what else I can do.”

      She gave him an if-only-I-could-believe-you look. “How convenient.”

      “What do I need to do to make you believe me?”

      “Find my grandparents. Unharmed.”

      She met his fierceness with a silent dignity that made his ignoble instincts—subdue, command, protect!—begin to calm. Finally, he nodded. “I already told you I would. After that, I’ll find a way to send Asmodeus back to Hell.”

      “And then?” she whispered.

      He released her, his pulse jack-hammering in his neck as he stared at her.

      Then he’d have to let her go. It was the only way to keep her safe. Even now he should send her to Katherine’s club in Hawaii. Or maybe even Xian’s club in Shanghai. Surely she could hide amid thirty million people.

      He closed his eyes, unwilling to say the words to send her away. Something inside him shifted vaguely like he’d chosen the wrong fork in the road. He could not bloody think about this right now or he’d Go. Fucking. Mad.

      He threw open the truck door. “Let’s move.”

      She grabbed his shoulder before he could exit the vehicle. “Whatever is between us is impossible, isn’t it? I’m going to die, and you’re going to live forever.”

      No! “I won’t let you die, Jessica.” Even if he couldn’t have her, he would let no harm befall her.

      Sadness filled her eyes, though her soft lips curled. “There’s no changing mortality.”
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      Jessie startled awake. She scampered out of bed and planted her feet in the center of the darkened room, swiveling her body to orient herself to time and place. Bed, table, wall panel…

      Nate’s ‘hunting’ boots.

      Her shoulders sagged, the surge of adrenaline now spent. She left the room, glancing at her watch as she descended the stairs. 3:25 pm. Heavens, she’d slept for nearly two hours, which was embarrassing because even though he wouldn’t say I-told-you-so, Nate had obviously been right about needing some rest. Again.

      He was always right, it seemed. She was tired of being coddled, but unfortunately she now realized exactly what they were up against with these demons. And she might not have a choice in whether or not she needed Nate’s protection.

      Over the last couple of days, he’d followed through on his promise to help her search for Scourge and her grandparents and to teach her how to fight. He’d not only taken her hunting for Asmodeus—which so far had turned up no clues on the whereabouts of her grandparents or her dog—but he’d also taught her more than she ever wanted to know about guns, knives, holy water, crucifixes, iron chains, chrism oil, demon-warding herbs, and salt. She even learned how to create a Devil’s Trap using paint or even salt to sketch out the circular symbol with a star inside that would detain demons. For hours, they rehearsed scenarios in which she might come face to face with demons. Muscles she didn’t even know she had, ached. He was a tireless, brutal instructor, giving no quarter if she so much as flinched from what he expected her to do.

      And at the end of the day, a passionate, demanding lover.

      She slept hard and dreamt harder. It only got worse the longer she went with no news of Gramma and Grandpa or Scourge and nary a sign of Asmodeus.

      To make matters worse, they’d found Mason yesterday—his dead body draped over a light post, eyes gouged and an upside down cross carved on his chest and abdomen. Jessie hadn’t even cried as Nate and Dorian took his body down and brought it back to the club so they could prepare him for burial.

      There’d be time for grieving later. Hopefully.

      She rubbed her eyes as she came around the corner that led to the dance floor. Nate glanced over from the bar and smiled. She quickly looked away before those curving lips drew her like a chocolate milkshake to a pre-menstrual, test-cramming law student. He was standing next to Katherine, Spencer, and a priest with steel gray hair—short on the sides and long on top—wearing the typical short-sleeved clerical shirt and collar, but with pumpkin-orange-colored denim jeans. This had to be Father Angus O’Flannery, whom Nate had mentioned yesterday. He’d said Angus wasn’t your run-of-the-mill priest, but hadn’t commented on the colorful tattoo sleeves on the priest’s arms. Wow. He didn’t look like any priest she’d ever seen. And she’d seen more than her fair share of them after her post-rehab mother had found Jesus.

      Jessie prematurely ended her yawn when she caught Nate’s raised eyebrow. Hell’s bells. She didn’t want him to know how bone-weary she was. That arching, sexy dark eyebrow meant he was going to try to hyper-supervise her again.

      Screw that. She needed five minutes of autonomy.

      Just five minutes.

      She made a bee-line to the dozens of cots where injured humans of all ages rested in Mirage’s makeshift field hospital on the dance floor. The Guardians had begun dialing down the intensity of their city-wide lockdown during daylight hours to preserve their strength. The citizens who ventured out of their homes to assess the ‘earthquake’ damage to their city were calm. Watching them interact on the streets, joking and unruffled amid so much destruction, Jessie had accused Nate of pushing out a Xanax-like compulsion. Remember who started this, Jessie, he’d answered.

      Yeah, demons that Uncle Mason had released. Like she could forget.

      There was still no power and no cell service, though, so without technology, there could be no organized recovery efforts or wide-spread communications. And Asmodeus’s force field was still at full capacity, keeping citizens in and, according to Katherine and Spencer who’d managed to slip past the force field by streaming directly into the sanctorum, keeping government and military rescue groups out. Apparently the country was in a state of widespread panic over what was happening in the Twin Cities metro. The complete opposite of the serenity under the dome.

      Jessie bent down to feel the forehead of a gray-faced, middle aged woman when Jaws burst through the front doors carrying a dark-haired girl. “Katherine, hurry!”

      Jessie ran to where Stark spread a blanket on the floor so Jaws could lay the child upon it. It was hard to tell how old she was with her long, coltish legs and knobby knees peeking from torn, purple leggings, but Jessie would guess around nine or ten. She was crying, blood running from the insides and corners of her eyes. “I found her seizing by the baker’s shop down the block. She was alone,” Jaws explained.

      Katherine sank to her knees beside the girl, her expression grave when the child gnashed her teeth at her, then began to thrash.

      “Give me the relic!” The deep, rasping voice was anything but childlike, raising the flesh on the back of Jessie’s neck. The bitter and sweet scent characteristic of the possessed wafted from the girl’s waxen skin. Nate and Dorian held her down while the orange-clad, tattooed priest withdrew a crucifix from his shirt pocket and placed it under one of his hands against the child’s torso. She roared in a terrifying bass that rattled the club chandeliers Dorian had restored. Katherine added her hands to the girl’s trunk while the priest started praying in Latin. Jessie could feel the power of the old words as his voice swelled.

      Katherine’s face grayed, her shoulders bowing under the weight of the battle for the child’s soul. “J-Jane. Her name…it’s Jane. Pray for her, this demon is particularly…robust,” she gasped. Jessie had watched Katherine wage this war for souls dozens of times since Halloween night, helpless to do anything but hope that the Guardian would be able to withstand the physical and mental cost.

      The girl bucked and screamed and gnashed her teeth. Jaws and Stark joined Nate and Dorian in restraining her. Jessie knelt behind Nate, unable to tear her gaze from the hatred pouring out of the girl’s eyes, spittle dotting her flawless skin, her face contorted with rage. Jessie leaned forward to whisper. “What can I do?”

      Nate turned his face to the side, his profile hard. “Fetch the chrism oil.”

      Jessie’s stomach churned as she skirted the cots and ran behind the bar. The bottles sitting on the re-hung shelves had changed from liquor containers to vessels of holy water and anointing oils that they’d amassed after raiding the Basilica two days ago. Consecrated by the bishop on Holy Thursday, chrism oil burned and weakened demons even more substantially than holy water. And if thrown on a demon’s shadow form as it exited its human vessel, chrism oil would exterminate the demon forever. Powerful stuff, but it had to be done just right.

      Jessie’s hand closed around one of the pewter bottles inscribed OI—oleum infirmorum, oil of the sick—and hurried back, amid a growing wind that picked up loose papers and swirled her hair about her head. The child’s back bowed up as though rammed with enormous force from below, each arm and leg restrained by an adult, her hands and feet quaking, her head thrashing from side to side uncontrollably.

      Katherine and the priest’s lips moved with the exorcism incantation, the ancient language filling the room, drawing more and ever-louder groans and hisses from the child interspersed with words from a tongue Jessie had never heard, but filled her with dread.

      Suddenly the walls of the nightclub trembled as though assaulted from an enemy outside. “Nate!”

      He looked at her, unruffled. “Stay calm, Angel. The wards will be renewed if you can run a thin line of that chrism oil in front of all the doors. But don’t use it all. We’ll need some for this bastard.”

      Drizzle the oil. That she could do. She ran from door to door, leaving a fine stream of the chrism oil that smelled like fresh balsam. Nate took both of the girl’s legs when Jaws ran ahead of Jessie, pulling the iron grills across the doors as an extra precaution from whatever was trying to get in.

      “I’m slipping!” Stark’s face reddened with the effort to hold down one of the girl’s arms. Nate tried to help, but if he let go of the child’s legs someone would surely get killed. A steel beam was bending slowly down a post, but Nate was obviously having trouble focusing his energy on two things at once. A primal alarm fired in Jessie’s brain. Sweet Jesus, she didn’t want to touch the girl in the state she was in, but she lunged toward Stark anyway to add her weight onto the child’s wildly jerking arm.

      The girl started screaming, her voice morphing from child-like to diabolical and back again as the demon struggled to maintain possession of its vessel. It was awful—so terribly, terribly wrong—Jessie couldn’t halt the tears that flooded her eyes and fell upon the child. What was the demon doing to her mind? To her soul? Would she even be okay if they managed to release her?

      What if she were my daughter?

      Fire slid sideways through her. Filling her heart. Spilling into her eyes. Pouring liquid heat into her hands.

      Too much to hold back.

      Too much.

      She leaned down, quivering with rage, to glare into the girl’s eyes which flickered black to baby blue to black. “Get out of her, you damned, hateful son of a bitch!”

      “Jessie, no!”

      She heard Nate’s rebuke in spite of the inhuman shriek that surged through the club like a shock wave. She twisted instinctively to shield her nearest ear, her hand slipping off Jane’s arm. The child’s fingernails gouged a streak across Jessie’s wrist, spurting blood. The girl laughed and snapped her jaws near Jessie’s torn flesh.

      Jessie tumbled back on her butt, scooting away, her anger dying, leaving her spent and shaken as Katherine and the priest’s exorcism rite continued. Feeling Nate’s gaze from his position at Jane’s legs, Jessie forced herself to meet it, steeling herself for his fury.

      His eyes were piercing, but free of rancor. “To demons, human anger is like mainlining heroin. It feeds their trip and powers them up. Jane needs calm and every other warm, positive feeling you can rally.”

      She nodded, scrambling on all fours to Stark’s side. Katherine’s neck arched back, teeth gritted, her form glowing and then fading. Jessie could feel the damage to the Guardian’s psyche, like lashes from a flogger’s whip, reaching far into the shadows where the proud, private woman buried her pain. It was written on her face. Nate must have seen it, too.

      “That’s enough, Katherine.”

      “No! We almost…have him!” she gasped.

      “The chrism oil!” The priest lifted one hand off the child’s torso to point behind Jessie before his voice continued the incantation.

      “Get ready, Jess.”

      She locked eyes with Nate, the pewter bottle cool in her hands, and her heart tilted. Devastation and horror all around, but he was her rock. Steady as the land he could marshal. As full of stories and knowledge and treasure as any piece of earth that could be mined by the discerning human spirit.

      She loved him.

      This man who was putting everything into this fight for a child’s soul. Vignettes of the last two months—warm, erotic, sweet, humorous, tender, explosive—flashed before her, a shuffling deck of images in the hands of a master dealer.

      “I love you,” she mouthed, staring into his beautiful eyes, enunciating each word so there’d be no misunderstanding.

      He understood.

      His eyes fired, lit with passion and something more. Something enduring. And her future was forged.

      Whatever that looked like.
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      Nate had never, in all his years as a human or a Guardian, felt a look as potent—as profound—as the one Jessie had just given him.

      He was using all his strength to bear down on a fragile human child, who bucked and screeched beneath him, but all he wanted to do was enfold Jessie against his chest and bind her to him in the ritual that would make them one for all eternity.

      Her lips had formed words of love. Unashamed. Unafraid. Unequivocal.

      He’d never been more elated, nor more terrified, than this moment.

      The demon inside the child—Asmodeus, he was certain—had witnessed it.

      Alexios had told him this morning that even though archdemons didn’t require human hosts they still could possess a human if they so desired.

      The results of which were always unspeakably vile.

      Indeed.

      Asmodeus roared inside the child, the power of his evil so mighty he was able to slam furniture, including the cots of the injured, into walls. Nate’s muscles strained against the now bleeding flesh of the girl. He couldn’t think of the damage he was inflicting on the child. Little Jane wouldn’t survive much longer as the Hell Prince’s vessel. He looked at Katherine and Father Angus. “Hurry!”

      Jessie stood, the chrism oil bottle steady in her hand.

      A terrible feeling rushed through him.

      “…qui venturus est judicare vivos et mortuos, et saeculum per ignem!” The priest shouted the final words of the exorcism rite. The child opened her mouth in a bone-chilling scream. Her body convulsed, spewing Asmodeus’s blood-red colloidal form out of her mouth, nose, and ears. The archdemon launched from Jane’s body, swirling like boiling, molecularlized smoke three stories above the dance floor before shooting straight down again.

      “Jessie!” Nate lunged, then swiveled as he fell, shifting Jessie on top of him, absorbing the crush of the hardwood floor. The red substance zinged past them, leaving the thick odor of black licorice. “Rosaries repel possession, get yours out, then get to the injured!”

      They ran in a crouch to the bar where the extra bottles of holy water and chrism oil lined up like IEDs. He grabbed three off the self, tossed one to Jessie, then hustled to the pileup of cots and bodies against the west wall. Jessie pulled her rosary necklace out from under her t-shirt while she ran. Her eyes were fearful, but controlled. “It’s him, isn’t it? Asmodeus?”

      Nate nodded, calling upon the floor to slide three more of the injured to where he and Jessie stood shoulder to shoulder.

      “I thought you said he took his own form instead of having to possess a human.”

      “He can do either.” He met her shell-shocked expression with what he hoped was a confidence-boosting smile, then turned to the priest. “Father Angus!”

      The priest caught the bottle of chrism oil, removed the stopper, and flung it at Asmodeus’s smoke when it shot straight for him. The anointed emulsion punched the colloidal substance like a frozen turkey hitting a pot of boiling oil. Tongues of flame leapt from the red smoke, a bray so high-pitched it shattered the high-tech windows of Nate’s loft, but not the wall panel. Asmodeus was trapped since the club had no external windows besides the front door.

      Another plus to operating a bar, Nate thought darkly.

      Jaws pulled Jane’s limp body to the east side of the building where Dorian guarded another injured group. When the red smoke shrieked again, Jessie paled and clutched her ears. Her gaze followed the red smoke’s increasingly erratic path as it was repeatedly repelled by rosaries. “Where’s your rosary?” she asked, lowering her hands from her ears.

      “Guardians are incapable of being possessed.” As far as he knew, anyway.

      “Well, can’t he just reform as himself?”

      “He left his corporeal form somewhere when he decided to take Jane’s body. He can’t just reshape organically from nothing but his smoke. He either needs to find a human vessel, or his own form.”

      The smoke twisted into a tall, tight funnel, creating a moving wind tunnel, decimating the salt lines, leaving the exits vulnerable. Blast!

      I’ll reform the salt lines when the smoke moves on, Dorian said. Nate nodded from his position.

      Jessie grasped Nate’s hand. “Can we lead it to a Devil’s Trap?”

      He shook his head. “Devil’s Traps only immobilize demons when they’re using a human meatsuit. They don’t work on their shade forms.”

      “Will it work on his true form?”

      Nate didn’t know. Unfortunately, this was uncharted territory for him.

      “Alexios, I think I might be amenable to suggestions right now.”

      He could feel the ancient Guardian struggle to make the connection, but at that moment, Katherine yelled out for Stark, who was attending one of the sick. Nate hurled his bottle of holy water at the roiling red smoke as it sliced through the air, knocking Katherine down on its way toward her human friend. The smoke split and fractured widely around the bottle, the arcing water spraying harmlessly in the air until gravity took over, pulling the bottle down to land with an empty clang.

      “No!” Katherine yelled as the smoke coalesced at Stark’s mouth, violently funneling down his throat. Father Angus ran to Stark and pressed his crucifix to his forehead. Nate heard the singe, then Stark’s arm shot out, flinging the priest thirty feet across the dance floor where he landed in a heap by the bar. Nate grabbed Jessie’s arm when she lunged.

      “He’s bleeding!” she yelled.

      “As will you, if we don’t deal with the problem first.”

      Katherine stood before Stark’s possessed form, the Latin rite of exorcism begun anew. Stark laughed at her efforts. “You blazing idiots. It’s your human emotions—your connections—that make you so weak. You know that, right?” His eyes swept over Nate leaving him with a sense of rage. He inhaled slowly. It was a demon trick. Trying to pull out the worst in you. It’s what they wanted.

      “And because that’s the case, I know you won’t hurt one little hair on my vessel’s Lucifer-like head.” Stark turned to look at Katherine. “Isn’t that right, boss?”

      What were the best options to kill Asmodeus? Think fast. Katherine was fuming at his comparison of Stark’s looks to Lucifer’s, and he couldn’t even use telepathy to talk her down from doing something stupid since the Hell Prince had obviously blocked their telepathy once again.

      Nate could implode this whole place. That might put Asmodeus out of commission for a while so they had more time to regroup. Unfortunately, he wasn’t strong enough to stream everyone—the healthy and injured—out of here at once. Think, Temple. Shit. Katherine was weak from her efforts to exorcise Jane, and Dorian, Cruz, and Jaws were busy guarding the sick.

      Stark stepped toward Jessie and an unfamiliar fear pounded through Nate’s veins. He stepped in front of her, pressing a hand back against her belly to feel her warmth against his palm.

      “I can hear your heart going pitter pat, Guardian. You like this human woman so much that mayhap you’ll trade your relic for something of hers. Maybe that nice elderly couple, eh?”

      Nate’s heart sank as he felt Jessie’s comprehension dawn.

      “Oh my God. You have my grandparents! Let them go, please.” Jessie’s form was rigid beneath his fingertips.

      He should have guessed the Prince would try to barter this way. “Jess, he’s a demon. Demons lie, all the time.”

      Turning his full attention to Jessie, Stark clasped his hands in front of him, solemnly. Which was total bullshit. “Your grandparents are safe, Jessica. They will be returned to you, unharmed, the moment your fly-by-night boyfriend turns over the nice little trinket he keeps downstairs.” The demon turned to face Nate and made a sad face. “Unless your hunky boyfriend doesn’t consider two human lives—the two most important people in your world—as important as a man-made object that only has significance because a bunch of senile scholars decided it would be fun to make up their own salvation story and build-in a scavenger hunt for shits and giggles. Give me a fuckin’ break.”

      Jessie gasped. Nate stepped sideways to grab her by the shoulders. “Demons lie, Jess. They always lie.”

      “Well, not really,” Stark intoned in an upbeat, sing-song voice that sounded nothing like Stark’s real voice. “I actually do have her grandparents.”

      Jessie’s blue eyes burned into Nate’s. “I can’t believe you’re not even considering this. It’s just an object.”

      An object that his redemption depended on. The archangel had made that painfully clear. “Are you listening to me? This is a prince of Hell, Jess. He’ll never hold up his end of the bargain. We could give him the relic—”

      “Nate!” Katherine barked.

      He glanced at Katherine and shook his head before turning back to Jess. “He has no honor. Bargains and promises mean nothing to demons. I’ll find another way to get your grandparents.” If they were even still alive.

      “I’m standing here not harming anyone. It’s unfair of you to besmirch my honor, Nathaniel,” Stark said.

      Dorian lifted his arm to aim a line of holy water at Stark. Before the water launched, Stark lifted a hand, blasting Dorian against the wall so hard he crushed through the drywall, landing inside the kitchen. Stark smiled. “There is no other way, Jessica. It’s the relic for your grandparents, or no dice.”

      Jessie trembled under Nate’s fingertips. She brushed him away and turned to face the demon. “Are they alive?”

      Stark shrugged. “I’m not the make-nice, vomit-my-feelings-to-make-you-feel-better kind of guy, so I guess you’ll have to take my word for it. Honestly, these Guardians belong in Hell themselves, so how do you know you can trust anything they say either? So what’s it gonna be? Going once…”

      Jessie whirled to face Nate, the beseeching look on her face making his heart wrench. “Please, I’ll do anything. What object could possibly be more important than a human—two human—lives?”

      Guard this sacred relic. Your everlasting soul depends upon it. The entire human race depends on it. The archangel’s words held the finality of death…and worse. “There’s no bargaining with devils, Jess.”

      “I can’t believe you won’t even take the chance. They’re my family!”

      Stark’s nostrils flared. “Walt and Tilly will have to die, then. I’ll make it quick, Jessica, if you come willingly to my bed.”

      Nate leapt, rage licking his amygdala in hues of red, orange, then a pure, brilliant white. He felt Jessie turn and run, but nothing would divert him from his mission.

      Kill. Maul. Destroy the threat to his mate.

      Nate was mid-air when the last of Asmodeus’ colloid form ejected from Stark’s body. Katherine cried out, blasting Stark sideways with a stream of water to save him from Nate’s Xiphos, which rang through the empty air where Stark had been moments before.

      Father Angus ran across the dance floor, a crucifix held high above his head as he headed straight for the red smoke. Nate went down on one knee and slammed a fist onto the floor, sending a ripple across the wooden boards, removing the kamikaze priest from the demon’s aim. Nate spun as the red haze circled high above them, then dove at the group of injured citizens. “Dorian!”

      Nate’s warning was too late. Asmodeus reanimated the largest of the injured men, using the vessel’s mass to bulldoze his way through the other bodies toward the club’s front door where he’d earlier blown away the salt line.

      “Grab him!” Nate bellowed.

      But the archdemon launched his possessed body through the glass doorway onto the mangled sidewalk outside, and was up, running down the block before Nate could even make it to the club’s entrance. Voices called out behind Nate, his boots pounding the floor in pursuit of the Hell Prince until Dorian’s arm shot out to clothesline him. He scrambled to his feet, swinging out in raw frustration. “What the bloody piss? He’s getting away!” The demon had actually threatened his soul mate. Had made the blasphemous suggestion to take her to his bed.

      Never would he let that black scoundrel defile her. Wouldn’t even let him touch a hair on her head.

      Wouldn’t—

      An explosion of heat split his jaw. His fists balled up, but before he could return the punch, another landed. This time in the gut, followed by two slaps to his cheeks. Unease—not the threatening kind, but the oh-fuck-something’s-wrong type—drifted through him. He shook his head, squinting through the dissipating furious haze to hear the voices arguing around him.

      Father Angus was up in his personal space. “Alright lad, enough of your ‘roid rage, we have a problem.”

      “I was trying to deal with that before you blighters cock-blocked me.” Nate fingered his broken nose, but it was already mending. He looked around, his limbic system relaunching into warrior mode before he could even process what was wrong. “Where’s Jess?”

      The priest shook his head like he wanted to punch him again. “That’s what we’ve been trying to tell you while you’ve been acting crazy, you bowsie. She’s gone.”

      “Jess!” Nate’s hoarse holler ricocheted around the club. “Jessica!” The walls of the building shook so hard plaster cracked, tumbling down, spilling white all over the floor that Jessie had swept meticulously earlier today. His heart pounded so hard he felt light headed. “Jessie!”

      He raced to the sanctorum, remembering the hurt in her eyes. She thought he didn’t love her. She didn’t know he would give up every last relic for her if he believed the demon would actually honor his bargain. She didn’t know that demons never kept their word.

      He’d make her see. Make her believe that he’d been telling the truth.

      He opened the door to the sanctorum as Dorian pushed the bookshelf back into place, hiding the reliquary which housed the relic. When Dorian looked up, his face said it all.

      “Jessie and the relic are gone.”
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      Jessie slammed the car into park in her grandparents’ driveway and ran to retrieve the hidden key to their house. Like always, it was under a pot of burgundy mums next to the back door. Entering the house usually felt like slipping into her coziest pajamas. Now, the simple, orderly rooms looked like they always had, gave off the same lilac scent, but they echoed with a hollowness borne of compulsion.

      Two nights ago she’d lain naked in Nate’s arms as he’d explained how demons often possessed people close to their intended targets. People who were less resolute, more vulnerable to attack, than the actual targets, chosen simply because they were in the target’s inner circle. Demons could only enter homes if they were invited inside. Hence, the frequent possessions of their target’s friends or family.

      Jessie paused by Tilly’s sewing machine to pick up a framed photo of her mother and uncle when they were children. They looked so innocent, holding hands in a field of sunflowers. But as they’d grown, neither had made good choices. Her mother had chased fame, and when her star was burning out, she’d sought solace for her fading relevance in pills and the bottle. Mason tried to halt his spiral of poor business decisions by turning to black magic.

      Neither solution worked. Instead, they’d damned themselves and left a legacy of heartbreak that not only dwelled within her, but especially her grandparents.

      Aurora and Mason were already dead. Were Walt and Tilly next?

      Damn you for your weakness, Mason.

      And damn her for thinking Nate cared enough about her to actually agree to Asmodeus’ ultimatum. She was a measly human. Nate was an archangel’s chosen Guardian. He was fighting demons, for chrissakes. How could she think her needs were more important than the world’s?

      Jessie swiped at her eyes with the back of one hand and set the picture of her mother and uncle down with the other. An hour had passed since Nate had told the Hell Prince there was no way he’d trade the relic for her grandparents. She’d been so stunned, so numb with fear for her grandparents that she didn’t even remember going into the sanctorum, opening the bookcase, and breaking into the reliquary to steal the relic. Didn’t even know how she’d managed it since Nate had told her only Guardians could complete the unlocking spell. The only thing working in her favor had been the Guardians’ preoccupation with Asmodeus. She’d slipped away before they even realized she was gone.

      She’d driven down residential streets, turning around when she came to an avenue that hadn’t yet been cleared of debris, trying to come up with a plan to help her grandparents. A strategy to defeat Asmodeus.

      A way to forget how much all this hurt.

      Nate had been trying to touch her mind for the last thirty minutes. She could tell by the slight pins and needles sensation in the front part of her brain. The pressure had grown so strong that she’d nearly ran into a street lamp. Luckily though, she’d managed to shut down whatever connection he was trying to establish. He’d only fill her head with words she wanted to hear.

      How many times in the last week had he told her that she was all he’d never known he wanted? How many times had she marveled at his goodness? His natural charisma with people which he was now using for positive purposes instead of manipulation.

      She’d started to believe him when he said they were meant to be together. That whole scar-vanishing thing was so incredible.

      But who was she to think she deserved him? Even now, she’d betrayed him—betrayed all the Guardians and all humanity—by stealing the very thing that could set the Devil free.

      What are you doing, Jess?

      She closed her eyes, taking a moment to breathe deeply. She would make this right. She grabbed what she needed from Gramma’s house and hurried back to her car. She fastened her seat belt, glancing at the relic wrapped in aged gold linen on the passenger seat next to her zebra duffel bag. Nate had said the relic was called the Veil of Veronica. Supposedly, it had been used to wipe the sweat off Jesus’s brow as he’d carried the cross to his death.

      The Veil was supposed to bear the likeness of his face.

      “How can I do this?” she yelled in the car. Was the safety of her grandparents more important than the safety of the whole world?

      No.

      Of course, she’d never let Asmodeus have it, but maybe even a Prince of Hell could be tricked.
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      Jessie pulled onto a narrow gravel road that led to a cemetery three miles away from Walt and Tilly’s house. She drove west, watching the last of the sun’s rays extinguish, her fingers tightening on the steering wheel. Once dusk fell, she would summon the archdemon.

      For so long, she’d wanted to bring more of her JBlaze persona into her every day life. To not feel so damn self-conscious all the time. She’d thought that when she finally managed to feel that way—on the clock and off—she would have ‘arrived.’ Then, life would be perfect because she’d never have to wonder if she measured up. Would never feel insecure or unlovable again.

      And that she might actually be worth the love of an intelligent, charismatic man like Nate.

      Jessie squinted at the cemetery’s shadowy headstones as they came into view. Those markers were all that were left of individuals. Young or old, rich or poor, extroverted or shy. No matter when or how they’d died, they’d probably all wanted the same things as their life slipped away.

      Love. Understanding. A sense of belonging. The knowledge that their life mattered.

      Maybe she’d been looking at all of this through the wrong lens.

      No one was immune to insecurity. No one walked through life completely confident or without fear. It just wasn’t possible.

      Perhaps how one chose to fight that insecurity was what made the difference. Her mother had chosen chemical remedies. Her uncle had gone with an evil antidote. Nate’s original panacea was aggression, dominance, and manipulation.

      But he’d been overcoming that. Not perfectly, of course, but God, no one was perfect.

      Not even Heaven’s chosen Guardians.

      What redress should she seek to overcome her insecurities? She needed to believe in her own self-worth. Nate did. Even though he’d never said the words, all of his actions told her that he loved her unconditionally. He accepted her and all her faults. All her darkness.

      I’m so scared. She looked across the acres of headstones and wished she was anywhere but here. What if Asmodeus had already killed her grandparents, and she’d only be playing right into the Hell Prince’s hands? The look on Nate’s face back at the club had suggested this was highly probable.

      Still, she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t at least try to do this. She’d return the relic after her grandparents were safe. And it would work. After all, she had the relic, and Nate had assured her that no death could come to whomever possessed it.

      She shoved the relic in her zebra duffel bag, which already held a vial of holy oil and a container of salt. She unlocked her car door and stepped out into the still eventide, the duffel bag firmly in hand. Her sounds of movement amplified in the hushed dusk, the rising moon only half what it had been a week ago when Hell had literally broken loose.

      She’d picked this cemetery to summon Asmodeus almost without thought. She’d been here in high school with half a dozen friends on a dare. Rumors said the place was haunted. It had been a cool fall night much like this one. Semi-cloudy. Perfectly spooky. When she and her friends had first arrived, they were too wound up to notice anything. Girls and their endless noise. Finally, when they’d toned it down, Jessie had first noticed it. The sound of a heavy, blunt object striking something metallic and hollow. It wasn’t overly loud, but persistent. It originated next to the twenty-foot, white sandstone statue of Christ on Calvary. The sculptor had carved three mourners at the foot of the cross. The one on her knees, most likely Jesus’s mother, Mary.

      The Veil of Veronica had been there the day of the statue’s depiction.

      Jessie’s friends had linked arms, giggling and utterly oblivious to her alertness. She hadn’t joined their chain, instead walking ahead toward the statue, not because she wasn’t scared, but because something was drawing her there. A deep, yawning chasm of pain that seemed to echo with a cry of despair.

      As it was again tonight.

      And similar to that night so many years ago, as her footsteps crunched on the gravel path as she approached the large statue, the ambient air temperature warmed. The flagpole next to the statue was still there. Only tonight, there was no spirit banging on it.

      She’d never actually seen the figure that had used the pole to reach out across the dimensions to share her pain, but Jessie had felt her back then. Had sensed that the energy was feminine, and had felt an overwhelming sadness for whomever she was. Jessie had been about to reach out and touch the pole when one of her friends saw a bat and screamed, cuing group hysteria. The girls had fled to their loaner minivan before Jessie could tell them they had nothing to fear from the nocturnal animals.

      Jessie grasped the duffel to her chest, her fingers numbing with cold in spite of the unexplained warmth near the statue. She stared into the thick wall of forest beyond the large cross, wondering if the sad spirit had finally been able to move on. Her car’s headlights cast eerie shadows beyond the numerous small, white cross grave markers that fanned out around the statue in a forty-foot diameter. The crosses bore no names, only numbers of anonymous patients of a mental institution long ago shut down. She’d researched the hospital after leaving the cemetery that first night, speculating that the young woman banging on the flagpole had probably been a patient there.

      A soft breeze sifted through the trees, lifting their branches in a subtle wave—a sound that would soothe during the day. At night, yeah, not so much. Especially in light of the fact that a few significant things had changed since high school.

      Like witnessing demon possession. Yay.

      Funny how fearless youth was. A good thing, she supposed.

      Unless you were a parent.

      The trees quivered again, and she shivered.

      Fight your fear. She had the relic, and by now she knew enough about demons to ensure she wasn’t an easy target for possession.

      Still, she couldn’t help glancing back at her car, grateful that the headlights still worked, and praying that they wouldn’t drain the battery. She’d only leave them on for twenty minutes. If she couldn’t do this in that amount of time, she’d find another way to get her grandparents back.

      Too bad the relic didn’t give three wishes.

      Jessie set the duffel bag in front of the statue and brought out the chrism oil. She kept the duffel within reach, dragging it around as she began sprinkling the oil around the perimeter of the statue, the closest of the white crosses, as well as the flagpole to protect the woman’s spirit if she happened to suddenly return. As Jessie enclosed the final portion of the makeshift circle, the temperature raised considerably, providing relief to her cold, achy fingers. The wind picked up in earnest now, fluttering the American flag on the pole.

      She cleared her throat and spoke forcefully into the night, looking up at the image of the man on the cross. “I ask everything that is good and right in the universe to guard me as I face this evil tonight.” The duffel bag vibrated at her feet.

      Alright, shit’s gettin’ real.

      Next she pulled out the salt and scattered it in the grass within her circle. Please let this work. A banging started, the wind pulling the flag taut. Goosebumps broke out across her arms. She squinted into the shadows near the flag pole. “I mean no harm to anyone or anything. All I want is my grandparents’ safe return.”

      An echoing howl eased through the atmosphere as though filtered through a long tunnel. Her heart squeezed like it only ever had in Nate’s presence. What did that mean? She turned in a rapid circle looking for him. But no, it was only forest beyond the statues, crosses, and larger headstones.

      How she wished he was here.

      She dashed at her eyes and picked up her duffel bag, holding it across her chest.

      Now what? Was she supposed to call his name? She exhaled heavily, looking up at the gauzy night sky, wondering if she should be looking downward instead. “Asmodeus, Prince of Hell, I have a deal for you.”

      Nice, Jess. That sounded like a script for a class B melodrama. She was about to open her mouth with a better summons when her car headlamps went dark, and the wind suddenly ceased.
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      It was getting bloody dark, and he still hadn’t found her. Nate pounded his fist on the steering wheel. What the hell good was having a connection with your mate if you couldn’t use it?

      Soul mates are equals in all ways and resistant to manipulation, Katherine had said in her cool, imperious way the first time he’d told her about his missing scar.

      He had often wondered at her ability to remain so reserved. Was it naturally her personality, or the result of some trauma? That aloofness was why her agitation over Stark’s near-death was so disturbing. He’d never seen her so distraught. She’d probably never forgive him for attempting to kill Stark.

      He was fairly certain he’d never forgive himself either.

      If he had spared one moment to think, one moment to contemplate the outcome of what he was about to do, he would have realized the demon would quit Stark’s body before Nate had a chance to kill the archdemon inside. But he hadn’t taken the time to think. He did what he’d always done—act, react, and ignore the consequences of his actions. All these decades, he’d gotten away with it with just a few wounds.

      Tonight, however, karma seemed to be catching up to him.

      The only good news was that Katherine’s water element had been faster than his sword, and Stark yet lived.

      Nate had been streaming around town for an hour, trying to forget the accusation in Katherine’s eyes and the betrayal in Jessie’s, going every possible place where Jessie might be. He’d found nothing but residual impressions of her.

      Where are you, angel? He’d reached out telepathically dozens of times to no avail. If he had forced her to bond with him, he’d be able to find her anywhere. Blast.

      When he’d finally made contact a half hour ago, he’d been able to see a gravel road and light posts. He’d sensed her rapid heartbeat. Felt the tension in her fingers on the steering wheel. Then she’d severed contact so forcefully it was like a knife jab to his frontal lobe.

      Where had he seen light posts like those before? She’d obviously taken matters into her own hands, thinking to trade the Veil for her grandparents. He found a truck with keys in the ignition to conserve his energy and drove toward an older suburb that had funky vintage fixtures similar to the light posts he’d seen when he’d touched Jessie’s mind.

      Why would she do this? Face demons on her own, knowing what they were capable of? He couldn’t understand loving that much, could he?

      As a human, all he’d ever known was selfishness, betrayal, and fighting for survival. Even his time as a Guardian had shown him the value of staying in control. He slayed demons that people didn’t even know existed, as they sat next to the innocents on the bus, in their work cubicles, in their beds. Life as he’d known it was all about struggle. Fighting. Jockeying for the best angle. Always looking over his shoulder at who or what might want to use or kill him.

      Sure, he’d met some grand folks over the decades—humans like Jawahar and Stark. But from the first moment he’d met Jessie, he’d sensed something extraordinary in her. Her passions derived from the desire to help others, not to elevate herself.

      Her warmth drew him, her goodness inspired, and her optimism exhilarated. Being near her made him happy in the most basic way. She wrung feelings from him that no amount of money in the world could replicate.

      He blinked down at the screen when his phone rang, then sighed to see who it was. “Katherine, I—”

      “Shut up.” Her thready voice twisted a knife in his chest. Clearly, she was using the cell phone instead of telepathy because she was too weak, though she’d never admit that to him. “My calling doesn’t mean I forgive you, because I don’t. Your impetuosity has caused so much pain. Spencer keeps telling me to give you time, but it’s been a hundred years.”

      “I would go back and change my actions against Stark if I could. Truly.”

      “Sorry means nothing if you keep making the same selfish choices. This is it, Nate. Your last chance to make good of something.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Jessica. You’re looking for her, aren’t you?”

      He didn’t bother answering.

      “What do you intend to do when you find her? Force her to return here without even listening to her?”

      He sighed. He hadn’t thought it out beyond whatever he needed to do to keep her safe. Completing the ritual bonding was high on his list of to dos when he found her.

      Not that forcing Jessie to do anything made him feel good.

      But would he anyway?

      She would hate it. Hate him.

      “Spencer thinks you love her. Looks more like obsession to me. Love can’t be forced. If you want to love and be loved in return, it has to be free. Not out of fear or manipulation. Same with doing good for others. The best gift is loving and expecting nothing in return,” Katherine said.

      “You seem to know a lot about it.”

      A pause, and then, “Once upon a time, I thought so.”

      Of course—Ari, the Viking.

      Now there was a story he’d pay money to hear, but he had a feeling it would be a secret both Katherine and Ari would take into eternity.

      “Of course, I later wised up.” There was a complex texture to her voice that made Nate downshift, pull the truck into a deserted parking lot, and close his eyes. Her words held a subtle shade of enduring pain. Between this unusual, feelings-oriented dressing down she was giving him, and her emotive reaction to Stark’s near-death earlier, here was a facet of Katherine’s personality that was more human, more vulnerable and sensitive than he’d ever seen.

      He was quite speechless.

      After another pause she continued. “It’s Jessie’s life. You need to let her make her own decisions, Nate. That includes whether or not she even wants to be with you. And she might not. As you know, Guardians have a lot of baggage.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” he finally replied.

      “Then you’ve already lost her.” On that disturbing note, Katherine hung up.

      What if Jessie didn’t want to be with him? Why should he even consider this stroppy bullshit? Even if she was cross with him right now, surely she’d come around in time. They were meant to be together, else she wouldn’t have healed his scar.

      He would win her love. No, he’d earn it.

      But he bloody well couldn’t do it dossing around like this. He stepped out of the truck and let his senses flare out across the barren parking lot and the boarded up, broken windows of the warehouse. He’d already been to her grandparents’ place as well as her uncle Mason’s, and had ended up in this industrial part of the city. Quite frankly, he didn’t know where else to look.

      “Jess, please t—"

      Light posts. Ornate scroll work with an aged, green patina to them.

      In an instant, he remembered where he’d seen them before.

      Nate left the keys in the truck’s ignition and flashed to the wooded edge of a cemetery twelve miles away. His heart thumped in his throat to see his Jessie alive and well, sprinkling something in the grass near the large sculpture. Salt.

      He should go to her, grab her, and get her the hell away from here. The urge to do so was a buzzing in his blood.

      But…

      His hands fisted at his sides. If he was to have any chance at winning her affections, he would do well to consider her feelings on this matter.

      But she was ill-equipped—as all humans were—to deal with demons. Especially high order demons like Asmodeus. Wasn’t life and death a deal breaker when it came to respecting her independence?

      She’d surely tell him it was thoughts like those that made him sound like an arrogant ass.

      By God, this evaluation of potential fallout was going to go hard for him.

      Play it moment by moment. That sounded like a good plan.

      He dispersed his senses, trying to pinpoint malevolent sources in the rapidly darkening graveyard. A faint figure peeked from behind the enormous statue. She appeared young, maybe seventeen or eighteen years old. She didn’t emanate a threat, but he wasn’t ready to trust anything around Jessie. He kept his gaze between his mate and the figure while Jessie opened the duffel bag to stash away the salt.

      She’d obviously paid attention when he and the others had continually refortified the club and taught others in the city how to protect themselves by using holy water and salt. That gave him a small measure of comfort, but if she gave the Veil—which had to be in that bag—to Asmodeus, she’d not only be jeopardizing her own life, but that of every single human on earth. He couldn’t let her do that.

      Yet he couldn’t watch her die either.

      For God’s sake, couldn’t she sense him by now? He’d never felt so out of control of a situation or his emotions. Not a great way to prepare for battle. He’d likely lack backup, too, since Katherine was not in any shape to fight, Spencer and Jinx had dispatched back to their own clubs to deal with their own Hell Princes, and Alexios was off the grid. The strangest part was that Jaws, Alexios’s head of security at Rapture, hadn’t heard from the Spartan Guardian either.

      Hopefully it was because he’d located Sophia.

      This soul mate stuff could really be a pain in the ass.

      Jessie wiped at her eyes. She was crying? Bugger all. A bead of sweat collected at the base of his neck. Go to her. He took the first step from behind the shelter of the trees when everything went dark.

      Then the wind stopped.

      Nate’s demon sensors went into overdrive.

      The Hell Prince was here.
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      Jessie had never felt her heart beat so palpably in her chest. An almost out-of-body sensation wove around her as the area began to glow a soft red. Asmodeus in his earlier GQ manifestation stepped out from behind one of the over-sized headstones in a three-piece suit, urbane and composed from head to toe.

      “Hello, sweet, Jessica. I, for one, appreciate sensible women. Women who know what they want and ask for it.”

      How could someone so evil look so good? Sound so pleasant? He was on the other side of the narrow gravel road, but he was moving toward her. The temperature in the vicinity dropped significantly the closer he came. Her duffel bag began to radiate a white light. What did that mean? Please, please let me do this right. “Stop! Don’t come any closer. I want to see my grandparents. Right now.”

      Asmodeus’s lips curled. “So impatient. Just like your boyfriend. Speaking of whom, why don’t you tell him to come out and act like an adult. We both know he’s here.”

      Jessie tried to swallow, but her mouth and throat were parched. “You’re wrong. Nate doesn’t…know where I am.” It came out a whisper.

      She got the feeling he understood anyway, even though he was still more than twenty feet away. The demon narrowed his eyes assessingly. Then a smile slowly spread across his features. It made the hairs on the back of her neck tingle. And not in a good way.

      “You refused to bond with him. Isn’t that interesting? Good. That’s good, Jessica.”

      What was he talking about? Why would the demon care if she bonded with Nate? And he was wrong. There was no way Nate could possibly track her. She was certain she’d been able to keep him out of her mind after that brief shock when he’d first made contact.

      Asmodeus took another step toward her, and she thrust her hands out instinctively. He jerked backwards as though jolted. As his gaze shot to the duffel bag, a terrifying image of a lizard-like hunchback with pointed ears, a needle-like, barbed tongue, and studded, leathery skin seared through her brain. She gasped at the sudden dearth of hatred engulfing the area. Could feel the malice—cold and sharp like falling into a sea of glass. The malevolence pressed in, searching for a way inside the safe circular perimeter she’d established with the chrism oil. Maybe the monster she’d glimpsed was what Asmodeus looked like in his true, unglamoured form.

      That shit was scaaary.

      “Stay in your circle, Jess.”

      She gasped. “Nate?”

      He didn’t respond. She faced Asmodeus, her eyes searching left and right for any sign of the Guardian she’d come to love. Was he actually here? She wanted to cry—half in relief, half in shame that she was causing so much trouble. “Nate? Please talk to me.”

      “You have what I want,” Asmodeus hissed. Rain began to fall outside her circle, freezing into ice crystals mid-air. They twinkled exquisitely before bursting like tiny, glass grenades on the headstones beyond her circle.

      She stamped her feet to bring feeling back to her extremities even though she sensed the circle was shielding her from the brunt of the cold. “Bring my grandparents to me, right now—or I’m gone. L-l-last chance, demon.”

      Asmodeus’s eyes glowed red for a moment before Tilly and Walt appeared, bound together on the steps of the small mausoleum to the left of the Hell Prince. They were alive! Jessie lunged toward them, but crashed into Nate.

      “No! Let me get to them!” she cried.

      Nate grabbed her arms. “Get back in your circle, and for God’s sake, don’t let go of the Veil!”

      “Please, you have to trust me.”

      “I do, Jessie, but I won’t let you do this alone.”

      She saw movement behind him. “Nate!”

      He spun away from her to meet Asmodeus’s furious leap. Their snarls and sounds of fighting were worse than before at the Basilica. The demon howled as Nate held him down against the line of chrism oil, the Hell Prince’s skin going up in flames, the ghastly smell suffusing the area so profusely she gagged.

      Asmodeus bellowed, then solidified in his true savage form which Jessie had glimpsed moments before, his long claws gouging deep wounds in Nate’s chest. Dear Heaven, please save us from such a monster. Jessie dropped to her knees, hands shaking so bad she had trouble grabbing onto the chrism oil bottle. There was a scream inside her waiting for release, but she needed to keep herself together. Help Nate. Get to her grandparents.

      Nate fell backwards on the grass, disoriented from blood loss. Asmodeus pounced on top of him, tearing into his chest, arms, legs, and face until there was blood everywhere.

      She uncorked the chrism oil and splashed what remained in the bottle on the archdemon’s back. He burst into flames, the concussion of the ignition knocking Jessie back ten feet. It gave Nate enough time to knit back together. The two adversaries grappled across the grass, rolling into headstones. Blood poured off both of them, but Nate had clearly diverted some of his Earth energy to free her grandparents. They were suddenly limping across the grass, Grandpa heavily supporting Gramma as they tried to make their way toward her.

      Jessie moaned, trying to hold back her shout to get them to move faster—faster!—but she didn’t want to alert Asmodeus to their movement. The archdemon roared. Six winged devils with talons, long black vertical slashes down their eyes, and massive yellow horns curling from their temples began to circle around Gramma and Grandpa. Tilly stumbled, beginning to cry.

      “Leave them alone, you evil bastards!” Jessie screamed.

      Strains of the Lord’s Prayer drifted to her, her grandparents’ voices trembling, but loud. Could she throw the holy water bottle to them without smashing it to bits? She had to try something without leaving the circle because she realized Nate was right. If she left the circle, the relic would no longer be safe, and she wouldn’t have time to re-fortify it. She had to find a way to get Walt and Tilly into the circle, and then get Nate here so he could do that poof thing with all four of them.

      She grabbed the salt container, opened the dispenser, and looked to where the winged demons had surrounded her grandparents as though scavengers waiting for Tilly to run out of breath.

      Or run out of prayers.

      “Well sorry, assholes, Gramma can probably recite prayers for a week without repeating a single one, so here’s to good ol’ Catholic schools!” She chucked the canister with all she had toward her grandparents, salt spraying out every which way as it arced through the air. She heard the sizzle and saw the smoke as the tiny granules pelted the demons. They screeched and retreated, giving her grandfather enough time to snatch the canister.

      “Sprinkle it on the ground around you, Grandpa! And keep praying, both of you!”

      He nodded, and it seemed to work. On the lesser demons anyway.

      She turned back to where Nate had Asmodeus flat on his back. Large, gnarled roots protruded from the ground, wrapping around Asmodeus’s arms, legs, chest and neck, but he still had his claw-like hands wrapped around Nate’s biceps. When Nate drew another root from the ground to wrap around Asmodeus’ neck, the demon’s eyes bulged from the pressure.

      Suddenly a long barbed tongue stabbed out from Asmodeus’ mouth, piercing Nate in the chest.

      As he screamed, Jessie collapsed. The pain—sudden, breath-stealing, unimaginably hot like a bright red iron rod fresh from the coals. She rolled to her side, gasping as Nate tried pulling away from the demon tongue. Had it pierced his heart? If he ripped the tongue out, might he pull his heart from his body, too? Even a Guardian couldn’t recover from a wound like that.

      Her whole body started to shake.

      Nate’s essence was dimming.

      How did she know that? How?

      Why hadn’t she noticed how much she’d begun to depend on him? In all her life, she’d never had someone with whom she could share everything. Do anything. Be anyone.

      Even when he disagreed with her, she felt respected.

      “Please don’t leave me now.” Her fingers flexed on the grass. It was beginning to gather dew. She glanced around in the gauzy red light for a sharp object. Something to cleave Asmodeus’s barbed tongue to release Nate. She made it to her knees. Grandpa was still holding off the winged devils, so she could focus her attention on helping N—

      “Stay…back!” Nate’s hoarse command drew her attention to his position on top of Asmodeus in the grass. The demon snapped through most of the roots Nate had twined around his body and neck, his throat moving distinctively, swallowing, as though a rat was passing through a snake’s body.

      My God, was the Hell Prince feeding off Nate’s blood? Blinding fear surged through her. She jerked the duffel bag open, pawing through it until she extracted what she was looking for. She shot unsteadily to her feet and held up the elaborate frame with the gilded metal sheet that had been protected for ages. “Stop! Stop, stop stop!! I’ll give you what you want! Just let him go.”

      Asmodeus immediately withdrew his tongue, bloody and raw with sinew from Nate’s body, and burst through the remaining roots that had been restraining him.

      Nate slumped to the ground. The monster reached down for him, then drew upright, practically vibrating with power now that he’d fed on Guardian blood.

      “Put him down. P-please. I’ll give you the Veil. I just want him…and…and my grandparents.”

      Asmodeus’ deafening screech made her cry out. One moment, Nate was in the demon’s grasp, the next, he was thrown against a massive headstone as though he weighed little more than a rag doll. The monument cracked down the middle.

      Nate didn’t move or make a sound.

      “Nate!” Jessie’s blinked through a surge of tears. This couldn’t be real.

      Asmodeus approached until his cloven feet were an inch from the chrism oil line.

      Don’t look at him. She’d lose her soul. Nate’s fight would be in vain. “Nate, I love you!” When Asmodeus screeched again, she proclaimed her love one more time. Louder.

      Was he dead? He’d been trying to protect her. Like he said he would. Like he said he’d die to do.

      The duffel glowed, casting light on the gold frame she held in her hands…and upon the hideous visage of one of the Princes of Hell.

      “Give it to me!” he roared, holding out a black box the winged demons placed in his clawed hands. Jessie remembered Nate telling her demons couldn’t physically touch relics, but possession of one fed their powers exponentially.

      Her legs quivered, and the skin on her face felt like it was peeling off from the putrescence of his breath. “Not until you let my grandparents and Nate walk into this circle.”

      “They are nothing compared to this relic!”

      Her Gramma screamed, swinging her arms wildly above her head, fending off the winged demons. Jessie’s vision grayed around the edges with lightheadedness. “T-then do as I ask!”

      “Step outside the circle, and I will put them in your place.”

      A trick? She swallowed hard, her face sticky with tears. Something moved in her peripheral vision. She looked at her grandparents, but couldn’t see them anymore with demons landing so close around them.

      “Jessie, no! He is a prince of lies. He’ll kill you and your grandparents the moment you step out of that circle.” Nate staggered to his feet. Oh, God, how could he still live with the amount of damage to his body? Asmodeus snarled at Nate and lifted his clawed hand to send a bolt of electricity at him that lifted him high into the air and impaled him upon the T-bar of a metal cross.

      Jessie’s throat seemed to tear in two as she screamed, her world breaking apart. She flung the gilded frame at Asmodeus who snapped it in the black box as she ran toward her grandparents, flinging holy water at the winged demons. She was nearly to her grandparents when they vanished. She yelled in rage and spun to find her grandparents on their knees in front of Asmodeus. His deep laughter made her gorge rise.

      “So easy to manipulate, like always, Jessica. I like you, though I’d hoped for more of a challenge.”

      “So you pick on elderly mortals? Weak! What would your daddy Satan say if he found out you’re such a coward?”

      The demon opened his mouth, and the sound that erupted, piercing and horrific. She shook her head to clear the pain as a massive white light exploded, and an enormous surge of energy headed her way. She braced herself for impact. When none came, she opened her eyes, catching Asmodeus’s brief look of disbelief before his features contorted in rage to see her grandparents now safely inside the chrism oil circle.

      What?

      Indistinct sounds began to filter in behind the mental block she’d put between her and Nate. Chanting. It grew louder, and then she knew. Nate was using the last of his energy to call upon his Guardian family to help her.

      “Run…grandparents…Jessie….will love you…forever.”

      “No, Nate. You don’t get to save us and then die!”

      Asmodeus reached for the black box. Before he could discover she’d tricked him, she ran. Ran to the man she loved like nothing else mattered. Teeth chattering, arms shaking, she climbed up on the headstone where Nate was impaled on the uppermost cross and looked into his beautiful eyes.

      “G-get…to…circle, please, Jessie.”

      “Let’s bond. Right now, Nate. Show me what to do. What to say.” She’d brought along her grandfather’s buck knife. “You told me it involves blood, right?” He’d also said it involved sex, but hopefully that wasn’t mandatory. She removed the buck knife from the sheath at her side, took a deep breath, and sliced vertically down her forearm. She laid her arm against one of the gaping wounds in his chest. “Tell me what to say,” she whispered. He only blinked vacantly at her. As their blood mingled, her body warmed, chasing away the deep cold that had seemed to come from the inside out. “Fine, I’ll make up my own vows. I choose you, Nathaniel Temple. I love you with all that I am. Take my blood and live.” His color was improving. Yes! “Live to guard us mortals from those who seek to do us harm.”

      In the background, a yell echoed, bouncing around the treetops. Suddenly she was vaulted up in a great whirl as though plucked from the headstone by a giant. A warm white light expanded, peace oozing into her, filling her with joy.

      Then Nate was standing in front of her in the brilliant light. Whole. Gloriously alive. His hands came around her waist, steady and strong. He placed her on the grass and stared at her for a moment before Asmodeus charged them. “I still have the relic!” she gasped.

      “Where is it?” Nate spread his stance and prepared for the assault.

      “In the duffel!”

      “I’ll hold him off while you get into the circle.”

      Asmodeus’ barbed tongue was out as he charged.

      “No, Nate, I can help you!”

      “I know. I know you can. But you need to protect them, Jess. Go, run, and don’t look back!” He didn’t let her respond, but lunged twelve feet into the air, bounced on a tree limb to do an aerial somersault and land behind Asmodeus.

      Jessie ran for the safe circle where Walt cradled Tilly in his lap on the ground. She was almost to them when she felt her muscles seize, a feeling of dread creeping through her chest. But it abruptly ended, sending her sprawling face first into the grass in the safe zone. Her skin beaded with sweat as she rolled to her side and then pushed once more to her feet to hurry to her grandparents.

      She watched the battle between Nate and the Hell Prince as she bent down to feel Tilly’s forehead. She looked at her grandfather. “Is she okay?”

      “She will be.” Walter Jacobs glanced at the demon and Nate, then back at her before glancing down at his wife. He stroked her cheek. “I saw that monster in a water-logged rice field in Korea.”

      Jessie brought her attention back to her grandfather. “What? During the war?”

      Walt nodded. “That barbed tongue has haunted me nearly as much as the sounds of men suffering all around me and the bodies of the dead stacked like timber.”

      Oh God. The horrors of war. She touched her grandfather’s shoulder. “What was it doing?”

      “After one of the fire fights, I peeked out from the foxhole we were in and there he was…laughing. Stabbing that tongue into fallen men.” Walt shuddered. “But then I saw someone—I never knew or understood who or what it was—he somehow slowed it down. I don’t think you can kill it, but it appears you can make it go away until it figures out how to come back.”

      “What did they do?”

      “Doused it with holy water and put a rosary around its neck while saying the Our Father.”

      She nodded, then leaned in to kiss both her grandparents’s cheeks. When she made to stand, Walt grabbed her arm. “Tilly has had many dreams about this. You…and that man you exchanged blood with.”

      “She did?” Please let them be good dreams.

      “Most of the situations in them made her afraid, but she always said the way the man looked at you gave her peace. I can see now that she was right.” He pulled a rosary out of Tilly’s pocket and put it in Jessie’s hand. “I wish that I had the physical strength to help, but I will be praying. And take whatever is glowing in that bag.”

      Yes, the Veil. How could she use it to neutralize Asmodeus? Would it weaken him enough to send him back to Hell?

      The earth started rumbling, making gravel bounce on the road. Jessie glanced to the tree where Nate had a large limb wrapped around the Prince’s scaly chest. The wind picked up. When Asmodeus opened his mouth to howl, mounds of grass spewed dirt and the winged demons surged toward Nate.

      Jessie grabbed the holy water to spread a fresh, tight circle around her grandparents, then ran toward Nate. The element of surprise on her side, her first holy water spray set fire to three of the winged creatures.

      Unfortunately, there were still three more.

      The flames shooting off the burning demons combined with their inhuman shrieking gave Jessie her first true impression of Hell. The three demons flapped their wings to get airborne and out of range of her dwindling supply of holy water. She thrust the glass bottle above her. “Stay back!” Get to Nate. Pour this on the Prince.

      Then she’d press the Veil to his face.

      Maybe.

      No, it would work. She could do this. The unharmed demons’ wings fanned the flames of the other three shriveling devils, causing the temperature to soar. Asmodeus roared and two of the demons dove at Nate, raking at his shoulders and scalp with their taloned feet. Almost there. They’d do this together. Together they were strong.

      Invincible. Good always won in the end.

      Please let me be right. She ran as the demons dove for another attack on Nate. Power poured from Nate’s hands to the tree on the right, snapping a massive branch, causing it to take down one of the demons.

      Only two left.

      And Asmodeus.

      Blood ran down Nate’s back and into his eyes. She could feel him tremble with growing fatigue at holding Asmodeus captive against the tree. He couldn’t hold on to him much longer, especially with the winged demons battering him.

      “I’m coming, my love.”

      Nate turned around to look at her. Reached out his hand. “Jessie! Come!”

      He couldn’t see the demon arcing toward him. Couldn’t see Asmodeus’s awful barbed tongue surging out to pierce him.

      She reached into her duffel and withdrew the ancient, glowing Veil, its power singing through her body. She thrust it into Nate’s outstretched hand. “End him!”

      The moment it transferred to his fingers, the power vanished from her body. She sagged to her knees. The bottle of holy water rolled several feet away, but she was transfixed by the glow of the Veil. Nate yelled for her to wrap her arms around him, but she couldn’t move.

      So tired.

      End this.

      She wanted to go home. With Nate. Her eyes fluttered, then opened as a dark shadow passed over her. She staggered to her feet. Nate leapt at Asmodeus, the Veil outstretched in front of him like a shield.

      Asmodeus opened his bloody mouth and shot his barbed tongue like an arrow a moment before Nate wrestled the Prince to the ground and wrapped the Veil around his face.

      Bright burning fire slammed Jessie in the chest, knocking her back ten feet. She gasped, the grisly sound of Asmodeus’s defeat mitigating the horror that was dawning upon her. She tried to get away from the pain that was crashing through her, but she couldn’t move. Couldn’t lift her arms. The only thing she felt…

      A gurgling wetness.

      And peace that her people were safe.

      Her eyes blurred. Her chin dropped, her neck too tired to hold her head up any longer.

      She blinked down at her chest where Asmodeus’s tongue skewered her to a tree.

      A sound born of desperation and grief ripped through the night sky, creating shock waves in blue, green, and gold. Nate’s voice—so beautiful even in pain.

      “Everything about you. Beautiful.”

      His hands gentle as could be as he took the knife from her sheath and freed her from her mortification. His face above her as he laid her in the grass. Weeping. She tried to stretch out her hand, wanting to caress his face, but no.

      “I love you, Jessie. You can’t leave me, goddammit!” His tears falling to her forehead as he turned his face skyward and screamed as the darkness grew.

      “No, Nate. I.

      Love.

      Y—”
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      Nate cradled Jessie in one arm and shook out the glowing Veil. “Jessie. Stay with me.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and a faint smile creased her lips before she coughed, sending blood oozing out her nose, ears, and corner of her lips. No! He wouldn’t let her die! Not after they’d defeated Asmodeus. Soon after he’d wrapped the Veil around the demonic prince and sent him back to Hell, the barbed tongue had vanished, but the damage it had done to her was unspeakable.

      He positioned her more carefully between his legs, and placed the Veil over the grizzly hole in her chest. This will work. It will. I believe. I do. Good always conquered evil. It had to. She would therefore live.

      Or he would lose his mind.

      Her heartbeat. Slow. He felt it. Ebbing. A quaver shook his frame.

      Her voice in his head.

      I.

      Love.

      Y—

      His hands pushed down harder on the Veil, heating it, trying to fuse it to her devastated flesh, but…

      What? His heart stopped with the sudden absence of her essence.

      His gaze flew to her face. “Jessie?” Her beautiful eyes. Her vibrancy gone, now empty, staring beyond into the endless night.

      The earth trembled beneath him, rolling outward beneath his thighs as a great crescendo of anguish exploded through his being. His whole body shook as he threw his head back and roared. The pain, the pain.

      Vast. Dark. Cold.

      Absolute.

      He gathered her broken form to his heart. His throat, chest, neck—all brittle, filled with a thousand razor blades. He kissed her lips, pushing all his life energy at her. He sliced his throat and let his blood pour down to mingle with hers.

      He rocked her in his arms and cried as all the grass died and the leaves withered and fell from the trees. Headstones heaved from the ground and the branches moaned and sighed and snapped though the wind had stopped. The ground shook, gravel from the road like dice in a cup, translating his dangerous rush of emotion.

      “Alexios!” He bellowed at the universe. Where was their leader? “Please, brother, come. I so desperately need you.”

      Nate breathed in her scent, the coils of her hair silky against his face, her grandparents’ weeping echoing his own.

      A large white owl swooped over him, its throaty hoot and soft whoosh of wings making him shiver for lost dreams. For so many other wonders he’d never share with her.

      The owl hooted softly once more and landed on the heaving ground in front of Nate. The ground instantly calmed as the owl morphed in a flash of white into a tall man with long dark hair, a black goatee, and slashing eyebrows over enigmatic brown eyes. Nate’s heart kick-started in his chest, and he hurried to his feet with Jessie in his arms. The figure in front of him crackled with power. Nate reached out to discover if his energy was light or dark, but this energy was different from anything he’d ever encountered before. He gathered Jessie’s inert form closer to his body. Maybe he should fight to the death himself. He had a strong feeling he wouldn’t last long in battle with one such as this. “If you are here for a fight, be warned, I have nothing more to lose.”

      “I come in peace, Guardian. You need not fear me. I am Archangel Raphael. Alexios heard your plea, sent word to Michael, and so, I am here in your time of need.”

      Raphael’s bass voice held notes of timelessness that reverberated with sacrifice and…something else. Something more human perhaps.

      Nate’s throat worked as he went down on one knee. He’d heard stories of this one. The healer archangel. Nate had known Alexios had been trained by the soldier Archangel Michael, but he’d had no idea that Alexios was so important to the archangels that they’d heed his calls for aid. “Healer. Please, I beseech you to aid my compar.”

      Raphael’s dark eyes bored into Nate’s, probing for what, he had no idea. But he had no more walls. Jessie had brought them all down with her love. She’d shown him what it meant when love was freely given. It was the most beautiful gift of all.

      “You would take an imperfect human as your mate?”

      “She is more pure than I could ever hope to be.”

      Raphael was silent for a time. “She cannot be as you. She was good in her lifetime.”

      Unlike the Guardians. “All the more reason to bring her back. The world needs her goodness.”

      “You would bring her back to fight horrors when even now she is enjoying all the gifts of the Afterlife as befits one of her character?”

      Nate opened his mouth, then closed it. Hell yes, bring her back! he wanted to shout. He wanted to be selfish. He wanted to think she’d fight to come back, that fighting evil at his side was worth giving up the…whatever good stuff happened after you died.

      But…the archangel’s question posed an impossible dilemma.

      Nate’s heart broke all over again. He turned away from the healer’s stare and then squeezed Jessie, pressing his lips to her cold ones. She deserved more than anything he could give her. He wouldn’t bring her back to feel more pain.

      “Are you sure about that? You will be forever alone without her.” It was a dark voice crawling through his mind and firing up his anger. “I can bring her back. I can, and…I will.”

      A command. Nate glanced quickly around him, but the echoing voice wasn’t coming from anything with physical form. He turned back to Raphael. The archangel hadn’t moved.

      The dark seductive voice was evil. And Nate had no doubt that somehow, evil could raise her up.

      “Yes. Look at her lying still and cold in your arms.”

      Something shifted in the grass beside him. “Let go of the Veil, and I shall summon her back to full, vigorous life.”

      Nate’s arms flexed. Jessie’s lips were purple, her skin going waxy and pale in the moonlight. It’s wrong. Nate ground his teeth against the terrible push and pull of his conscience as he lifted the Veil from her chest. It glowed in his hands. It failed me, what use is it to any of us?

      Raphael’s burning brown eyes held knowledge that Nate couldn’t begin to fathom. “Know thy true path, Guardian.”

      “I love her.” I need her. I can’t…function without her.

      “You can and you will. Do not debase her memory by becoming that which she gave her life to defeat.”

      Horrific screams pealed in his head, shrieking at him to destroy the angel in front of him. His skin began to crawl as though bugs had come to angry life beneath his flesh. He swung this way and that, his raging senses flaring out to drop seventy-foot trees. They crashed around the cemetery as the Christ on Calvary statue burst into flame, and he began running toward Jessie’s grandparents, her body flopping lifeless in his arms. He crumpled to the ground in front of the burning Christ. What am I doing? His mind flooded with images. Jessie’s beautiful eyes at the moment of her orgasm. Her dancing on the bar. His aimlessness before she came into his life.

      “This one calls himself a healer, but he chooses to let her decay while you live on in pain. I can change all that. Choose her. There is no decision.”

      Raging electric guitars blared a dissonance. Get out of my head!

      Raphael appeared at his side and raised his hand to the statue, diffusing the flames in an instant.

      Nate turned to snarl at him. “Why won’t you help her, damn you?”

      “It is not my choice to make, Guardian. What will you do?”

      A hand on his arm. He shifted Jessie to one arm, launched to his feet, and struck out violently. Who dared get near his—

      Dear God. Jessie’s grandfather. The one she loved the most lay bleeding on the grass from a contusion to the forehead.

      By his hand.

      What have I done?

      The darkness shrouding his mind dropped away like shattered glass. He fell to his knees beside Walter. He held Jessie tightly against his chest, using his other hand to pick up the old war veteran. Walter’s eyelids cracked open.

      “Forgive me. I—”

      “The path to Hell is paved with good intentions, young man.”

      Nate nodded and…

      Surrendered.

      He pressed the Veil to Walter’s forehead, healing it instantly. Then he stood, kissed Jessie one last time, and walked woodenly to lay his beloved in the archangel’s arms.

      His fists clenched, red seeped into his vision, and his breath came hot and hard as his lips opened and his gaze fastened on the archangel. “I don’t ever want to see your fucking face again.”

      Then he turned and ran as fast as he could until his emotions couldn’t keep up with his legs.

      And he faded into black.
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      Nate walked down another dirty alley that reeked of alcohol, human waste, and lost hope. He felt strangely at home here where the old buildings whispered of sadness. Where no one smiled. He’d been battling demons since night had fallen. Daybreak was an hour away. How he longed for the merciful emptiness of sleep, but it didn’t find him much these days. His legs were ever leaden, his eyes scratchy as though scoured by sixty-grit sandpaper. His heart, pock-marked, empty, as though mined dry by a legion of relentless gold-rushers.

      All the color had gone from his world the day Jessie died. All the joy and all the hope.

      All the love.

      He pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets until the pressure whited out the vision of Jessie smiling at him. She’s gone.

      Gone.

      The only thing that gave him any sort of comfort was The Scourge. He’d found the mangy, flea-ridden scrapper last week being fed by hobos under a bridge. He’d taken the dog to the vet, then brought him home where they’d both curled up on the bed covered with a mountain of Jessie’s clothes and laid there unmoving for hours.

      He needed to fight. To kill demons. Do something to not lose his grip on sanity.

      Maybe he’d go to Scotland and hunt down Lachlan, the cowardly sod.

      He turned the corner into another alley that dead-ended in maggot-filled dumpsters. The demon he’d been tracking for the last hour had finally run out of hiding places. Nate’s heart rate sped up, his blood firing through his veins. He could feel it here in one of the shadows cast by the back entrance doorways. Its energy felt different, but by now he’d learned that all bets were off since the rip in the Seam. One demon at a time, Nate, his captivating Jessie had told him, a guileless smile on her face. In the weeks since her passing, he’d continued to struggle with his choice.

      He knew it was right, but how he’d managed to make the choice, he still didn’t know.

      The pain of her loss didn’t fade. It never would. He could still feel her. Her breath on his face as he woke in the morning. Like she’d been lying next to him, her hair a messy corkscrew halo around her head.

      That he had to stay here, go on without her…

      He rubbed his chest, appalled at his inability to draw breath. Horrified at his lack of strength. His continuing pain that was emasculating him.

      Enough.

      Enough.

      Energy was throbbing in that doorway. There, by the pawn shop. There was so much energy concentrated there the demon must have managed to consume a soul on the way here. It angered him. How had he missed that? This demon was uncommonly strong. But it was going down. Now. He spread his arms out, palms forward. “Game over, demon. Come out and meet your fate.”

      Light burst from the doorway, and in the soft golden rays a feminine form stepped out. His body responded immediately. Respiration galloped. Temples, palms, underarms began to sweat.

      His mind wheeled. That voluptuous shape.

      He knew it.

      Intimately.

      His hungry eyes tracked up mega-curves encased in soft cotton, denim, and leather. His heart sledgehammered his ribcage.

      Her lips curved and, sweet heaven, how could it be her smile?

      How? He’d laid her cold body in the arms of the healer archangel. “J-Jessie?” The word rasped from his throat.

      She smiled, then stretched languidly, her exquisite breasts pressing against her black cotton tee until the nubs of her nipples made his mouth dry. “Oh, that feels gooood,” she murmured.

      Her voice. My God.

      His body started shaking, and he stumbled as he took a step towards her. She shook her light brown coily hair, head thrown back, eyes closed. Just as she’d done while she was riding his body, driving them hard toward release. One foot in front of the other. He was terrified he was dreaming. One touch, and he’d know if this was a trick. “Jessie.”

      Her eyes snapped open as though remembering she wasn’t alone. As her gaze fell on him, it went soft with something that poets had tried to capture with words since the beginning of time.

      “Nate.” She stepped toward him. Her chest was now whole, her sinuous hips immortalized in black denim. Her wings…

      Wings.

      Fuck. Wings!

      Iridescent. The opalescent white feathers contrasting with the black leather of her jacket. So beautiful it hurt the eyes. Every step closer to her, his heart beat harder, faster. Her energy was off the charts. She’d become something powerful.

      With wings.

      When their feet were a foot apart, he raised his hand to pass it in front of her chest, feeling her aura. Warm.

      Home.

      She was smiling into his eyes. Waiting…

      “Want to touch you,” he sent into the pathway they’d used.

      “Please do,” she answered.

      Was it her? Or a fancy demon trick?

      The hell with it. Nate grabbed her, wrapping his arms tightly around her, rocking her side to side, unable to make himself hold still. He said her name over and over until she was laughing and crying at the same time. Then he leaned back, took her face in his hands and fiercely slanted his lips across her warm, open mouth. His soul and senses came back to life as her fingers threaded through his hair, pulling, yanking, reminding him how good…how good…

      How good they were together.

      His heavy breath slid across her cheeks, her neck, ears, eyes as he used his mouth to reassure himself that she was here. In his arms. Living. Breathing. Whole.

      His.

      He picked her up, careful of her wings, and supported her as she wrapped her legs around him. He called upon moss to grow on the brick façade of the building, and then he pressed her up against the softness. He nuzzled her neck. “How?” he whispered.

      Her hands rubbed the stubble on his cheeks. “Your struggle against your darkness impressed Raphael.”

      “No way.” He drew her finger in his mouth and sucked. The rush of heat between her legs against his belly made him forget his barrage of questions. It was a while before either could speak again.

      He stroked her feathers, and she moaned. He quickly looked at her, doing it again. She quivered, rubbing her body against him seductively. Touching her feathers turned her on. Good. To. Know. They were even softer than her velvety skin. My angel indeed. “Tell me about this.”

      “Ooo, then don’t touch them because I can’t concentrate when you do.”

      A chuckle rumbled out of his chest.

      “Why don’t you put me down—”

      “My hands aren’t leaving your body for days, Jessie.” He kissed those plump lips just because he could. Because he’d missed them for three weeks and because he thought he’d have to go without them forever. And he kissed them because…

      “I love you, Jessie.”

      Her hands bracketed his face. “I love you too, Nate. You resisted the temptation to be selfish. You overcame your past and proved love conquers all.”

      They stared into each other’s eyes for long moments. Moments that completed a deep weaving that had begun in her apartment complex. It felt like a lifetime ago. Perhaps it was. They now had…

      However long they had.

      “Tell me how this came to be because I’m starting to get narked that I had to go without you for weeks. Had I known you’d be coming back I wouldn’t hav—”

      When she pressed a hand to his mouth, he licked it. Which led to licking and sucking other fragrant and delicious parts of her frame. She laughed, jiggling her luscious rack until he was ready to rip those skin tight jeans off her body and take her like an animal in this seedy alley.

      “I wouldn’t even care.”

      He took his mouth off her neck and looked at her, eyebrow raised. “Don’t tempt me, woman. So… angels. Finish this story because we have other things to do.”

      She wiggled out of his arms. He grabbed her hand and followed her as she led him down the alley toward the street. The sun had completely cleared the tops of the buildings, and people began to filter into the still-healing city on their morning commute. Once Asmodeus returned to Hell, his force field had broken. It was amazing how much had been accomplished, rebuilding the metro in three short weeks, but reminders of the devastation wrought by evil lay everywhere. Lots filled with rubble sat next to buildings with brand new windows. Skyways which had once let people stroll overhead were now open wounds between buildings. Shiny new fire hydrants squatted on cracked sidewalks. Old and new stitched together like the quilt of humanity.

      Nate and Jessie walked, hand in hand in silence until they came to a small park. As they walked, people didn’t point or start screaming, so apparently they couldn’t see Jessie’s wings.

      She chose a bench beside the fountain. He would have pulled her into his lap, but she sat beside him, swiveling to face him. “It took Raphael longer to heal me than he’d anticipated because Asmodeus was much stronger than any of the archangels realized. That was how Raphael finally understood the desperate battle you waged within yourself to turn me over to him instead of allowing Mammon to reanimate me.”

      “Wait, Mammon?”

      “One of the other archdemons released on Halloween. He’s in Tampa, plotting for Alexios’s relic at Rapture. When you sent Asmodeus back to Hell, Mammon felt his brother’s exit from this realm—as it’s probably safe to assume the other three archdemons did as well—and saw an opportunity to try to get the Veil from afar.”

      Nate shook his head. Even after everything he’d experienced as a Guardian, this seemed far-fetched.

      Jessie took his hand. “If you’d have given in to Mammon, I would have become a demon. But then you knew that, right?”

      Did he? If he peered deep into his heart, he supposed he did. But really, would he have cared? After the aching emptiness he’d felt without her these several weeks, he wondered if he would take her any way he could. Demon or not. If he had the chance to do it over again, he couldn’t be sure he’d have made the same choice.

      “Nate?”

      She was all that was pure and good, and he was…still struggling.

      It was the way of the Guardian. But here she sat in front of him, so that was more than he could ever hope for. So he’d battle the inherent darkness inside him all the way through—for an eternity—if it meant she was at peace, happy, and safe. “I knew. But now you’re here and you won’t…” His throat closed up. Damn, she turned him into a baby. Leave again?

      “Not a chance, my love. Raphael gave me the choice to stay in Paradise or return here to fight by your side until the End Times.” Her smile faded. “It’s not going to be an easy battle, Nate. Raphael was pleased that I chose to return because together our power against the dark forces are much stronger.”

      “So you’re really an angel.”

      Her smile was back. “I am of the order Malakhim. A soldier Angel.”

      Fierce and beautiful. “So, you’re immortal?”

      “I am.” She smiled. “And bonding with me makes you even harder to kill, so that’s something.”

      This was hard to take in. “Did Raphael or any of the other archangels tell you anything else?”

      “I only saw Raphael in short bursts. You wouldn’t believe how often he’s called upon. But he told me to tell all the Guardians to be prepared for anything. They’ve known the Unsealing was coming, but they didn’t know it would be so soon. Satan has lots of children, and the ones that were released in the Unsealing are here as a test. If they fail, Satan’s other children will learn what not to do for a later time. Isn’t that exciting?”

      He frowned at her. “This isn’t a joke, Jessie.” He’d never be able to forget how gray she looked as he laid her in Raphael’s arms.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I’m so happy to be here with you. And this time I can be more help.”

      “What about the archangels? Will they help us? It sounds like they could come in and wipe out these threats no problem.”

      “Well, they could, but what you told me is true. If the archangels get involved in these battles, that alone will open Lucifer’s cage. That means Armageddon.”

      The End Times. “Because then Satan himself would come to Earth. But what about the Anti-Christ, doesn’t he have to come first?”

      Jessie stilled. “The archangels believe he’s already alive and walking among us.”

      Well, that was bloody chilling. “So basically, if the Guardians fail to put down the archdemons unleashed in the Unsealing, smarter archdemons will come, and then we’ll be the losers who initiate the end of the world?”

      “I wouldn’t call you losers, but ultimately, yes. That would likely be the cause and effect.”

      No pressure.

      “We’d better not fail, I guess,” he said.

      “Guess not.”

      A shaft of sunlight speared across her hair onto the top curve of her wing. As his hand followed the light’s path, Jessie quivered appealingly. “I suppose with daylight now upon us, we have a few hours to make a plan, share your insights with my team, see your grandparents and The Scourge, and…” his gaze dropped to her cleavage, “get reacquainted?” Her smile made his heart—and other parts—throb.

      Her eyes teared up as her hands clasped in front of her heart. “You found Scourge?”

      When he nodded, she threw her arms around his neck, and whispered, “Lead the way, Guardian.”
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      Jessie lay back on several layers of downy softness in a canopied bed on the rooftop terrace of Mirage, the gauzy curtains flowing in and out like the bellows of a sail. Cocooned by Nate’s welcome heat, and his weight pressing into her, she shifted her legs beneath him, drawing him closer. “Thank you for taking me to see Walt and Tilly. And for taking such good care of Scourge.” He nodded, his lips at her neck. She squeezed him as soft light filtered through the curtains. “I didn’t know there was a pool up here.”

      He leaned up to kiss the side of her mouth. “There wasn’t five minutes ago.”

      There were a lot of things—superhuman things—she was still getting used to. “It feels like a summer night, but it’s nearly December. That’s you, too, I’m assuming?”

      “Mmm.”

      She shivered. “I need to know the extent of your powers so we can plan how to work together.”

      “Sorry, I’m busy at the moment.” He sniffed her neck, then brought his face up to look into her eyes. A crease settled between his brows. “Does it hurt your wings to lay on them?”

      “No, when I have them folded into me like this I don’t even know they’re there.”

      An impish light came into his eyes. He ran his hand down the curve of her upper left wing setting off an explosion of sensation that rippled through her belly to settle in her groin. She pressed her head back into the softness of the feather bed.

      “Sure looks like you know they’re there.”

      Her eyelids cracked open to see a satisfied male smile. He eased down her body, kissing his way across her neck, swirling his tongue on her clavicle. His hand pushed the hem of her t-shirt up, found her breast, and they both groaned. “Oh, this thing…can you just…how do you…” He leaned back and brought her up to a seated position, looking at her wings with a puzzled expression.

      “I think my clothes off and on. It works a whole lot easier with these—”

      He had her naked before she could even finish her sentence. The hot look on his face nearly flayed her alive. “Oh, Jessie, look at you.”

      Her face heated. She grabbed the cozy throw blanket to cover herself. As an angel, she shouldn’t care what her belly looked like.  Jeez.

      “Oh, baby, no.” He pulled the fabric out of her hands. “You are a walking fantasy.” In the next moment, his clothes were gone, and she could see the evidence of his desire. He knelt down at the edge of the bed to massage her feet. With his hands. Then his mouth. His fingertips rubbed soothing and arousing circles up her calves.

      She’d fallen in love with him. He’d protected her—over and over. Had given up his manipulative ways with—and for—her. Had loved her family—and her dog—as his own. “Thank you for finding such a comfortable place for Gramma and Grandpa to live together.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, I’m ready to die with need for you, but if you don’t stop thinking right now, I’m going to have to take a cold shower.”

      She laughed and came up on her elbows to look down at the earnest expression on his face. Well, some manipulations were for the best, she supposed. “But I’m thinking about you,” she teased.

      “I know, I can read your mind. But right now, I don’t want you to think at all. I want you to feel, Jessica.”

      Before she could speak, he leaned over her and scooped her into his arms. She thought he was going to resituate them, but he was standing and…

      “What are you doing?”

      Walking over to the pool. Her arms tightened around his neck as he descended the steps into the water. Her feet touched the water first. Deliciously warm. As the water closed around her belly, her head lolled against his shoulder. He readjusted her, parting her legs and backed her into the side of the pool, sliding a thick cotton towel between her wings and the tiled edge.

      A seductive lethargy loosened her muscles. Her mind began floating, as weightless as her body.

      “That’s better,” Nate breathed.

      He was right. There was plenty to worry about, but it could wait for one night. Even if it was a few hours. They had right now, and she didn’t want to waste a second of it.

      His lips were firm and soft at the same time, sketching a journey across the parts of her that still floated above the water. Her breasts, so rarely weightless, hovered near the surface. He drew one nipple into his mouth, then the other until she couldn’t bear the ache between her legs. Her hands pulled at his hair to draw him up so she could rub against his hard length. “I need you, Nate. Love me.”

      “I do, Angel.” He guided himself to her center so she could feel the throb of him against her. She tilted her hips to drive into him, but he stopped her. The veins stood out in his neck. “Look at me, Jessie,” he rasped. “This is the final physical leap. The binding is eternal. Do you understand that?”

      His rock hard chest abraded her nipples as she nodded. “Tell me what to say.”

      His gaze flared. “Omnia vincit amor, et nos cedamus amori. Love conquers all things, so we too shall yield to love.”

      “Love conquers all things, so we too shall yield to love,” she breathed. As he thrust inside her, she gasped, staring into his eyes, seeing her future, the struggles they would face together, their joining like a thunderstorm in her bloodstream. Electric, awesome, too much for words.

      The water around them swirled, changing colors as they loved. Green, blue, orange, red, purple and back to green. He pulled her out into the middle of the pool and took her under water. They came up, mouths fused, lips gliding wetly. Her hands slid down into the water, caressing his flexing glutes as he spoke promises in an old language. He floated her back to the edge of the pool, gathering her closer as their bodies rocked together, his cheek against her shoulder, heavy, welcome, perfect.

      My immortal.

      A love like this would never die.

      Never.

      Never, he repeated. Tremors began in his legs. “Jessie…”

      “Yes.” White trees, large and solemn, spouted up from the concrete, reaching skyward, their branches not covered in pine needles, not leaves, but pure white feathers. Raining down on them. In the water. Feathers everywhere, impossibly beautiful.

      Her neck arched, hips reaching and retracting, inner muscles clamping tighter, faster. Pleasure surging as his strokes became harder, their skin sliding together, churning the water, the feathers swirling around them. Her mouth opening in a scream she couldn’t contain. His name.

      “Nate!”

      “My Jessie.”

      She felt him inside, his essence joining with hers, the flash-burn searing them. The trees still throwing off their feathers, filling the pool, absorbing the water until, spent, they collapsed onto the thick bed of feathers, now dry, cushioning them as they lay together, catching their breath.

      Jessie lay on her back, one thigh draped over his as his hand roved over her belly. The stars twinkled down at them while snowflakes danced and twirled in the dense air. Gradually her body cooled. She rolled to face him, her smile meeting one of his own. He came up on an elbow and brushed her hair back from her face, his gaze straying down to her chest.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “The pleasure was all mine.” She couldn’t resist running a hand over his lovely, inked pecs and down that washboard stomach.

      “Are you cold?”

      “No. These feathers are resplendent!” She scooped up a handful and blew them into the night.

      He laughed and hugged her. “Those feathers were all you, you know.” His voice was so full of love it took her breath away.

      Wonderful! These were moments she’d savor and lock away to bring out in the dark days ahead.

      For they would come.

      “I never thought—” His hand paused on her hip, thumb absently caressing her skin. “I didn’t know love until you. Shh.” He put a finger to her lips when she opened her mouth to speak. A great fullness came into her throat at his vulnerable look. “All my life, I’ve forced things.”

      “But you had to, Nate.”

      “Maybe in the very beginning. But then I began to hurt people as much as I had been hurt. There is no courage in that. Then a hundred years later, you came along, and though I cornered you, manipulated you, you retained your dignity. Your strength and selflessness are humbling. I hope I can become more like you, Jessie.”

      She came up onto her knees, kissed him soundly until he pulled her down on top of him. She leaned back, straddling him, her hands on his chest. “Let’s not forget, you nearly died for me, twice, hotshot.”

      His hands squeezed her thighs. She scooted down to rub against the base of his groin to let their bodies start a new conversation.

      One as old as time.

      One that whispered and moaned, melded and illuminated.

      Their bodies moved in rhythm, breath quickening, muscles clenching and releasing.

      It was as much a girding for battle as a total surrender. They both knew it.

      Embraced what was to come.

      Darkness. Suffering. Death.

      Her fingernails scored his chest from the violence of her release. He gritted his teeth, his body seizing moments before roaring his ecstasy to the skies.

      And oh, how she liked it.
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        Chapter One

        Katherine

      

      

      

      Aqua nightclub, Waikiki Beach, Hawaii

      

      Death, darkness, demons. It was getting so damn old.

      Katherine Evangelista breathed deep, and reached for the nearest wild-eyed, possessed female, ready to barter whatever was left of her soul for the strength to help this unfortunate human. Step one: force the young woman into the Devil’s Trap in the center of the dance floor where divine power woven within the circle would immobilize her body. Step two: release the evil spirit. Step three: wipe the woman’s mind and send her on her way. Step four: erase the entire episode from the non-possessed, human bystanders’ memories and get them the hell out of the club.

      It sounded so simple. And for the last century, it had been.

      But lately Katherine was beginning to wonder how many more exorcisms and mind-wipes she’d have reserves for. Her arms shook with the effort to evade the snapping teeth of the young, tan brunette. Recently, every soul purification rite had sapped her Guardian life force.

      Worse yet, she couldn’t seem to recharge the way she had for more than one hundred and forty years. What was wrong with her?

      Aut viam inveniam aut faciam. Find a way or make one.

      Her father had believed it was his duty to warn his two daughters’ revolving door of governesses that she was the stubborn one—as if the trait was a stain on her soul no amount of good behavior could erase—while her little sister was the beleaguered byproduct of an intolerably bossy sibling. She’d never forget the sound of their father’s low, angry voice talking to her mother behind closed doors. Just wait Annabelle, Katherine’s perverse obstinacy will cause us more grief than Mary’s tireless whining.

      Perhaps what hurt the most was how her mother had never roused herself to Katherine’s defense.

      Get over it already. These tweaks of insecurity reared up at the most inconvenient times. If people wanted to label her a bitch because she was assertive and goal-oriented, that was their prerogative. She had more important things to worry about.

      Like how to put out that fire someone had started on the table closest to the dance floor.

      “Stark!” she yelled over her shoulder for her lead security specialist as the possessed woman clawed and scratched at her face.

      “Stark’s out on the pool terrace rounding up the other crazies.” Konani, the club’s most popular human mixologist, rapidly refilled a spray bottle of holy water at her bar station. “Give me a sec. I’ll grab an extinguisher!”

      “No time!” Katherine finally caught both the woman’s wrists, then glanced up, using her water element to activate the nightclub’s emergency sprinklers. Crystal chandeliers and champagne buckets rattled with a sudden surge of power. She gasped as bone-chilling water spewed in her face, her biomagnetism failing to shield her like it usually did when she used her powers.

      Clearly this last call for energy had consumed the final dregs of her capacity. I am one hundred and eighty percent done with today, and at least forty percent done with tomorrow.

      She shook her head to dislodge her soggy blonde hair from her eyes, her white designer suit sagging on her frame. Screams of the possessed running amok in various perimeters of the nightclub rang in her ears, courtesy of one of Satan’s daughters.

      Ancient archdemon Leviathan had decided to party at Aqua, Katherine’s little patch of purgatory on Waikiki, and brought with her a horde of soulless minions searching for human hosts. So far, Leviathan hadn’t performed any of the tricks that Nate Temple’s invading archdemon had pulled at his Minneapolis nightclub Mirage, but that wasn’t necessarily fortunate. The two low-key weeks since Leviathan had showed up in Hawaii were likely the calm before the storm.

      Aqua’s human security team had observed a surge in possessions this week, but they should’ve posed no problem. Exorcisms had always been uncomplicated for Katherine. She spoke the right incantations, drew the malevolent spirit out of the human and into her body, blasted it with the mojo inside her, and voila!

      Exorcisms-R-Us.

      In the past, meditation, rest, and a good diet had always restored her powers. But for whatever reason, she’d been unable to rejuvenate lately. Right now, she was too tired to even turn off the water works she’d instigated overhead. And it was doubtful she’d have enough energy to wipe the minds of the non-possessed humans cowering in the club’s dark corners witnessing all this shit. She’d probably need to call one of her Unholy Inc partners for help. Damn.

      “Blood, pestilence, and horror! Blood, pestilence, and horror will visit the earth!” the possessed woman screeched.

      Katherine shoved the woman the final two feet into a chair inside the Devil’s Trap, catching a glimpse of her wet suit cuffs, now stained pink from bloody fingernail scrapes on her wrists. She pursed her lips. “Ish. I despise pink.” Her gaze came up to pin the woman with a stare she hoped would demoralize the evil spirit using her as a meat suit. “And I loathe demons who repeat themselves. Now, sit still, or I’ll torture you before I dispatch you back to Hell. Tottering maggot,” she finished under her breath.

      The twenty-something woman shook her long, wet hair vigorously, then turned and sank her teeth into the nearest thing—another possessed human—this time a male who happened to be a fingernails-down-the-chalkboard shrieker.

      Ugh. A person’s reaction to a demonic body invasion was as varied as the range of human personality. Yet recently, she’d seen nothing but the crazed type.

      And today was panning out to be a spectacular waste of makeup.

      Katherine glared at the possessed woman once more, then turned to another member of Aqua’s security team. “Maddox, get the iron chains soaked in holy water for this perky thing. She’s a biter.”

      The haunted look in the black man’s dark eyes vanished with his assignment. Katherine had found Maddox homeless and delirious on Detroit’s mean streets last year. He was human, but a powerful telepath who could hear the thoughts of others. Unchecked for years, the ability had nearly driven him insane.

      Some days Katherine wondered if she was doing the right thing by pushing him to delve deeper into his psychic nature instead of medicating it out of him. Might be more humane that way. But then again, she was a hard-edged ogress who didn’t like the easy way out of anything.

      She may be physically frozen at twenty-five years old—her age when she’d died—but she was much too set in her ways to change now. So yes, she would continue to push Maddox to control his ability. And some day, she would celebrate when those tormented shadows no longer darkened his eyes.

      Katherine watched Maddox’s tall, athletic form vanish into the storage locker to retrieve the chains, wishing she was anywhere but here right now. Guardian leader Alexios was going to be cross about how damaged these humans were before she got them exorcised, but right now it was proving difficult to give a damn. Being a Healer Guardian had its perks, but most of the time, it just sucked.

      She turned from the Devil’s Trap to identify her next target in the nightclub’s dim blue and white interior. Instead of another human ravaged by evil spirits, her gaze landed on a white tank top plastered to her distant-relative-turned-best-friend. Jade Matson’s honey brown arms made the sign of the cross in front of every possessed soul as she swaggered toward Katherine, every bit the voluptuous jazz singer whether she was up on stage with a mic in her hand or not.

      “I leave you alone for a couple hours to get some shut-eye, and the whole place goes to pot. How’d you manage that?” Jade’s smile flashed brighter than all the chandeliers in the club.

      Katherine rubbed her temple. “This isn’t amusing.”

      Jade pulled a rosary out of her pocket and flashed it at a foaming-at-the-mouth, possessed man running full throttle toward her. He dropped dramatically, then convulsed. “Oh, come on, I can’t think of a better way to start a Saturday!”

      “You morning people are so annoying. Then again, so are mornings. And people.” Katherine grabbed the seizing man’s arms, while Jade pocketed the rosary and then scooped up his legs. Katherine blinked water out of her eyes, yelling over her shoulder, “The first person to shut off these wretched sprinklers gets a five-hundred-dollar bonus!”

      As they lugged the writhing man into the Devil’s Trap, Katherine felt Jade’s gaze, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      “Kat.”

      Katherine frowned. It was that tone. Katherine had never enjoyed a single conversation when Jade used it. “Not now, Jade, for glory’s sake!”

      “Lady K!”

      Katherine looked toward the second floor balcony, receiving a series of hand signals from Stark. She nodded at him, then glanced back at Jade. “The crew rounded up the last of the possessed from the upper balconies and pool terraces. Stark indicates there’s five, maybe six more to go on this level.”

      “Okay, we can handle that, but first, I gotta tell you something…” Jade trailed off, and the expression on her face made Katherine’s skin prickle.

      “What did you do?”

      Jade’s eyes were steady on hers. “Don’t freak out.”

      Katherine’s pulse jolted, but she kept her features composed. “You should know by now hysterics aren’t my thing.”

      Jade nodded once, then frowned. It wasn’t reassuring.

      “Ari’s on his way,” she blurted.

      Weightlessness rushed through Katherine. She sank toward the plush white leather of the nearest bench. Jade reached out to aid her, but Katherine smacked her hands away.

      “You called him?” A free agent, Ari Grimmson wasn’t part of the Unholy Inc network of Guardian nightclubs.

      But he was her Achilles Heel.

      Or maybe her Achilles Hell.

      Jade crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I did, but he was already planning to come after his assignment with the Dalai Lama.”

      Katherine pressed her hand to her stomach. “How dare you—after everything I’ve told you?”

      “Kat, you guys love each other and belong together. You’ve both been pig-headed for the last three years. Ari’s your soul mate; he was bound to feel your growing weakness. You had to know he’d show up here one of these days.”

      To be sure. But she hadn’t planned on it being today. She shook her head repeatedly. “No. He’s only a potential soul mate. I have a choice in this. Besides he’s the one who left.” Even though she’d begged him—pleaded with him—to stay. She’d never known she was capable of such soul-stripping humiliation. Katherine’s whole body started to shake. She needed to hide. In a cave maybe, fetal position and all that. Fetal. Oh God, don’t use that word. She swallowed hard. Her mouth felt coated with sawdust. Speak slowly, don’t stutter. “I swear you’re fired if you don’t call him back and tell him to stay away from me. From this whole island.”

      A drizzle of water from the emergency sprinkler slid down the side of Jade’s face, her blonde buzz cut as perfect as ever. “Fire me then. I don’t care, but you need his help. You can’t do all these exorcisms alone anymore.”

      You can’t. YoucantYoucantYoucant. Heat fired through Katherine’s chest. You can’t save this baby was what they’d told her as she lay in the ER, bleeding and crying for the life dying in her womb.

      For the joy ebbing from Ari’s eyes.

      She pushed up from the bench, her legs steady again. Konani moved past her, wrangling a possessed man into the Devil’s Trap with a sterling silver crucifix and frequent streams of holy water from a spray bottle. She shook her wet, black bangs out of her eyes. “Can somebody please turn the sprinklers off? They’re diluting the holy water!”

      Katherine was now juiced enough from Jade’s you can’t comment to shut them off with a thought. Konani hollered a quick thanks, maneuvered her target into the Devil’s Trap, then raced to the pool cabanas for her next mark. Katherine scanned the club, the DJ lights rolling red, purple, and blue across the copper dance poles and white leather furniture. Stark, Maddox, and Konani’s brother, Kaikoa, were tag-teaming the last of the possessions. But even with everything going on, Katherine couldn’t prevent Ari, that loathsome Viking—tall, muscular, and bronze all over—from entering her thoughts.

      Just the mention of him made her dizzy. He would eat that up, arrogant, booming-laugh swashbuckler that he was. And she would go to hell before ever admitting she had a swooning bone in her body.

      An unnatural wind suddenly galed through the club, undulating the diaphanous bolts of gauze that separated the dance floor from the outside pool terrace. The ground rumbled and shook, clinking the chandelier crystals again and raining chunks of wet plaster from the ceiling. Goosebumps broke out across Katherine’s arms as she dropped into a crouch.

      This was no earthquake. A manifestation of these elements meant the Archangel Michael was here. Great. Deep power filled the space behind her so tangibly it seemed all the molecules in the room had compressed into their most volatile state.

      Katherine tried to swallow back her fear before she turned around. I apologize for the Hell comment, Michael, but you should know by now that sarcasm is my native tongue.

      “And you should know by now that sarcasm is indicative of passive aggression, which illuminates a flawed moral compass.”

      She stood and turned around slowly, noting with alarm that the Archangel had frozen everyone in the club but her.

      Oh, Lord, how could she forget how overwhelming he was? But then, the leader of Heaven’s army probably should be, right? Midnight hair, fathomless dark blue eyes, dressed in black from broad shoulders to boot-clad feet, Michael had followed God’s orders to bring the Guardians into existence from piss-poor examples of humanity more than two millennia ago.

      Guardian leader Alexios—a valiant and honorable Spartan warrior from 521 BC—was the sole exception to the you-have-to-be-an-asshole-to-qualify selection process, though no one knew exactly why.

      “Yeah, well, if you didn’t want your Guardians to be morally flawed, maybe the Big Boss should have chosen humans who’d lived exemplary lives instead of picking those of us who were bitches and bastards while we were alive,” Katherine said, crossing her fingers that the archangel wouldn’t smite her with some of the power vibrating in the room.

      Then again, maybe being smote might be better than having to face Ari in her current gutless condition.

      Michael’s dark eyes flashed with something that could have been humor. Which had to be a trick of light because the Archangel had been nothing but somber in the hundred and forty plus years since he’d given her the option between Hell and this purgatory. If I only knew then what I know now…

      Michael raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh quit, you know I’m joking. Well, not about the bitches and bastards part, but that bit about purgatory…” she paused, wondering how tolerant he was feeling today. “Kind of.”

      “Most humans who have endeavored to live a good and peaceful life do not have the requisite constitution to physically battle demons. That job is best reserved for those who were a hair’s breadth away from the pits of Hell themselves. Those who know how to fight dirty when the situation demands it.”

      Nice.

      It was fabulous to have confirmation that she would have become one of the black-eyed fiends if not for the final decision she’d made as a human being. A single act of selflessness—an exclamation point at the end of her cold, egocentric existence. Katherine still didn’t understand why she’d done what she’d done in those last few minutes of her life. Sure, that woman’s husband had been an abusive monster, and Katherine had been a women’s rights suffragette in those days, but hers had been self-interested activism. When she’d run away at fifteen, she received boarding from a friend of Elizabeth Cady Stanton. She’d been spoon-fed women’s right ideology by the very leaders who’d made history.

      But she’d only wanted a place to feel safe. Safe. So she listened to their speeches and attended their meetings. She never felt their passion. Their unrelenting drive for equality. She knew life wasn’t fair and never would be. Protecting the vulnerable had been remarkably out of character for her. So…in that one final moment…why had she taken the knife stab meant for that deranged man’s wife?

      “You chose well at the time it mattered most. In twenty first century colloquial language, you made lemonade from lemons. There is honor in that,” Michael said.

      “Jury’s still out on that. Lemonade sucks unless life also hands you tequila and salt.”

      She wanted to get a rise out of him, but Michael’s expression remained inscrutable. “You hide your broken emotions behind bravado, Guardian. You will fail in your duties if you do not find a way to surmount your grief, despair, and loneliness. Failure is unacceptable, for the battle will soon arrive at your door.”

      Grief, despair, loneliness. Her heart pounded harder in her chest, but she forced her mind to go blank so the archangel wouldn’t see how close to home his words hit. “Such apocalyptic commentary, but you don’t scare me, Michael. If the End Times were near, you’d be polishing your weapons and powwowing with Gabriel and Raphael, and the rest of the Archangel God-squad instead of popping in at my lowly club. So spare me the lofty prose. This is obviously about Ari, and I’ll have you know, I still don’t—” she was going to say want him, but Michael would pounce on that lie faster than a babysitter’s boyfriend lit out the back door when the parents’ car pulled up, “I still haven’t changed my mind. I refuse to bond with him.”

      Michael’s eyebrows pulled down fractionally, and she felt a flare of triumph at getting his expression to change, even if it was infinitesimal. She put a hand on her hip. “So you might as well undo this kumbaya thing between him and me. Or at least move on to my next soul mate. Everyone has more than one, right? Because the Big Boss Upstairs seems to place a lot of weight on free will. So if we only had one person we could be happy with for the rest of our lives, well that sucks!” Michael remained silent as a stone. She took one step forward to snap her fingers in his face, but thought better of it. Staying alive trumped self-expression. “Well? Angels have to be honest, right? Tell me. Please.”

      Michael’s gaze considered her for a moment. She tried not to squirm at its directness, as though he was trying to peel back her deepest layers.

      Finally, “There is no one person who is your only hope, as there is no limit on human happiness.”

      She frowned. “I knew it! This soul mate thing is just some shitty Guardian propaganda.”

      “Enough.” Michael’s form glimmered and the floor rumbled beneath her feet. “You disappoint me, Guardian. I shall be sorry should I have to relieve you of your duties.”

      She threw up her hands. “I’m bound to fail since I’m not rejuvenating after the exorcisms. I’m doing everything I always have, but it’s not working any more.”

      “You have not tried everything because you have never truly opened your heart to possibility with the Viking.” The archangel vanished as quickly as he’d come, unfreezing everyone in his wake.

      “Oh really? What do you call making a baby with him?” she yelled at the ceiling as the renewed pealing screams of the possessed corralled in the Devil’s Trap coincided with the pounding in her frontal lobe.

      “An open heart is not a prerequisite for a biological event,” came Michael’s reply.

      Katherine cursed. “Always have to have the last word, don’t you?”

      “No.”

      She rolled her eyes and pressed her palms against her temples. And then Jade was in her face, her big brown eyes all concerned. Katherine held up a hand to halt her before she could start her hey-girl-let’s-hug-this-out spiel. “It’s a beautiful day to leave me alone, Jade. By calling Ari against my wishes, you’ve inspired my inner serial killer. Truly.”

      “Stop being so dramatic,” Jade retorted. “You need to simmer down and wait to start de-devilling these people until Ari gets here. But in the mean time, can you at least shut them up? Cripes, they’re a noisy bunch.”

      Katherine would’ve tried silencing the screamers, but since it annoyed Jade, she decided against it. It would expend too much energy anyway. She glanced up at Konani, wishing she had the time and energy to take their yearly trip to the Polynesian tattoo artist in Hilo. It had been their November tradition since Katherine took down the sex trafficking ring that had enslaved fifteen-year-old Konani and her eleven-year-old brother Kaikoa. Hard to believe that was ten years ago. Harder still to believe that her Guardianship hadn’t been immediately revoked when she hunted down their gutless pimp and fed him to the pua’a boars in the forest near Mauna Loa.

      That had to have been against Guardian rules.

      Maybe Michael didn’t know.

      Yeah right. The Archangel was probably waiting to drop some massive judgment on her when she least expected it. Probably another ‘biological event’ that would rip her heart out. But if and when he did, it would still be worth the satisfaction she’d felt.

      Her gaze lingered on Konani’s first tattoo—a scrolling wrist cuff that replaced the barcode her pimp had crudely drawn to mark her as his property. The replacement tattoo was a work of art, and for Konani, a symbol of mastery over the trauma of her past.

      Katherine rubbed her temples where a mini-drumbeat pounded. “Nani, would you mind making me one of your chia energy drinks?”

      The mixologist’s long, dark hair slid across her shoulders with a nod. “Don’t do as many exorcisms as last time, alright? These spooks aren’t going anywhere, you know.”

      “She shouldn’t be attempting any exorcisms right now,” Jade told Konani before grabbing a water bottle from the bar fridge and turning back to Katherine. “I’m not kidding, Kat. You think you’re invincible, but Guardians can die, too.”

      “I’m well aware of that, thank you.” Too aware, in fact. If Leviathan made a play for the holy relic Katherine protected—the Chains of St. Peter, which had been strangely glowing for the last two weeks—Katherine wasn’t sure she’d be able to stave off the archdemon. “Look at these wailing cretins. I’d let them destroy each other if it weren’t for the demons inside them that piss me off more.” Another scream distracted her thoughts of a diminishing human race. “Maddox! Get that knave’s mouth off the woman in blue!” To see their humanity vanish never ceased to unsettle her. Healing them brought her a measure of peace, a redemption of sorts, but of course that was selfish in and of itself, so there was a nice dose of guilt thrown into the mix. Wasn’t that awesome?

      Katherine took the energy concoction from Konani, but was only able to drink a few swallows. She set the glass on the nearest table, her stomach churning as she wiped the perspiration from her hands on her ruined pant legs. Was she actually dying, or was it nerves because that damn Viking was on his way?

      The last time he’d checked in, trying to do his soul mate duty, she’d coldly sent him away, just as she’d done six or eight times in the three years since her miscarriage. But the last time, he’d been furious at her rejection. She’d hardly ever seen him angry. It simply wasn’t his nature. But he clearly hadn’t moved past his negative feelings because he hadn’t returned since.

      And really, there was no reason for her to feel guilty about that. He only showed up when it was convenient for him.

      She could feel the staff’s eyes bore holes in her. “Everyone had better carry on with their day before I go on a pink slip binge. Having to replace all of you at the same time would seriously displease me.”

      “You’re always displeased,” Stark muttered from across the dance floor, but with her supercharged Guardian hearing, his words registered loud and clear.

      “That’s no aloha spirit, boss,” Kaikoa added.

      Sweet Kai with his unapologetic optimism, poetic eyes, and flawless Hawaiian good looks…. How had he remained so hopeful and compassionate despite the horrors he and his sister survived? And why did he continue to work for a battle-axe like her? He could get a job anywhere on the island doing more pleasant work, yet he spent his time rounding up demons and human possessions.

      He was the only one she couldn’t bring herself to be outright awful to. How irritating.

      “The aloha spirit withers when in range of my shrewish shadow, Kai. Now, out—all of you. I don’t need any of you here for this part.” Especially if she passed out afterwards. Or worse, if she failed mid-exorcism and the rootless demon chose one of her team members as its new host. It was unlikely, yes, because a host needed to be morally vulnerable for the spirit to take root there, but she still wasn’t about to risk her people in case they were having an off day.

      “Why don’t you at least change clothes first,” Jade suggested. “You look like hell, and you’ve got to be uncomfortable in that wet number.”

      Indeed. But her private quarters were twenty stairs away, and the thought of getting there was exhausting. “Last I checked, I’m the boss. Everyone go get some coffee or something. When you come back, refill your holy water. Keep your rosaries, crucifixes, and salt close at hand at all times. And watch each others’ backs,” she barked.

      “Text me if you need anything.” Konani’s caring eyes felt like sledgehammers to Katherine’s floundering façade of strength.

      “I don’t need anything. Now get out of here, all of you, dammit.” Hopefully they’d stay away long enough to ensure their safety.

      Konani grabbed her purse from behind the golden bar with its glowing nude silhouettes, then ran to catch up with Stark, Maddox, and Kaikoa as they walked into the bright sunshine on the club’s main terrace. Katherine’s shoulders sank as she turned to look at the writhing mass of possessions in the Devil’s Trap—a solid dozen of them—unable to suppress her desperation any longer. She felt more than heard Jade take a step toward her. “Don’t. Please, Jade. I hate that you think my directives don’t apply to you.” She dared not look back at the woman, the only living blood relative she had. Though six generations had lived and died between them, with Katherine’s Guardian agelessness, they looked like contemporaries.

      Three years ago when she lost the baby, she and Ari didn’t know how to be a couple anymore. He left in order to find Jade—so he said—and brought her to Waikiki.

      Jade sighed. “Well, I hate that you think I don’t know you care way more than you let on. I hate that you carry this burden alone. And I hate that you don’t love me enough to let me in,” she finished quietly.

      Katherine’s eyes closed, her lips parting in silent pain, but she summoned a breezy smirk before she turned around. “Now who’s being dramatic? Go take a break, okay? I’ll be fine.”

      “Listen. I met a psychologist who specializes in Electra Complex—”

      Katherine gritted her teeth and willed her breath to slow. “I’m sorry, what language are you speaking? Because it sounds a lot like bullshit.” She turned to walk toward the Devil’s Trap, finally ready to start dealing with the evil shits.

      Jade’s heels clicked rapidly toward her. “Daddy issues are nothing to be ashamed of. It’s not your fault.”

      Katherine swung around to face her. “You really want to go there after our last smack down about this?”

      “I won’t abandon you, Kat. Not everyone is like that. I’ll prove it to you if it takes my whole life.” Jade’s warm green eyes were so earnest. So…loving.

      How, and more importantly, why?

      A dark corner of Katherine’s soul shivered and pulled the inky blanket tighter around her. How she hated when people ripped the scabs off. You’d think living with Jade in her face for the past few years, she’d have developed scar tissue by now, but somehow the free-spirited, good-hearted woman could shine light into the tiniest of cracks.

      One of these times Katherine was bound to implode.

      One of these days Jade would finally realize that her four-times removed great-aunt was so grievously flawed she was past redemption.

      And then, like Katherine’s parents, her sister…even Ari…

      Jade would leave, too.
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      An hour later, on wobbly hands and knees, Katherine shook her head and groaned as quietly as possible. Her team had probably returned to the club by now. More than likely they were hovering in the reception area beyond the second tier of tables. Her stomach pitched wildly again, bringing tears to her eyes, which she blinked away rapidly.

      One more exorcism and all the humans they’d quarantined in the Devil’s Trap would be free of invading malevolence.

      Just one more.

      The inside of her body felt coated in sludge. Black, oily, and unclean—with slithering worms piling up in her arms, legs, and chest. She’d tried meditation to rise above it, to initiate the natural rejuvenation that all Healer Guardians received, but she’d only fallen asleep. The rest hadn’t even helped. Nor had Nani’s special energy drink.

      I’m failing.

      For her, it was the worst F word of all. A word that had haunted her since that horrific day on the beach. She was eleven, her sister Mary, only nine. Innocent and needing protection.

      Protection Katherine had failed to provide.

      Lying down on the hardwood floor, two feet away from the last possessed female, Katherine discovered she wasn’t ready to die. Wasn’t ready for what came after failing her duty. For better or worse, this Purgatory was her choice, and she’d make it again and again, though her motives for her choice made her a coward. She chose to help humanity not because she wanted to, but because she was honest-to-God, knees-knocking petrified of suffering in Hell for eternity.

      “Michael, why won’t you help me?”

      “You’re perfectly capable of helping yourself, Guardian, yet you choose not to,” came the echoing reply. “If Archangels offer their aid, that is the beginning of the End Times. You know this.”

      Yeah, well screw him and his by-the-book anal retentiveness.

      A blast of air ripped through the room, so cold it made her wet pantsuit freeze to her skin. Katherine’s teeth clacked together. She managed to roll to her knees, panting to suppress the dry heaves. Don’t give him the satisfaction.

      “I find no joy in your misery, Guardian.”

      “Could have fooled me. Just…” Leave me alone. Even her voice inside her head didn’t sound like her any more. That would be alarming if her heart had the reserves to push her blood faster through her veins.

      But, nope.

      The possessed woman stopped crying and pulling her hair to begin laughing and jeering at Katherine. After the worst of the nausea had passed, Katherine wiped her mouth and slowly rose to her feet, looking at the bloodshot eyes of the still-taunting possessed woman. “Keep that up and you’re going to find your lip gloss replaced with a glue stick, demon.”

      Katherine turned toward the bar and reception area as the evil spirit inside the woman erupted in rage. The screaming set Katherine’s teeth on edge, but she forced herself not to cover her ears. As expected, she found Jade, Stark, Kai, Maddox, and Konani loitering near the reception desk. They scrambled to make themselves looks busy. Katherine plucked an upside-down menu from Konani’s fingers, replacing it right side up before opening the club’s front door. “I’ll be back in a few hours.” De-demonizing the last one would have to wait. “If you burn the place down, make sure it looks like an accident for insurance purposes.”

      “Pretty hard to do that when the place is a fuckin’ wet spa already,” Stark muttered.

      Katherine smiled inwardly, pleased with how much his confidence had grown in the two years since she’d exorcised a particularly robust demon from him, then forced him through heroin addiction treatment. None of it had been pretty, but they’d both somehow managed to survive. “I think you bitch more than I do, Stark. Impressive.”

      She saw pleasure flash in his eyes before he turned away to grab a chair for her. “Sit your ass down before you embarrass yourself,” he grumbled.

      She knocked the chair over on her way to the door.

      “Wait, where are you headed?” Jade called.

      Katherine paused with one hand on the door, staring at all five of their serious faces, deciding if she wanted them to know. Telling them would be an admission of her exhaustion. Unfortunately, the need to be accessible to them won out over her damned pride. “Home.”

      In thirty minutes she was there. Normally, she’d demolecularize and teleport home, but that was out of the question in her gutless state. The property was in Kailua, on the windward, lush side of Oahu. Her fortress. Five thousand square feet of privacy with both a sugar sand beach and rocky outcroppings, mere steps away from her tricked-out lanai.

      She turned off the car and shucked her six hundred dollar shoes, leaving them on the bench in the front entry. A soak in the hot tub would feel glorious, but she’d probably pass out and drown. She stripped off her abused pantsuit, dumped it into the trash, and took a cool shower to clear her mind. It only made her more edgy.

      Ari was coming.

      She refused to look at her reflection in the mirror as she dried off, and then walked circles in her dressing room. She slipped into a breezy cotton shift and tried to make herself sit still.

      Ari was coming.

      She could feel his unique energy in the subtle pressure shifts of the salty sea air that was his Guardian element.

      Ari.

      Fatigue sat like two boulders yolked across her shoulders, but her pulse wouldn’t listen. Wouldn’t let her mind relax and seek the rejuvenation that was critical to her existence. She arranged her still-damp hair into a bun and paced in front of the windows. Breathe.

      Just breathe.

      Her hands balled into fists as she ran down the stairs and rushed out into the mid-afternoon sunshine. Her bare feet sank into the warm sand as she made her way toward the surf. Her heart revved and sweat pooled between her breasts. Panic—fresh, hot, breathless—flared to life, and she froze, as she always did, ten feet from the water’s edge. The waves retreated, barrel-rolling tiny shells and strands of seaweed across the sand. She exhaled with a shudder.

      The water element was her gift, yet her fear of the ocean—feeling the water rise up her ankles to drag her down and swallow her whole—nearly crippled her.

      Such a paradox.

      She stepped back five more steps and began to collect seashells, their smooth surfaces normally so soothing against her fingertips.

      Now, each one gathered meant she was that much closer to facing Ari.

      She sang an old Hawaiian song under her breath as the wind picked up, stirring loosened hairs from her bun as though pulled by Ari’s fingers. He’d always taken her hair down, pin by pin. He said he loved to undo her.

      Oh, how he’d succeeded.

      Her shadow lengthened on the sand. She looked out over the ocean as dark, moody clouds overtook the sun. Ari? Her heart skidded to a halt, then jackknifed in her chest, restarting at an impossible pace. An unnatural wind drove the waves higher, crashing violently against the sand, forcing her to retreat until she stumbled onto the tiles of her lanai. This abrupt weather change had to be him.

      She pushed back up to her feet and swung around to look out over the ocean.

      I hate him for always making me feel. I hate…

      Him.

      Right there, standing before her on the wet sand. Still so rawly masculine. Always aware of his ridiculous appeal. Always smirking, though this time there was an edge of cruelty to the curve of his lips. White shirt, bare feet, and tan trousers rolled up and wet around the ankles, as though he hadn’t just come from the frozen Himalayas.

      He never felt the cold. Or self-loathing.

      Must be nice to be born a Viking.

      “Katherine.”

      Her name fell deep and liquid from his lips, disorienting her. He stepped forward, crushing her in his arms, swinging her around. She grew dizzy from the motion and his sensual laughter. Memories poured through her. She let them come. Lost herself in the wonder, joy, and eventual heartbreak of them, knowing she was a fool for doing so.

      Energy shot into her sinews, cleared the pathways in her mind, balanced her tummy, and heavens, she felt better than she had in ages.

      Too bad they were so wretchedly unsuited.

      She pushed out of his arms, conjuring a geyser of cold water to blast him in the back of the head. He shook the water out of his eyes, and his sun-streaked blonde hair—longer than she’d ever seen it—flung water droplets every which way as he laughed in that captivating way.

      Pure Ari.

      His laughter was as intoxicating as his kiss.

      She turned abruptly and forced herself not to dash into the house. He grabbed her hand, swinging her back around, the wild blue of his eyes clouding abruptly. “No more walls, Kat.”
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